


MY GREAT CHEESE AWAKENING came about 

five years ago as I stood in front of a case of thick, 

cloud-white cottage cheese at Cowgirl Creamery in 

San Francisco’s Ferry Building. The woman behind 

the counter handed me a tiny spoon, spilling over 

with a kind of cottage cheese I had never tasted be-

fore. One sample and I was smitten. The cottage 

cheese was creamy and light, tangy and smooth, a 

rock star of cheese. It turns out Cowgirl’s Clabbered 

Cottage Cheese is a signature item, the first creation 

founders Sue Conley and Peggy Smith developed, 

and, incidentally, my catalyst into cheese-love.   

Beyond my new-found obsession with “old-

fashioned” cottage cheese, this was also my first en-

counter with a series of wonderful female cheese-

makers who seemed to spring up around every corner 

as I started trying really amazing cheeses. Like the 

moment I realized that my favorite goat cheese,  

Humboldt Fog, was made by Mary Keehn, own-

er of Cypress Grove Chevre. It might not be the right 

time to shout, “Girl power!” but it does put into per-

spective the pioneering roles of women in cheese, 

particularly artisan cheese, and where that has taken 

us today.  

Historians continue to debate the moment, and 

the way, cheese became a part of the human experi-

ence, but many believe cheese was discovered by 

accident when milk was stored in containers made 

from the stomachs of animals. The enzymes in the 

animal-stomach containers caused the milk to sepa-

rate into curds and whey – thus cheese was born. 

References to cheese are found in Greek mythology, 

and archeologists found evidence of cheesemaking as 

early as 4,000 years ago in ancient Egypt. During the 

Roman Empire, cheese flourished across both Europe 

and the Middle East.  
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The Big Cheese 
Women who have a way with curds are making their wheels of 

fortune in the cheese industry. 
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Cheese came to the New World with the first 

wave of pilgrims. During this period, cheese was al-

most exclusively crafted on the farm, a job that fell to 

women, making women the earliest artisan cheese-

makers in America. But in 1831, when the first 

cheese factory opened in Wisconsin, the craft of 

cheesemaking moved from farm to factory, and the 

number of women in the industry decreased.  

American palates shifted, and industrialized 

cheese became the norm until the late ‘70s and early 

‘80s when artisan cheese began the slow process of 

reintegrating itself into our restaurants and kitchens. 

Once again, women were at the forefront of this 

movement. One was Paula Lambert, the founder and 

owner of The Mozzarella Company in Dallas, Texas. 

She opened the company in 1982 after a trip to Italy, 

which inspired her love of quality mozzarella.  

Lambert’s voice occasionally drifts over the line 

into a thick Southern accent as she chuckles about her 

early days when she knocked on kitchen doors at res-

taurants offering samples, hoping to sell her cheese to 

the chefs. It worked. Her business, and the artisan 

cheese movement, blossomed. The Mozzarella Com-

pany now makes 250,000 pounds of cheese a year 

and continues to sell to some of the finest restaurants 

in the country.  

Lambert believes, like many, that artisan cheese 

began its resurgence at home. Allison Hooper, co-

founder of Vermont Butter and Cheese Creamery, 

echoes this idea. Hooper notes that early female arti-

san cheesemakers often started out with a few goats 

to provide milk for their families and, with no outlet 

for the overabundance, many turned to cheesemaking. 

She goes on to say that women have “shown a real 

care for livestock, particularly dairy.” As a result, 

many early female cheesemakers created goat cheese, 

like Laini Fondiller of Lazy Lady Farm and Judy 

Schad of Capriole Farm. But what I found most inter-

esting was why many of these women shifted from 

feeding their families to small business ownership.  

Hooper and business partner Bob Reese opened 

their creamery in 1982, motivated not by money, but 
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Opposite page top: Allison Hooper, Vermont Butter and Cheese Creamery, photo courtesy Vermont Butter and Cheese 

Creamery; above: Betsy Devine making cheese, Salvatore Bklyn, photo credit: Deanna Mahar courtesy of Salvatore Bklyn.  
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passion. Hooper said, “It was really about passion for 

making something…a personal expression of food 

and farming and a lifestyle choice. I loved being on 

the farm and living that way.” Part of this passion 

sprung from watching her mother prepare home-

cooked meals with fresh ingredients, which resonated 

again when she was in France, where she learned how 

to make cheese. Although not from a farming back-

ground, Lambert got into the business for many of the 

same reasons. She wanted to bring quality cheese, 

like the kinds she had tasted in France, to the market-

place.  

The rise of quality cheese and other artisan 

foods, as well as Americans’ new-found interest in 

travel and trying new things, coincided with the 

growth and success of many early female cheesemak-

ers. This shift changed the way Americans began to 

think about cheese.  

Joining the industry in 2007 with the opening of 

her company Salvatore Bklyn, Betsy Devine’s story 

reflects this change. Devine started selling her re-

nowned ricotta when people were already hungry for 

the kind of cheese she was making, but her attitude 

toward the art of cheesemaking reflects the mindset 

of her predecessors. Her passion comes from “making 

things from scratch…seeing the process from start to 

finish.” Like many, Devine started making cheese at 

home, inspired by a friend in Italy, before she entered 

the market. 

Today, artisan cheese is a dominant force that 

appears everywhere from high-end restaurants to sub-

urban dinner parties and includes a collection of ven-

dors from across the country. Lambert said, “Today 

there is more competition but also more knowledge 

and consumption by the general public.” America has 

fallen back in love with artisan cheese.  

Saxelby Cheesemongers, co-owned by Anne 

Saxelby, a company that sells unique selections of 

cheese from small producers who focus on respect for 

their land and animals, is a testament to our hunger 

for cheese. As is the coveted position held by Cathy 

Strange, the Whole Foods Market global cheese buy-

er. Both women are a testament to the influence 

women hold within the artisan cheese industry today.  

For Hooper, there is also the pleasure of looking 

back. “It was lovely about having done this in the ear-
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ly days…for these women who were doing artisan 

cheese, it was very organic…a sisterhood of cheese-

makers.” 

Looking back at the timeline of cheese in this 

country, I find that I was one of those Americans who 

started traveling and trying new things in my early 

20s, right when I had my first cheese-related “ah-ha” 

moment in San Francisco. Travel, at home and 

abroad, is what helped me expand my palate beyond 

Kraft cheddar and American. In 2008, I found myself 

standing in front of a pushcart full of cheese in Paris. 

I pointed and smelled and tasted and picked two thin 

wedges with names I could not pronounce to share 

with my mom while we sat on a bench looking at the 

Eiffel Tower. To this day, although I have no idea 

what I ate, I can still remember the warm, smoky 

taste that is embedded in my memories of Paris.  

It makes you wonder, why do we love cheese so 

much? In America, we smother cheese on pizza and 

pasta and tacos. Not surprisingly, The American 

Cheese Society notes that macaroni and cheese has 

remained one of the top-10 comfort foods in America 

for decades. We may have an obsession. Personally, I 

like Paula Lambert’s description about why we like 

cheese: “The way it tastes, the way it feels in your 

mouth. There is a richness. It is a satisfying food with 

so many variations and pairings, and it is so good for 

you.”  

Cheese contains protein, calcium, phosphorous, 

zinc, Vitamin B12 and Vitamin A - all essential nutri-

ents we need. According to The National Dairy Coun-

cil, cheese is also the No. 2 source of dietary calcium 

for Americans. The amount of nutrients varies de-

pending on the type of cheese. For example, mozza-

rella, ricotta, Swiss and cheddar are high in calcium, 

Opposite page bottom: All hands on deck making mozzarella, photo courtesy of Mozzarella Company; Placing coupole on 

rack, photo courtesy of Vermont Butter & Cheese Creamery.  
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while cottage cheese, Gouda and provolone are high in 

protein.  

However, selecting cheese to serve or cook with 

should be about more than just the nutritional facts. Lam-

bert recommends keeping a journal so you know what 

you have tried, if you liked it, and what you paired it 

with. This will help you develop knowledge about cheese 

and to clarify your own taste preferences. For example, 

do you prefer fresh or aged cheese? She also recommends 

always asking to taste the cheese before you buy it. 

(That’s my favorite part.)  

Once you select your cheese, it is important to con-

sider how you will use it and store it. Cheese should be 

served at room temperature to experience the most robust 

flavor. Take cheese out of the refrigerator one or two 

hours before you plan on serving it. To store leftover 

cheese, place it back in the original container, if possible, 

and wrap it to keep it from drying out. The cheese should 

then be refrigerated in the coldest area, like the vegetable 

or cheese drawer. Hooper adds, “Consumers have some 

options on how they handle it [cheese] based on what 

they want to do with it.” For instance, you can let it dry 

out if you want to grate it or if you prefer a harder cheese. 

Leftovers like mozzarella and goat cheese can also be 

frozen for later use.  

As Hooper explains proper care for leftover cheese, I 

realize my Double-Cream Cremont, an aged cow and 

goat milk cheese from Vermont Butter and Cheese 

Creamery, is sitting in my refrigerator unwrapped. I start 

to fidget with my pen as she talks. I glance from my 

kitchen table to the refrigerator across the room. I feel 

like a kid caught in a lie, guilty, as I nod my head and 

take notes. I am drying out her cheese as we speak!  

We say good-bye and I rush to the refrigerator. The 

cheese sits on the second wired shelf, not even in the 

cheese drawer. I grab a knife, still standing in front of the 

open refrigerator, the air swirling around my waist like 

puffs of cold breath. I slice into the creamy center of the 

cheese and eat it straight from the knife. It’s still good, 

nutty and smooth like a silky pudding. I take another bite, 

hardly noticing the little refrigerator light still making a 

crest moon of light across my slippers, nothing but cheese 

on my mind.  Maybe now it is the right moment to say, 

“Girl power.”♥ 
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ASPARAGUS, TOMATO, AND SCA-

MORZA FRITTATA 

Serves 6 

 

2 tablespoons olive oil 

1/2 small onion, finely chopped (1/4 cup) 

2 cloves garlic, minced 

1 bunch asparagus (1 pound), trimmed and 

cut into 1-inch pieces 

1/2 teaspoon dried red pepper flakes 

5 eggs 

1/4 cup water 

1/4 to 1/2 teaspoon Tabasco sauce 

Salt, to taste 

8 ounces smoked scamorza, thinly sliced 

1 tomato, cut into thin slices 

Freshly ground pepper, to taste 

 

Heat the olive oil in a 12-inch nonstick, 

ovenproof skillet over medium-high heat. 

Add the onion and garlic and sauté briefly, 

or until the vegetables begin to soften. Add 

the asparagus and stir-fry the vegetables, 

turning and tossing, until tender, about 5 

minutes. Remove the pan from the heat.  
 

Sprinkle with the red pepper flakes. Season 

with salt and pepper. 
 

Preheat the broiler and adjust the rack to 

accommodate the skillet 3 inches below the 

heat source. 

Opposite page: Herb goat cheese. Photo courtesy of  Vermont Butter and Cheese Creamery. 
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Crack the eggs into a medium bowl and add the water, 

Tabasco and salt. Beat with a fork until well combined. 

Place the skillet containing the asparagus over medium 

heat and add the eggs. Cook, without stirring, until the 

bottom browns and the eggs are just beginning to set 

on the top. Remove from the heat. 

 

Arrange the mozzarella slices over the top of the eggs. 

Cover the top of the frittata with the tomato slices. 

Place the skillet under the broiler and cook until the 

cheese is melted and bubbling and the tomatoes are 

browned. Remove from the oven and set aside on a 

rack to cool for 5 minutes. 

 

Liberally sprinkle the top with freshly ground black 

pepper. Cut into 6 wedges and serve. 

 

(Recipe from “The Cheese Lover’s Cookbook & 

Guide” by Paula Lambert, 2000.) 

 

 

CREAMED SPINACH 

Servings: 4 

 

4 bunches spinach (or 2 bags), cleaned 

2 garlic cloves, sliced 

8 ounces ricotta (one container) 

Salt/Pepper/Chili flake to taste 

Extra virgin olive oil 

Lemon wedges 

 

In a large pan add a thin layer of olive oil over medium 

heat. Add garlic slices and cook until they begin to turn 

golden brown. Add the spinach, salt, pepper, and a lit-

tle red chili flake if you would like some heat. Cook 

the spinach until it wilts down. When spinach is 

cooked through, pull pan off the heat and fold in ricot-

ta. Serve with a few lemon wedges on the side. 

 

(Recipe from Betsy Devine, Salvatore Bklyn) 

Opposite page top: Goat Cheese Mini Souffles; bottom: Flammekueche (French Tarte Flambée); above: Bijou Creme Brûlée  

with Rhubarb Compote. Photos courtesy of  Vermont Butter and Cheese Creamery. 
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