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As you might already have realized over the last thirty 
years, I love cheese. Especially really well-made, full-fla-
vored, true-to-tradition cheese. And I have a special spot in 
my cheese-loving heart for the oldest of old school dairy—
cheeses made from raw milk. 

While raw milk cheese hardly ever makes headlines, it 
has been the subject of a fair bit of government agency 
agitation over the years. Seemingly every five or six years, 
someone high up in the scientific hierarchy in Washington 
gets the idea that it would be safer for consumers to ban 
all raw milk cheese from the market. I’m not really sure 
why they like to focus on raw milk cheese. To be clear, I’m 
not a scientist. But I have been eating, studying and selling 
raw milk cheese for over 30 years now. I’ve heard dozens 
of talks, read probably hundreds of articles and had well 
over a thousand discussions. All of which have left me, not 
with anxiety over eating raw milk cheese, but rather, ever-
greater appreciation of its wonderful flavors! 

Which is an excellent fit for the year’s effort by the Boston-
based Cheese of Choice Coalition to promote raw milk ap-
preciation in April. They picked a day—April 18. I think that’s 
too short a window, so I thought, why not make it a week?  

What’s the story behind all this? Pioneered by Louis Pas-
teur in the Franche-Comté region of eastern France in the 
second half of the 19th century, pasteurization heats milk 
to high temperatures, in the process killing off the bacteria 
in the milk. Pasteur’s process was a big boon for cheese-
makers tired of the variability of working with milk as it 
emerged from the cow. 

The problem with pasteurization, in the context of cheese-
making, is that it kills all bacteria in the milk, both desirable 
and undesirable. How can getting rid of bacteria possibly 
be bad? The truth is that there are both “good” and “bad” 
bacteria at work. Good ones in our digestive tracts help, 
bad ones cause problems. When we eliminate the good 
ones, the bad ones run rampant. When the bad ones get 
out of control, trouble follows. The key is to keep it all in 
balance. 

The challenge in cheesemaking is that the desirable bac-
teria Pasteur’s process eliminates are the same ones that 
would typically contribute much of the flavor to the fin-
ished cheese. Without them, cheesemakers are fighting an 
uphill battle, trying to obtain an exceptionally full-flavored 
cheese from less then full-flavored raw material. Many 
cheesemakers also argue that pasteurized milk results in 
weaker curd, which can inhibit texture and flavor develop-

ment of more mature cheeses. Pasteurization is prone to 
removing much of the complexity and character that make 
great cheese great. 

Mind you, pasteurization isn’t necessarily a horrible thing 
for cheese either; there are certainly some very good 
cheeses being made today from pasteurized milk. And with-
out question, it’s contributed consistency and safety to the 
world of mass-market milk production. Since the process 
kills off all bacterial activity, pasteurization makes it pos-
sible to make passable cheese from mediocre to poor milk 
with fairly high bacteria counts, increasing “efficiency” and 
reducing economic waste. Additionally, the process helps 
create consistency in large cheese plants, where milk ar-
rives from a series of different farms and is then blended. 

Ironically though, pasteurization has probably actually al-
lowed milk standards to go down. I don’t mean that all pas-
teurized milk is of low quality. To the contrary, there are 
many folks producing excellent milk which is then pasteur-
ized. But because the process kills off all the bacteria in the 
milk, there’s far less pressure for dairy farmers to deliver 
exceptionally clean product. If the milk is to be pasteurized 
you can get away with much higher bacteria counts than 
you could if you were going to make raw milk cheese from 
it. With raw milk the cheesemaking process simply won’t 
work when you have that high a level of bacteria in the 
milk. Makers of raw milk cheese marvel at how high the le-
gal levels of bacteria are in milk used to make mass market 
products. They know that if they tried to work with milk 
like this they’d never be able to make cheese.

So why would anyone advocate milk pasteurization for 
cheese? Some scientists say that all cheese should be made 
from pasteurized milk; that raw milk cheese is a health haz-
ard. American law prohibits sale of raw milk cheeses that 
have not been aged at least sixty days, in theory, to kill off 
any harmful bacteria that might be left in the cheese by the 
maker’s choice to use unpasteurized milk. Some scientists 
say that raw milk cheeses that aren’t aged for this two-
month period can be a health risk. But this claim has never 
even come close to being proven. In fact, the vast majority 
of incidents of cheese-borne illness have come from chees-
es made from pasteurized—or more accurately and most 
often, improperly pasteurized—milk! 

So how do raw milk cheesemakers make it work? 

First, by strict adherence to sanitation standards. Small 
dairy farms can control the sanitation of their herds and 
the milk much better than big ones, hence have no need to 
rely on bacteria killing pasteurization to ensure the qual-
ity of the milk. Instead farmers just do their job very care-
fully. Traditional farmhouse cheeses—those made from the 
milk of the animals on a single farm—can be made with milk 
that is only hours old. The farmers know the animals. They 
manage the entire process from field to finished cheese. By 
using top quality milk in its natural unheated state, a chee-
semaker has ready access to the full range of natural bac-
teria which can help to create an exceptionally flavorful, 
traditional cheese. 

Mateo Kehler, co-owner of Jasper Hill Creamery in Vermont 
which makes Bayley Hazen and other raw milk cheeses, 
talked about how the milk quality, well managed and com-
bined with great cheesemaking work, will yield complex, 
full-flavored, delicious cheese. “There is a direct and linear 
correlation between the microbial diversity in milk and the 
diversity of flavor in finished cheese. At Jasper Hill we milk 

cows, but farm microbes. The microbial ecology of raw milk 
is the sum of the practices on the farm and as cheesemak-
ers, we curate and foster the microbial ecology of our milk 
by managing herd health, our cows’ diet, their bedding and 
the sanitation of our equipment. Our practices produce the 
fundamental flavors and define the potential and delicious-
ness of our cheese.”

Without pretending to persuade anyone who wasn’t previ-
ously on one side or the other, I will say that in my experi-
ence cheeses made from raw, unpasteurized milk are often 
(but definitely not always):

a) those which are more carefully made; 

b) made from more carefully monitored  
milk production; and 

c) much more flavorful than most of their  
factory counterparts. 

For a bit of inside expertise I turned to cheesemaker Andy 
Hatch, whose fabulous raw milk Pleasant Ridge Reserve is, 
I believe, one of the best cheeses produced on the planet. 
“My priority as a cheese lover,” he said, “is to make sure that 
we don’t restrict our access to the depth of flavor offered 
by raw milk cheeses. I worry that future restrictions will 
force my children to grow up in a country of two-dimen-
sional cheese.” I would agree. And he added, “My priority as 
a farmer, cheesemaker and small business owner is to make 
sure that our industry is governed by clear, science-based 
regulations. All sectors of the economy deserve this.  No-
body values food safety more than those of us who rely on 
it for a living, and our industry’s long history of producing 
safe, raw-milk cheese can be extended through reasonable, 
science-based food safety. Many other countries share in 
the proof that this is possible.”

How do you find raw milk cheese? You can start by ask-
ing. Our crew would be happy to tell you which cheeses 
are made from raw milk and which are not. If you can see 
the labels, look on the label for the words “lait cru,” “leche 
cruda,” “roh milch,” all of which mean “raw milk” in their 
respective languages. In truth though, you may have been 
buying raw milk cheese for years, but not have known it. All 
Swiss Gruyere and Emmental, Parmigiano-Reggiano and au-
thentic French Roquefort must, legally, be made from raw 
milk. Remember that this is nothing new; before Pasteur all 
cheeses were made from raw milk. Also on the raw milk list 
is French Comtè, ironically, the classic cheese of Pasteur’s 
home province. 

One thing to consider when buying cheese made from pas-
teurized milk is the method of pasteurization used since 
different producers pasteurize differently. More desirable 
is a lower temperature, slower pasteurization, which brings 
milk to 145°F for thirty minutes. This tends to cause less harm 
to the flavor of the milk. The more flavorful cheeses made 
from pasteurized milk are usually those that use this longer, 
lower temperature method. Alternatively, bigger producers, 
for whom time is totally money, move much more quickly—
161°F for a mere 15 seconds—creating kind of a cooked fla-
vor in the milk. Ultra-pasteurization which is used primarily 
for liquid cream (giving it seemingly unlimited shelf life, but 
severely limiting its whipping capabilities and its flavor) 
takes the temperature up to 280°F for a mere one second, 
but leaves little in the way of fresh cream flavor in its wake.  

Raw milk Appreciation Week  
at Zingerman’s
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Cheese of Choice Coalition
CheeseMatters Q&A
Below is an interview I did with the Cheese of 
Choice Coalition on the subject this year. 

Cheese of Choice: With humble beginnings as a 
neighborhood deli, how did specialty foods and 
specifically artisan cheese become such a strong 
focus?

Ari: We’ve always been focused on full-flavored 
and traditional foods. That was true from the 
beginning! And it’s still true now. Over 33 years we’ve learned a LOT! Which of course 
means that we’ve been able to raise the quality bar on everything we make and sell. 

C of C: You were awarded with a Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Cheese 
Society in August. CONGRATULATIONS! How have you seen the American cheese com-
munity grow through the years and what has motivated you to invest so much passion 
and energy into it?

Ari: It has changed enormously! When we opened there were very few American artisan 
cheesemakers left. A few that come to mind are Vella cheese and Franklin Peluso in 
California, the Widmer family and Albert Deppeler in Wisconsin. Crowley and Grafton 
in Vermont, And a few folks starting to make artisan cheese. Laura Chenel comes to 
mind. Paula Lambert, Vermont Creamery, Westfield Farms came along around that time 
as well. I remember our first air-shipped order of Laura’s goat cheese arriving at the 
Deli. Back in ‘82 imports dominated. Today there are so many good American cheeses 
that we can’t even come close to stocking them all! 

C of C: You are an outspoken proponent of traditional and raw-milk cheese. Why are 
they important?

Ari: Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset said, “A people 
that abandons its traditions is like a tree with rotten roots. It 
ends up getting blown away by the wind.” We work hard to 
be true to tradition and that means, when we can, working 
with raw milk cheese. It’s clear of course that one can make 
good cheese using both pasteurized and unpasteurized milk, 
and also bad cheese with both pasteurized and unpasteurized 
milk. But as a broad general statement I think most folks in the 
artisan cheese world will agree that great raw milk cheese is 
a pretty special thing. Consider that the traditional cheese of 
Louis Pasteur’s home region of Comté must still by law be made 
only with raw milk!  

C of C: I love that you describe yourself as an anarcho-capital-
ist, which means among other things, that you believe in the 
importance of free choice. What is the relationship between 
cheese and choice?

Ari: I’ve focused a lot on choice on an internal level. To be 
mindful of the reality that we’re all making choices all day 
long, often about things we don’t even realize that we’re do-
ing. Smiling or not smiling? Being empathic or not, being kind 
or not, forgiving or not. But clearly free choice in the physical 
world is of equal import. Given that there have been so few 
real problems to come from properly made raw milk cheese 
over the years it seems like the consumer ought to be able to 
make the choice for his or herself. If you look at all the things 
we’re legally allowed to do that seem more dangerous than 
eating cheese, it seems very reasonable that consumers would 
get to make the call themselves to continue to enjoy some of 
the world’s best cheese! 

C of C: In your Lapsed Anarchist book series you talk about the 
overwhelming importance of vision on both the professional 
and personal scale. Could you elaborate on what “vision” is 
and why it’s important? What is your vision for the ideal future 
of traditional cheese?

Ari: A vision, as we define it here at Zingerman’s, is a picture of 
what success looks like for us at a particular time in the future. 
It’s not just a set of financial targets, though it may include 
some numbers so that we have sense of scale, scope and clear 
sense of where we’re headed. Nor it is just nice platitudes or 
a couple of inspiring, but not particularly meaningful, phrases. 
For us, an effective vision needs to be:

a) Inspiring to all that will be involved in implementing it.

b) Strategically sound, i.e., we actually have a decent shot at 
making it happen. 

c) Documented. 

d) Communicated. 

I’ve written a lot about it in Part 1 of the Zingerman’s Guide to 
Good Leading series. 

My vision for traditional cheese? That there is ever more well-
made, traditional cheese, matured, sold and eaten in the US and 
around the world. That in the process we’ve helped to restore 
sustainable agriculture in the countryside, helped consumers 
and chefs and caterers have access to some amazing, hand-

crafted, full-flavored cheese. 
That the cheesemakers 
and retailers and distribu-
tors involved are making a 
reasonable living doing it. 
And that great cheese has 
become an accepted element 
of good American eating! 

C of C: For individuals who 
want to help support tradi-
tionally produced cheese, 
traditionally produced 
foods in general, what can 
they do?

Ari: Other than supporting 
the Cheese of Choice Coali-
tion? I guess buy and serve a 
lot of it!! And then certainly 
speak to local representatives. 
And sing their praises far and 
wide!!

C of C: Like you, as a youth I was much more likely to be found eating Kraft Macaroni and 
Cheese than hand-crafted Camembert, and powdered parmesan than Parmigiano.  Do 
you have an all-time favorite traditional recipe or pairing that’s uses raw milk cheese?

Ari: Wow. There are so many. Aged Emmental Swiss with a really good mustard. Par-
migiano Reggiano with a great honey—I love Italian chestnut honey but really any of 
the amazing varietal honeys we’ve got at the Deli would be delicious. Fondue Comtoise 
(made with Comte cheese)Aged Tuscan sheep cheese with pears. 

Zingerman’s Creamery’s Great Lakes Cheshire
The only raw milk cheese made in Washtenaw 
County for over half a century, the Creamery’s 
Great Lakes Cheshire is a tangy, tasty piece of ter-
rificness. As recipes tend to go this one is a variant 
of a variant—traditional raw milk English Cheshire, 
adapted by Welshman Leon Downey to make what 
he called Llangloffan, taught in turn to our own 
John Loomis who started making his version back 
here in Michigan. Easy to eat, easy to enjoy and the 
best way to help keep the raw milk flag flying here 
in our home town.  

French Comté
The classic of Louis Pasteur’s home region, which 
must (despite Pasteur’s work) by law be made from 
raw milk. This is a particularly special version, aged 
for over 18 months and selected just for us by the 
maturing exports at the Fort St. Antoine. Nutty, deli-
cious, one of my favorite cheeses ever! 

Stichelton (Raw Milk Stilton)
Made in Nottinghamshire by Joe Schneider with the 
support of the crew at Neal’s Yard Dairy in London. 
Partner Randolph Hodgson got the Stilton show 
back on the road about a decade ago—no raw milk 
Stilton had been made for nearly twenty years. The 
results of their efforts have enhanced the lives of 
cheese lovers worldwide—Joe and Randolph’s au-
thentic raw milk has a bigger flavor, creamier tex-
ture and longer, more buttery finish. If you want to 
taste the real stuff, this is the one. 

Pleasant Ridge Reserve  
from Wisconsin
One of the best cheeses made in 
America or anywhere. Andy Hatch 
is using the fresh raw milk of his 
own herd of cows and making a 
marvelous, semi firm, full-flavored, sa-
vory, nutty, magical piece of cheese in southwest 
Wisconsin. 

Bayley Hazen from Vermont
See page 7 for details on our Bayley Hazen 
tasting at the Deli in March!

One of the country’s best blue 
cheeses, made skillfully from 
raw milk by the Kehler broth-
ers and they’re dedicated crew in 
the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. 
Based on an English Stilton recipe its got a big blue 
flavor, a natural rind and a long finish. I like it on its 
own with slices of apple and a few toasted walnuts 
and a glass of big red wine.  

Parmigiano-Reggiano
One of the world’s best-known cheeses it’s justly 
known for its wonderfully great flavor—nutty, 
milky, buttery, subtly sweet and assertive and in-
dependent but never overwhelming. Again, by law, 
it must be made from raw milk. Ours comes exclu-
sively from a single dairy we selected in the hills 
outside of Modena (home, of course, of traditional 
Balsamic vinegar, which is also unpasteurized) and 
we’ve loved its elegance and full flavor now for 
nearly twenty years. I love it with honey as a des-
sert, on pasta and salads, or with sparkling wine. 
Parmigiano Reggiano: Not all the wheels that bear 
the world famous Parmigiano-Reggiano name are 
created equal. There are big differences from one 
to the next. This cheese is made by a dairy nearly 
2,000 feet up in the hills outside of Modena, Italy. 
The high altitude makes for plenty of diversity in 
the grasses, herbs and flowers growing in the cows’ 
pastures. This means that the milk—and subse-
quently, your cheese—is full of each pasture’s com-
plex flavors. The wheels are aged for a minimum 
of two years (33% longer than the Consorzio mini-
mum). Most important, the finished cheese has a re-
ally rich, wonderfully complex flavor with a lovely, 
long finish. 

Raw Milk Cheese  
at Zingerman’s

We feature many raw milk cheeses at Zingerman’s on a regular basis. The folks at Zingerman’s Delicatessen 
and Zingerman’s Creamery are more than happy to offer samples and guide you to your new favorite, or, 
if you can’t come by the store, call 888-636-8162 and the Service Stars at zingermans.com will offer you a 

virtual guided tour of all their amazing raw milk cheeses. 

Here is a short list (really, we have a LOT more) of some of my favorite  
raw milk cheeses that we routinely carry:


