FOOD

Cheese: a golden age

Is it possible to pinpoint the world’s best
cheese? CHRISTOPHER HIRST consults the
experts and holds a week-long tasting
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FROM O0ZY BRIE DE MIEUX to craggy chunks of
parmesan, from the knee-weakening pong of limburg-
er to the sweet sumptuousness of mascarpone, cheese
has an almost limitless variety. Cheese shops and su-
permarkets offer a range oflactic treats that boggle the
eye and bludgeon the nose. More types are within our
grasp than ever before, battered wallets permitting.
But which demands a place in the shopping basket?

In a wholly unscientific attempt to pinpoint the
best cheese in the world, I collected samples of 30-
odd nominations from chefs, food writers and cheese
experts. The fragrant archipelago on our dining table
made a convincing case that we are living in a golden
age of handmade cheese, but a word of warning —
these edible masterpieces don’t come cheap. My wife
returned from Neal’s Yard Dairy in London with an
initial haul of 21 British cheeses and a bill for £141.54.
Once I’d recovered from the shock, I roped her in as
tasting panel for a gruelling week of nibbling and rank-
ing to find the top wedge.

For a classic rendition of stilton we went for Col-
ston Bassett. I thoughtit was blue heaven —the sharp,
clean flavour is softened by a slight mushroomy tinge —
but the Tasting Panel was less taken: “It’s an impos-
ing cheese. You have to be on your best behaviour”
(18 marks out of 20). Stichelton is a new stilton-type
cheese but made with raw milk, not pasteurised. The

result has great finesse and deep flavour, though hard-
core stilton lovers may miss some sharpness. “A vari-
ant that anyone would like,” insisted the Tp. “Would it
put people offif I said it was a girlie stilton?” (x8).

A good-looking gorgonzola piccante from Gor-
gonzola in Lombardy was rich and satisfying within
its knobbly rind (15) but the town’s dolce was so but-
tery and bland as to be pointless (5). These impres-
sions were reversed by gorgonzola from neighbouring
Piedmont. The dolce was sweet and zingy, delivering
addictive layers of flavour (16), but the piccante was
hot, aggressive and soapy (4).

Two ewe’s milk cheeses represented polar
extremes. Swallet from Cumbria combines a wrinkled
rind, camembert-style runniness and semi-solid core.
Made only from spring to autumn, it tasted sweet,
light and grassy. “I loved it,” said the Tp. “A real sense
of summermilk.” (19). Berkswell from Warwickshire
is a hefty, hard cheese. Within its medieval rind, the
flavour is resonant and complex with, oddly enough, a
hint of coconut (18).

Try before you buy is a good rule with cheese, but
this is a bit tricky with époisses, the semi-soft, marc-
washed cheese from Burgundy, since it comes in a
circular wooden box. Though it bore a gold medal, an
époisses from leading maker Berthaut had been badly
stored and for too long. “An evil-looking cheese,” said
the Tp. “A glowing, red-orange — the colour of certain
fungi.” Worse still, it smelled of ammonia and tasted
of cabbage (3). A second époisses, made by Gaugry,
was spot-on: flowing, saline, deep-flavoured (&7

A trio of relatively new blue cheeses drew great
applause. Made in Lincolnshire from unpasteurised
cow’s milk, Cote Hill Blue is a buttery, camembert-
style cheese threaded with little blue veins. The rich
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