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THE CHEESEMAKER'S APPRENTICE

Giorgio Cravero surrounded by wheels of carefully selected Parmigiano Reggiano in his family’s aging rooms




GIORGIO CRAVERQO,

OWNER, G. CRAVERO, BRA, ITALY

Quite possibly the most passionate man in
Italy, Giorgio Cravero is the fifth generation
in his family to select and mature Parmigia-
no Reggiano—one of the most recognized
cheeses around the world—and Grana
Padano. Decades of partnership and com-
mitment to the best traditional practices
have made the Cravero name synonymous
with the highest standards of quality.

DO YOU THINK THE PARMIGIANO
REGGIANO REGULATIONS MAKE
CHEESEMAKERS FEEL CONFINED?
The cheesemakers are stimulated and they
are creative when they have good milk to
work with. They don't feel pressured be-
cause it's an everyday job for them, and it's
easy to make that cheese every day from
the day you decide that that is the project
of your life. They make cheese 365 days a
year—Sunday, Christmas, Easter—it's a
hard job.

Small dairies that make six to ten wheels
of Parmigiano Reggiano a day have one
cheesemaker, and the huge dairies that
make one hundred wheels of cheese a

day have five to seven cheesemakers—all
with different knowledge, capabilities, and
secrets. For this reason, the challenge is to
try to be consistent. In a dairy that makes
one hundred wheels a day, consistency

is something tricky . . . rare. This is the
challenge.
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YOUR FAMILY HAS BEEN
WORKING WITH PARMIGIANO
REGGIANO FOR OVER 150 YEARS,
AND IN THAT TIME YOU'VE HAD
TO CHANGE DAIRIES. HOW DO
YOU SELECT NEW DAIRIES?

There are 390 producers, and we are
working with just four of them; one is a
farmstead and three of them are coopera-
tives. We've worked with one for twenty-five
years, another one since 1988 (twenty-
three years), and another for about a
decade. In 2010 we added a fourth, and to
be able to sign the contract with them for
the 2010 production, | spent three years
flirting. They are neighbors of one of the
dairies we've worked with for twenty-five
years, so we knew each other a long time
and they used to sell their production to
another company.

Before | was able to sign this new dairy—
whose cheeses will be, in the next year, the
best cheese we have probably ever matured
in my family; it's absolutely an emerald, a
masterpiece—I was trying to find another
one for a few years.

WHEN YOU LOOK FOR A NEW
DAIRY, DO YOU WATCH THEM

FOR A NUMBER OF YEARS TO

SEE IF THEY ARE CONSISTENT
YEAR TO YEAR?

Exactly, and you also have to manage the
situation because every one of the 390
dairies has customers, and so to kick out
the previous customer is hard and could be
dramatic. | trust the dairies | work with, but
in the past some competitors have visited
our dairies, thinking about switching.
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THE PARMIGIANO REGGIANO
CONSORZIO EVALUATES ALL
WHEELS PRODUCED. ARE THESE
INSPECTIONS NERVE-RACKING?
This happens before the maturing company
like ours selects the wheels. The Con-
sorzio checks the cheeses three times a
year when the cheeses are around twelve
months old—in the springtime, summer-
time, and the fall. They check the young
cheese where the cheeses are maturing—
so they could be in the dairies’ warehouses
or in general warehouses that mature for
different companies and dairies.

To check means they tap, they hammer the
wheels to try to understand if inside the
cheese there are holes or cracks—mistakes
or defects—and they check the rind. The
day that they tap the wheels they are also
allowed to cut some wheels to taste the fla-
vor. If the Consorzio decides that a singular
wheel has cracks or problems, they put the
cheese in a machine that marks it to indi-
cate a difference in quality. For second-tier
[wheels] the machine brands parallel lines
on the rind. For the third tie—cheeses that
have big mistakes—there are machines
that cancel the little dots on the rind of Par-
migiano Reggiano. Those cheeses are not
sold under the name Parmigiano Reggiano.

DO ANY OF THE DAIRIES EVER
DISAGREE AND APPEAL THE
CONSORZIO'S DECISION?
Absolutely there are a lot, a lot, a lot, a lot
of discussions because the price of the
second tier is 30 percent cheaper and
the price of the third tier is 60 percent
cheaper, and so the dairies are always
arguing with the Consorzio. Definitely.

AT WHAT AGE DO YOU

SELECT WHEELS?

Immediately after this because the second-
and third-tier wheels are not cheeses that
the dairies want to sell us; they sell them
via another avenue.

PARMIGIANO IS SO HARD;

CAN YOU TASTE THE WHEELS
WITHOUT CUTTING THEM?

We don't taste the cheeses during selec-
tion—our assessment is based on confi-
dence and familiarity—we select wheels
by tapping them. During the selection if
we find 20 percent of the cheeses with
troubles in tapping them, we can ask the
producer if we can open a wheel to try to
discover the problem.

IS IT TRUE THAT PARMIGIANO
REGGIANO PRODUCERS CANNOT
USE COMMERCIAL STARTERS?
Yes; they use the whey from the

previous day.

ARE THERE EVER CONCERNS
ABOUT CONTAMINATION?

No. It is safe. In twenty-five years |'ve never
heard about troubles with bacteria, bad
bacteria like Listeria—something like that
in our work. Never. I'm confident that

it's safe.



MANY FOOD SCIENTISTS SAY
THAT THIS IS THE SAFEST CHEESE
BECAUSE IT IS LOW-MOISTURE;
WITH SUCH LOW MOISTURE, HOW
IS THERE ENOUGH MICROBIAL
ACTIVITY TO MAKE SUCH
INTENSE FLAVOR?

| called one of my cheesemakers and we
arrived together to this kind of answer ...
[First] | want to tell you my answer; | am
always trying to explain this to custom-

ers. When Parmigiano Reggiano is really
good, when it could be considered the

best cheese in the world—it is something
connected with the land, the terroir. In the
production area there are some territories
where—I don’t want to tell you a poem,
but—it is God. God decided that the for-
age, the grass, of that particular territory
allows the production of a kind of milk that
allows the production of a kind of Parmigia-
no Reggiano. It's not just about something
connected with the technique or the rules
of making the cheese—it's the natural gift
of the land that makes the production of
some great products because in the 390
dairies there are differences in quality. The
differences in quality are huge! On the out-
side Parmigiano Reggiano wheels all seem
the same. When people taste Parmigiano
Reggiano, because it's often really good,
they think that it’s always good, but this is
not true; the differences in quality can be
enormous.

That is my answer. The cheesemaker's
answer—he talked about the milk
enzymes, but this is connected to the
previous answer, to the forage, because
some grasses create some enzymes better
than others.

WHY DO THEY ALLOW MILK FROM
SILAGE-FED COWS FOR GRANA
PADANO AND NOT PARMIGIANO
REGGIANO?

Grana Padano is more industrialized; silage
is allowed because in the making of Grana
Padano they are allowed to use a preser-
vative called /isozima [lysosmel, a mega
protein that prevents the bad fermentation
that silage can create. Silage, and of course
the preservative, is not allowed in Parmigia-
no Reggiano making. The dairies in Grana
Padano are bigger and the cheese is made
in a more industrialized way. Particularly
with the small dairies we work with—some
make only six wheels a day—[Parmigiano
is] a similar item but a completely different
product. It's different food.

PARMIGIANO REGGIANO MUST BE
MADE WITH RAW MILK, BUT THE
CURDS ARE COOKED AT A HIGH
TEMPERATURE. DOES THIS MIMIC
PASTEURIZATION?

No, pasteurization is at 78°C [172°F], and
the curd of Parmigiano Reggiano is cooked
at 54°C to 55°C [129°F to 131°F].
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WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE
CURDS ARE COOKED?

After the cooking at 54°C to 55°C (129°F
to 131°F), the whey and the curd are
together. At the right moment they sepa-
rate. The curd, little grains, drops to the
bottom of the cauldron and in an hour the
weight of the whey helps the curds form
into a big ball at the bottom of the caul-
dron. The big ball of cheese is cut in two to
make two wheels of cheese. Every cauldron
makes two wheels. In slang they are called
twins [gemelli]. They take the big ball, then
they use cloth to drain it, and they keep
whey for the next morning.

I'VE READ THAT DURING AGING
THE AFFINEUR WANTS FAT TO
SEEP OUT OF THE CHEESE. IS
THIS TRUE?

The fat does not escape from the cheese in
an important way—the percent is minimal,
ridiculous—and in my opinion the fatness
of the texture is an absolutely crucial
characteristic even if the cheese is twenty-
four or thirty months old; it must be moist.
| don’t like the Parmigiano Reggiano very
dry and hard; we describe ourselves as soft
and sweet.

DO YOU PREFER PARMIGIANO
REGGIANO FROM ANY SPECIFIC
SEASON?

A very important and truly crucial charac-
teristic we are looking for in the cheeses we
are selecting and maturing is consistency.
The dairies we work with mostly feed the
cows hay twelve months a year. They dry
the fresh grass in the summer because
they think that the health of the animals is
more consistent—they feel better all the
time—and at the end of the day it means
that the cheese made in January, April,
August, or November are pretty much the
same. And this is something that | look for
in a producer; | know that it cancels the
romanticism of the seasonality, but in my
opinion, if the cheese is as good in August
as at Christmastime, that is a good thing.



