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WINTER 2010 NEWSLETTER

Become a member of the Ecology Center!

The Berkeley Farmers’ Market is a program 
of the Ecology Center, a community-based 

nonprofit dedicated to 
sustainable urban living. 
The Ecology Center 
relies on the support of 
our members. Become 
a member today! Visit 
ecologycenter.org or call 
510-548-2220x235
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TUESDAYS 2pm-6pm*
Derby Street at Martin  
Luther King, Jr. Way

THURSDAYS 3pm-7pm
Shattuck Avenue at 

Rose Street

SATURDAYS 10am-3pm
Center Street at Martin  
Luther King, Jr. Way

*Note: Regular Tuesday Market hours  
resume on March 16th; 2pm - 7pm

All Year Round, Rain or Shine
EBT and WIC accepted, Wheelchair accessible

FREQUENT SHOPPER PROGRAM
Ask us about it! Win an organic cotton tote bag 
full of produce, t-shirts, pint glasses, and more!
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This fall at the Berkeley 
Farmers’ Markets, we 
surveyed our customers 
to see the effects of our 
zero-waste efforts and 
plastic bag phase out.  
Customer feedback has 

been overwhelmingly positive.  Even most customers 
that were skeptical or even unhappy with the changes 
have come to appreciate our efforts.  

Not only are people pleased, but the changes have 
achieved the desired effect.  The initial results of 
our survey show that overall bag use at the market 
has dropped by approximately 50%.  Nearly all 
customers report using fewer bags at market than they 
used to.  The phase out of plastic bags and packaging 
has eliminated the need for a landfill bin and as a 
result we are now recycling or composting at least 
95% of all material generated at market.

Thank you for helping us make this possible.  And 
keep reusing those bags!

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

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? I 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. I 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, I 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 

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. I 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 

...continued on page 2

Winter Squash 
& Yogurt Cheesecake

Recipe by Sara Pereira, 
St. Benoit Yogurt enthusiast 

Filling:
16 oz. St. Benoit Yogurt Cheese
2 T St. Benoit Plain Yogurt
3 Eggs 
3/4 cup cooked Red Kuri squash (if Red Kuri 
isn’t available, try an alternate sweet winter 
squash like Kabocha or Butternut) 
1/2 cup brown sugar
1/2 cup raw sugar
Nutmeg, Cloves, Ginger, Cinnamon 
(All spices should be used to taste. Too much 
nutmeg and/or ginger can overpower the 
cheesecake.)

Crust:
1 1/2 cups ginger snaps
1/4 cup raw sugar
1/4 cup butter (Try organic cultured butter from 
Spring Hill Cheese Co., great for baking!)

Preheat oven to 350°. Combine all filling 
ingredients and mix until smooth. In a separate 
bowl, mix the 3 ingredients for the crust. Pack 
the crust firmly into a standard pie pan, then 
pour in the filling. Bake at 350° for 40 minutes 
or until the filling isn’t jiggly. A fork poked in 
the middle of the cake should come out clean 
when the cake is done. 



New Market Vendors
Little Organic Farm joins us at the Tuesday 
market now through April. David Little brings a huge 
assortment of certified organic, dry-farmed potatoes 
to our markets from his farm in Marin County. You’ll 
find colorful heirloom potato varieties at his stall with 
cool names like Jacqulyn Lee, Nicola, and La Ratte. 

OBUGS, or Oakland Based Urban Gardens, is a 
nonprofit which educates children, youth and families 
about nutrition, science, and health through school 
garden programs, summer camps and more. Find 
them at our Thursday market through April, where 
youth participants will be selling dog treats, herbed 
sea salt, and herb bouquets picked fresh from their 
gardens.   

New Products at the 
Berkeley Farmers’ Markets!

St. Benoit Yogurt Cheese:  Made from 
strained St. Benoit Yogurt, this product differs from 
other soft, fresh cheeses because it is not cultured 
with rennet. It is also a healthier option because it is 
made with milk as opposed to cream, and because it 
contains all of the healthy live bacteria (probiotics) 
found in St. Benoit’s yogurt. See Recipe for “Winter 
Squash & Yogurt Cheesecake” on page 4. Yogurt 
cheese is also delicious spread on toast with a dab of 
Blossom Bluff’s new Elephant Heart Jam. 

Blossom Bluff Elephant Heart Jam:   
Elephant Heart plums are an “old time” variety 
developed by Luther Burbank in Sonoma County 
in 1929. They are now on Slow Food USA’s 
“Ark of Taste.” According to Slow Food, only 
home gardeners and a handful of fruit farmers 
still grow the Elephant Heart plum because it is 
a low production variety and is difficult to ship. 
The Loewen family has been growing Elephant 
Heart plums at Blossom Bluff for at least 50 
years! As Fran Loewen describes, “The variety is 
hard to pollinate and has alternate bearing years 
with either a light or heavy crop. This year was 
a good crop with more fruit than we could sell at 
markets. We ended up drying about 500 pounds 
and decided to make jam with the rest!”    

Parsnip Puree
Recipe from Mary Vance,

Certified Nutrition Consultant &
Associate Publisher for Terrain magazine 

3 lbs parsnips; peeled, quartered lengthwise, and 
cut into 1-inch pieces
3/4 stick unsalted organic butter, cut into pieces 
(substitute 2-3 tbsp olive oil for vegan option)
1 1/2 cups whole milk 
(substitute coconut milk for vegan option)
1 1/2 T olive oil
3 T water

Cook parsnips in a 5 to 6 quart covered pot of 
boiling water with 1 tablespoon salt until very 
tender (about 15 to 20 minutes), then drain.
Purée hot parsnips with butter (or olive oil), 
milk, and 1/2 teaspoon each of salt and pepper to 
taste in a food processor until smooth. Transfer 
to a serving dish and enjoy!
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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 

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 significant 
investment of time and equipment for the creamery. It 
is the first 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 significant 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 

...Cowgirl Creamery, continued from page 1

would make it harder for them to track changes 
between batches and standardize their recipe. At this 
point they are ready to begin the rigorous process of 
training one additional cheese maker.

When Maureen joined the Cowgirl Creamery staff 
as an apprentice ten years ago, they had just enlisted 
the help of Fons Smit, a dairy scientist from the 
Netherlands, to help them develop their first aged 
cheese – the triple crème known as Mt. Tam. Now 
they have added 5 soft-ripened cheeses to their line-
up, each of which is aged only a few weeks. The 
development of an alpine style cheese marks another 
departure. 

Wagon Wheel is Cowgirl’s first cheese aged longer 
than 60 days, which means that according to USDA 
regulations it could be produced using raw milk. For 
cheese makers facing market demands for regularity 
in product, raw milk cheeses take a lot of risk and 
work! Making a consistent, marketable cheese has 
taken two years already, even without the help of 
impish wild bacteria. However, the ultimate goal is 
that Wagon Wheel will be Cowgirl’s first raw milk 
cheese. As Maureen says, “We won’t know how it’s 
going to turn out until we try it.”

25 pound rounds of Wagon Wheel in the aging room.

...continued on page 3
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