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Cowgirl Creamery:
Introducing “Wagon Wheel”

by Katie Hannon, Berkeley Farmers’ Markets
Operations Manager

Many Berkeley shoppers are already familiar
with Cowgirl Creamery’s mouth-watering line of
artisan cheeses. What you haven’'t seen at your
favorite restaurant or grocery store is a new
table cheese that they have been sampling at the
Tuesday Berkeley Farmers’ Market, which they
joined in September 2009. Cowgirl Creamery’s
new Gruyere-like delicacy is a work in progress.
Each week you can find a different incarnation in
paper-wrapped packages at their booth, bearing
mysterious names like “batch #11” or “batch #14.”

Tasting different versions of Cowrgirl Creamery’s
new “batch” cheese every week made me wonder,
how are new cheeses developed? What is the
cheese maker’s inspiration, and how does she
begin? | got a chance to ask these questions of
Maureen Cunnie, Cowgirl Creamery’s Head Cheese
Maker, on a recent visit to their production facility
in Petaluma. | was surprised to learn, perhaps
naively, that the endeavor begins with a recipe.

The romantic in me wants to believe in cheese as
alchemy. When I look at Brie’s bloomy rind or the
blue holes in Roquefort, | picture caves full of wild
yeasts waiting to transform milk into unforeseen
deliciousness. While cheeses may once have been
happy accidents, now they are the result of a
honed science.

Laboratory prepared starter cultures and
standardized strength rennet are widely available,
as are detailed recipes for most cheese types
known to man. Furthermore, USDA regulations

Maureen Cunnie & Jose Louis drain curds from a 400 gallon
cheese vat for a batch of Devil’s Gulch.

mandate that all cheeses aged less than 60 days
be made with pasteurized milk. Because the
pasteurization process kills bacteria naturally
occurring in raw milk, the potential effects of
wild cultures on the final product are greatly
minimized. | can’t help but wonder, without the
alchemical magic of wild bacteria, how does the
cheese maker really innovate?

When Maureen began the process of developing a
new cheese for Cowgirl Creamery two years ago,
she started with a recipe for a young Asiago, and
she consulted closely with the laboratory that she
works with to get the cultures that would have the
effects she was looking for. Inspired by chefs who
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...Cowgirl Creamery, continued from page 1

had been asking for an organic, locally produced
cooking cheese, Cowgirl Creamery endeavored
to recreate something like an Asiago that could
be used in the kitchen and snacked on everyday,
unlike their more precious soft-ripened cheeses.

Asiago is in the family of “alpine” cheeses
including Gruyere, Swiss, and Emmental, and is
characterized by a smooth texture and mellow
flavor when young. In Italy it is commonly found
melted in Panini. In order to make cheese you need
three basic ingredients; milk, a curdling agent like
rennet, and a culture, or set of bacteria known to
have specific effects on milk sugars. To state the
process simply, pasteurized milk is inoculated
with a chosen culture and then curdled with an
ingredient like rennet. Then the whey is drained
from the curds, the curds are often heated, salted
and stirred to draw out more of the whey, and
voila! You have created a basic cheese, which may
be eaten fresh or aged to develop more flavors.

Two years and twenty batches of cheese later,
Maureen and fellow cheese maker, Eric Patterson,
have wound up with an alpine style cheese all
their own. They have been sampling the “batch”
cheese at farmers’ markets since last summer,
and now they are selling out of the ten wheels
that they have the ability to produce every week.
The cheese’s growing popularity at the farmers’
markets is an indication that is ready for broader
distribution. Just this month they introduced the
cheese on the marketplace as “Wagon Wheel”

Wagon Wheel is produced with milk from Strauss
Family Dairy, one of only two nearby dairies that
Cowgirl Creamery works with (the other being
Chileno Valley Jersey Dairy which supplies milk
for Cowgirl’s seasonal cheeses). Maureen says
that Strauss milk is 4% milkfat, surprisingly high
for a herd of Holstein cattle which are known for
milk with low cream content. Cowgirl Creamery
generally makes cheese the same day that the milk
is delivered, meaning that it has come from the
cow only hours before the cheese making begins.

In the case of Wagon Wheel, the curds are packed into
large molds and then pressed with 50 pounds of water
to expel more of the whey. Pressing is common for
alpine cheeses, making them harder with tight-knit
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25 pound rounds of \WWagon Whesl in the aging room.

curds. Once pressed, the 25 pound rounds are aged
for two months in a room with 95% humidity at a
consistent, cool temperature. Over the course of the
aging process, they are gently washed four times with
bacterium linens, which gives them a reddish rind like
Gruyere. Like other alpine cheeses, Wagon Wheel has
a low acidity, giving it a sweet, mild taste.

Developing Wagon Wheel has meant a signifcant
investment of time and equipment for the creamery. It
is the frst cheese they have produced in large wheels,
which required the purchase of 10 cheese molds at
$400 each! They even invested in a quesadilla press
to test the “meltability” of their new cheese since the
goal was to make something good for cooking.

The process of creating Wagon Wheel has required

a lot of patience and tinkering to achieve the young
Asiago qualities that they originally envisioned.
What I learned from talking with Maureen is that it
is actually easier to innovate in cheese making than it
is to create a consistent product. The cheese making
process is so delicate that each minor change can
have a signifcant effect. Everything from the speed
at which you stir your milk to the size that your cut
your curds will result in a different cheese. Up until
now, Maureen and Eric have produced Wagon Wheel
by themselves. Having another person involved
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