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Roquefort is the ancestor of all blue cheeses. It has been produced for at least a 
thousand years, rigorously defended since the 15th century, and was the first 
cheese to receive the French AOC designation. It can only be made with 
unpasteurized milk of particular ewe breeds, but perhaps the most critical 
characteristic of traditional Roquefort is the ripening it receives deep in the 
caverns of the local limestone caves. A nearly 2km cavernous labyrinth was 
formed upon the collapse of the limestone plateau of Roquefort-sur-Soulzon, and 
it isn’t a stretch to say that blue cheese was born in these damp and moldy 
hollows.  
 
The birth of this patriarch blue cheese is the stuff of legend. It is said a forlorn 
shepherd left his lunch of bread and fresh cheese in the caves only to return a 
month later to find, to his delight, that a delicious new cheese was born. Whether 
this tale is true or not, the cheese is still made exclusively from the mold that 
proliferates in the caves and inoculates loaves of bread. Although this now takes 
place in the controlled environ of the laboratory, it is a veritable link of tradition to 
modernity. 
 
Roquefort begins with milk that is sourced from several thousand small farms 
throughout the region. To ensure the highest quality of milk, only hearty yet noble 
breeds of sheep, particularly the Lacaune, are milked and done so seasonally 
corresponding to the lushness of the native grasses, from Winter until late 
Summer.  
 
To make the cheese, fresh raw milk is transported to the production facility daily. 
It is gently heated to retain the natural microflora of the milk and inoculated with 
the classic blue mold penicillium roqueforti. After the milk has been given time to 
ripen, rennet is added and carefully incorporated by metal blades. The curds set, 
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then are cut and portioned into distinctive forms. These forms are left to drain for 
several days.  When they’ve reached the right acidity, they are rubbed with sea 
salt and transported to the infamous caves to age.  
 
There are only 7 cheese facilities legally allowed to produce authentic Roquefort 
cheese. Each has their own series of aging caverns within the mountain but all 
utilize oak shelves (some up to 150 years old) that are believed to be crucial for 
proper maturation. Once the cheeses arrive to the caves they are uniformly 
pierced by aluminum rods—a process that exposes the previously dormant 
internal blue molds to the vitalizing air. The cheese ages in the unique 
microclimate of caverns for up to two weeks before being wrapped with a thick tin 
foil that encourages slow maturation and discourages the formation of a crusty 
rind. 
 
Although the cheese is produced only seasonally, and by law must be kept in the 
region for only 90 days, some cheese is kept longer at cooler temperatures to 
meet the ever-increasing and year round demand. This distinctive and delicious 
blue is a result of many factors: a historic close collaboration of ewe’s milk 
producers and cheese producers; a tightly controlled system of quality production 
and traditional techniques; and the unique climate of limestone caves.  
 
Roquefort pairs beautifully with ripe pears and sweet figs and should be 
accompanied by regional dry white wines such Chardonnay or Sancerre or for a 
real treat, with a decadent Banyuls or Sauternes.   


