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Savor flavors of artisan cheeses

Locally crafted varieties add richness to holiday menus

By NANCY VIENNEAU
For The Tennessean



Once I was envious of my friend Heather.

And it wasn't because she had a glorious view of the Golden Gate Bridge from her kitchen window. It was what she had in her kitchen fridge: wedges, logs and pyramids of locally crafted artisan cheeses she had purchased at her neighborhood market. Soft, ripened goat cheese lightly caked in vegetable ash. Chèvre disks studded with lavender buds and fennel pollen. Creamy veined blue made from the raw milk of Holsteins grazing on the rolling hills overlooking Tomales Bay. Cheeses that embodied that sense of place, with intriguing names like Humboldt Fog, Mad River Roll, Purple Haze or Point Reyes Original Blue.

"These look special," I said.

"They are special," Heather said. "Wait 'til you taste them!"

She set the cheeses out on her kitchen table and sliced a crusty baguette. I waited — cheeses are best at room temperature — and then proceeded to slather and savor.

Fine cheeses made locally
I envy no more.

Nashville's markets are offering a bounty of award-winning artisan cheeses, many from nearby farmsteads.

Jim and Gayle Tanner of Bonnie Blue Goat Farm in Waynesboro, Tenn., are becoming known for their smooth, mildly tangy cheeses that express the good life their goats enjoy. When she's not in her cheese studio, Gayle often can be found accompanying her herd on daily roams through the hollow. She discovered her talent for making chèvre years ago in her home kitchen where she learned to handle the milk with care. Too much agitation, she maintains, can make the cheese "goaty." Available are tubs of plain, lightly salted chèvre, perfect for spreading on a toasted bagel or dolloping onto a baked potato, and delicate logs, some plain, some rolled in a blend of herbs, which can be sliced and broken up onto salads, or stirred into warm pasta.

Ninety miles south of Nashville in Elkmont, Ala., the artisans at Belle Chèvre have been producing distinctive goat cheeses for almost two decades. Over that time, they have garnered more than 50 awards. Inspired by French methods, their firm Montrachet-style logs have an indulgent velvety texture in versatile plain or 14 herb/spice blends such as ash, sumac, thyme and a peppercorn medley.

It starts with the cow
In the early 1990s, Kenny Mattingly realized a new vision was necessary to ensure the survival of his family dairy farm in Austin, Ky. What started out as a small cheese-making experiment has grown into Kenny's Farmhouse Cheeses. Since 1998, Kenny has developed more than 20 varieties of raw milk "Old World" cheeses from his hormone-free, pasture-fed dairy cows. Some favorites are Gouda, Asiago, Cheddar and Havarti. The experiment continues. He visited Point Reyes Farmstead and got some tips. The result: Kentucky Bleu. Its twangy blue creaminess rivals that of his fellow artisans in northern California.

