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GRANULAR

The best-known granular hard cooked cheeses are those
associated with particular regions of Italy: benchmark
cow’s milk cheeses such as Parmigiano Reggiano and
Grana Padano are made in the colder northern regions

in the shadow of the Alps, while salty ewe’s milk cheeses
such as Pecorino Romano and Pecorino Sardo come from

the drier, warmer south.

The granular texture of hard cheeses is produced by
cutting the curd finely, almost to the size of a rice grain,
then cooking and scalding it at high temperature. This
produces a texture that is moist and dense but quite brittle.

Traditional hard cooked granular cheeses are soaked in
a brine solution so that they naturally form a smooth
rind, which is kept free of mould by rubbing the cheeses
with the tiny droplets of fat that seep out as they mature.
Traditional cow’s milk cheeses are often made with
skimmed milk to prevent excess seepage of fat, which
can give cheese a rancid flavour. Modern industrial
copies are dipped in mould retardant and covered with

a thin plastic coat.

A good-quality granular cheese is instantly recognisable
by the condition of its rind, which should always be tree
of mould and have a slight sheen. The texture should
have no holes, cracks or other defects. By definition
these cheeses are slightly grainy, but they should also

be moist enough to melt quickly in the mouth with

a caramel sweetness.
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Parmigiano Reggiano DOC 1955

This exquisite golden cheese is one of Italy’s most
precious treasures. You can understand why it is often
called the king of cheeses when you chew on a hunk
gouged from the centre of a freshly split drum. Its moist,
crumbly texture melts on the palate with an inimitable,

delicate, buttery sweetness.

Parmigiano Reggiano is the benchmark by which all other
hard grating 'grana’ cheeses are judged. Its extraordinary
reputation is the result of an enduring respect for tradition
and quality among the cheese-makers who are members
of the Consorzio del Formaggio Parmigiano Reggiano.
Ever since 1934, the Consorzio has enforced a strict
system of self-regulation to assure the quality of every
single cheese its members produce. Production is based
in five authorised provinces: Parma and Reggio Emilia

in the north of Italy (hence the name), and also Modena,
and parts of Mantova and Bologna.

Although Parmigiano Reggiano now represents 15

per cent of all the cheese made in Italy, it is not mass-
produced. Instead, it is made by almost 600 small dairies,
each producing on average fewer than twenty wheels ot
cheese per day. This level of farm production is staggering
by modern standards, but there are also signs of a change
towards increasing scale of production. In the 1950s,
production was less than half of current levels, but the
cheese was produced on more than 2500 farms.
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Milk

All Parmigiano Reggiano is made from raw milk, and
strict controls over milk quality are crucial. The Consorzio
rules insist that cows are only fed on fresh, locally grown
grass or hay. The use of silage or fermented feed during
winter is banned because silage contaminates milk with
bacteria that can lead to inflated or ‘blown’ cheeses.

Until 1984 these restrictions presented a problem during
the winter months, when fresh feed was scarce, and
production was limited to the period between April and
November, when the cows were able to graze on fresh
pastures. Increasing demand and pressures on costs,
plus the introduction of modern farming techniques to
erow and harvest feed, have led to a relaxation of this
rule, and the cheese is now made throughout the year.
Silage, however, is still banned, and the members of the
Consorzio are not allowed to use lysosyme, an additive
widely used to prevent ‘blowing’ in hard cheeses such
as Grana Padano.

If you travel through the patchwork of farms in this part
of Italy you will be lucky to see a cow grazing in the fields,
except in some remote areas. But look closely and you
will see plenty of large barns surrounded by giant wheels
of hay, where the cows are now kept under controlled
conditions to ensure a continuous supply of high-quality
milk. Calving is staggered throughout the year to ensure
continuous milk production, and the grazing cows have
been replaced by farmers cutting the grass with tractors

and mechanical balers.

There has been some debate about the implications

of these changes, and opinions vary widely. Some
connoisseurs claim that milk collected from cows grazing
freely in the hills of Modena during the summer months
makes the best cheese, while others suggest that the
controlled diet of barn-fed cows causes the animals less

stress and gives the farmer better control over milk quality.

When it comes to seasonal variation, opinions are equally
varied. Some claim the best Parmigiano Reggiano is made
in late spring when the cows graze freely on the fresh,
varied pastures of the hilly countryside, while others
consider cheeses made in late autumn from barn-fed
cows in Parma and Reggio Emilia to be the best because
of the combination of fresh nutritious feed, cool weather
and late-lactation milk. Whilst there is no doubt truth in
both perspectives, it is important to remember that the
cheese-maker’s skills in adapting to constant changes in
milk quality are an equally important part of the overall
outcome, as are maturation and grading.

Production

The creation of Parmigiano Reggiano is a fascinating and
exacting process. Under Consorzio rules, the cheese can
be made only with absolutely fresh milk that is poured,
not pumped. Most dairies collect their milk from three or
four local farms twice a day, using shiny milk churns or
small tankers. The night before cheese-making, the evening
milk is poured into flat, shallow stainless-steel trays and left
to ripen overnight. The milk ferments a little through the
action of natural bacteria, and the cream rises to the surface.

Early next morning, the cream is skimmed off (to be used
for butter or mascarpone), and the milk is poured into
gleaming copper-lined cauldrons or caldaie, which are
then filled to the brim with full-cream morning milk.
The use of copper is a traditional way of protecting the
milk from temperature shock and ensuring an even heat
distribution when the two milks are blended.

Next, the starter culture is added. The starters used for
Parmigiano Reggiano are not purchased from commercial
laboratories, but are carefully nurtured overnight in each
dairy using the previous day’s whey. Similarly, traditional
animal rennet must be used to set the warm, blended
milk. The cauldron is slowly heated, and the milk is
stirred with a paddle.
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Observing the transformation of milk into cheese is
fascinating at any time, but in the case of Parmigiano
Reggiano the process is quite magical, reminiscent of
something from a Gothic fairytale. Imagine the scene:

it’s dawn, and a hot, steamy room is lined with rows of
glowing copper cauldrons full of bubbling milk. Scattered
around the vats are huge wooden paddles, large curved
ladles, and oddly shaped implements for cutting the

curd. Hovering over the steaming cauldrons is the casaro
or cheese-maker, dressed in white, moving from one
bubbling pot to the next, pouring in buckets of liquid
potion, testing the mixture with a ladle, then deftly feeling
the curds between finger and thumb. From five in the
morning until lunchtime, the time-honoured system runs
like clockwork, and to witness it is to watch the alchemy
of traditional cheese-making at its best.

The copper vats are arranged in rows so that the cheese-
maker can swiftly move between them, repeating every
step ten minutes apart in a logical sequence. Each vat
holds enough milk to make just 90kg of curd, which will
produce two wheels of cheese. The curds are cut with

an instrument called a spino (the name refers to the thorn
bush that was once used for this purpose) and again
heated and stirred. A giant molten ball of curd forms

and settles in the conical base of the cauldron.

A flat-bladed paddle is used to coax the hot curd into

a large piece of hemp cheesecloth. This part of the process
is particularly tricky; it takes two strong, skilful men

to manoeuvre the heavy, gelatinous, slippery ball. The
cloth’s corners are tied to a wooden pole suspended

across the rim of the vat, and the dripping ball of curd

is heaved out and sliced into two with a long knife.

The twin halves are tied in individual pieces of
cheesecloth, and the cheeses are hoisted into hoops.

Each hoop is covered with a wooden board that allows
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the curd to cool slowly as it settles into the shape of the

hoop. The cheeses are turned regularly to ensure even
draining, then dressed with fresh cheesecloth.

Once the cheese has firmed, the cloth is removed and
each cheese is individually identified with an official
number inscribed on an oval green casein label. The
cheeses are then bound in stainless-steel hoops, each
lined with a plastic sleeve, which leaves a stencilled
imprint of ’Parmigiano Reggiano’ in a tiny matrix of dots
around the sides of the young cheese. The cheese is also
imprinted with the year and month of production, and
the zone and dairy number; the lower the dairy number,
the older the dairy. Both the official casein number

and the sleeves must be purchased each year from the
Consorzio, and distribution is strictly controlled by

a quota system according to each dairy’s milk capacity.

After twenty-four hours in the hoops, the young cheeses
have firmed and developed their familiar convex drum
shape. At this point, they are briefly dried, then transferred
to dark rooms, where they spend the next twenty-one to
twenty-eight days floating in huge concrete baths of cold,
saturated brine. The cheeses tloat just below the surface, so

that the salt draws moisture uniformly from the cheese and

gently penetrates the thin rind. During maturation, the salt
will gradually work its way through the whole body

of the cheese.

The maturation of Parmigiano Reggiano takes a long

time and requires the use of climate-controlled facilities,
which can be prohibitively expensive for small cheese-
makers. The cheeses are held in the dairies in warm
rooms for up to a month to sweat, but in many cases

the final maturation is done in centrally controlled
co-operative facilities known as cascine, which specialise
in maturation and the all-important grading system.
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Maturation

On arrival at the maturation centre, the young, glistening
cheeses are stacked row upon row in impressive towers

of shelves, which may reach five metres or more in height.
The temperature in these rooms would once have altered
with the season, but these days it is kept at 14°C, with a
humidity of 85 per cent, conditions that encourage a little
of the natural fat in the cheese to weep through the porous
rind. When rubbed regularly with soft brushes, the oil
encourages a tough, leathery, golden rind to form, and also

prevents surface moulds from contaminating the sweet

cheese sealed beneath.

In stark contrast to the traditional methods used in

the earlier stages of making Parmigiano Reggiano, the
maturation centres are quite highly mechanised. The
cheeses are regularly turned and brushed by computer-
controlled machines, which pull the heavy cheeses

from high shelves, flip and brush them, and then whirr
noisily on to the next set of shelves. The shelving is made
of wood, to help prevent the cheeses from slipping or
crashing to the floor. When you see the machine working
systematically up and down the rows, you wonder

how people on long ladders ever managed to do the job

without serious injury.

Before the cheeses leave the maturation facilities, they
must be inspected and graded by a tecnico di formaggio,
a cheese technician. With just two cheeses per vat,

this grading presents a real challenge, as each batch
has to be graded individually. The first official grading
is done after twelve months. External defects such

as cracks are fairly obvious, but to check for internal
faults, the inspector taps the rind with a small hammer
and listens for the sound of cracks or holes within.

A small serrated needle or spoletta is occasionally
used to spike and remove a fine dust of grated cheese,
which is sniffed and tasted on the tip of the tongue.

Cheeses that are up to standard are hot-branded with the
oval imprint of the Consorzio in the centre of the rind,
while those considered imperfect have the stencilled

imprint unceremoniously removed.
Ageing

A common mistake with Parmigiano Reggiano is to
assume that age is more important than flavour. According
to my good friend Giorgio Cravero, whose family have
been maturing cheese for more than four generations, only
about 20 per cent of cheeses are suitable for ageing beyond

eighteen months.

Many cheeses lose their delightful sweet flavour and slightly
moist, nutty texture if they are aged for too long. They
become tired and crumbly, and the flavour becomes sharp.
This fault is recognised in Italy, and often these cheeses
are dumped on the overseas export market, to be sold at
high prices to people who do not know what to look for.

[n 2004, the Consorzio introduced a new system of

codes to help identify the different grades of Parmigiano
Reggiano. Cheeses carrying the words ‘Prima Stagionatura’
on a green background, and with parallel lines under the
dot matrix on the rind, are considered by the consortium
to show limited technical defects and to be unsuitable

for further ageing. These cheeses will have well-rounded
flavours and texture as long as they are eaten immediately.
Cheeses labelled as ‘Extra’ or ‘Export’ have been selected
for ageing over eighteen months. They carry the brand of
the Consorzio on a blue background, and are classified as

‘first grade’ by the consortium.

Both grades still vary in quality depending on where they
have been made. The best kinds of Parmigiano Reggiano
are carefully collected from individual farms and matured
by small family-owned companies. Parmigiano Reggiano
was recognised in 2004 as the only cheese that can be

called Parmesan under the EU regulations.
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