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Belonging to a community is a desire and necessity for most people.  In the ancient world an individual was nothing without his community.  His identity was not limited to his individual name but often included his father’s name as well as the town or community that he was raised in.  There are many things that build and strengthen community.  Large contributors like church, family, school, heritage and shared hardships all work together to build community.  Not only do these shared interests and experiences bring people together but they foster a sense of belonging to a greater entity.  Along with the up-front and obvious builders of community there are often smaller less noticeable participants in the construction of a community.  These include entities like beer, wine, regional cuisine, small town stores, and shared jokes within a geographical region.  While these lesser studied and admired builders of community frequently go over looked there is one that bears special note.  Cheese is a fine example of a commodity that at first glance does not imply community greatness. When a deeper look is taken, however, it is quite obvious that both the production and the consumption of cheese have played an important part in developing specific communities throughout history.  
Cheese is not easily defined as one food item. It includes a wide variety of forms, methods of production, as well as different cultural origins and uses.  This foundation of cheese must first be understood before the greater implied community can be understood.  Many different international cultures as well as some of the sub-cultures in the United States have historical ties to cheese.  These communities will later be explored for how their specific cheese heritage is expressed.  While in the past the production and consumption of cheese has built community, the major changes in cheese-production have influenced the communal aspects of making cheese.  There seems to be a shift towards a cheese consumer based community and away from the cheese-production.  

A basic understanding of what cheese is must first be understood. According to the Oxford English Dictionary defines cheese as “a substance used as food, consisting of the curd of milk (coagulated by rennet) separated from the whey and pressed into a solid mass” (O.E.D.).  The milk of several different animals is used to make different types of cheese.  The specific milk can change the texture, color and taste of the cheese.  Animal milks that are traditionally used for making cheese include cows, goats, sheep reindeer, and water buffalo.  Cheese itself can be made in many different ways to create the major forms of cheese.  The standard divisions of cheese are comprised of fresh, soft, soft mould ripened, hard, semi hard, blue, and smoked cheeses.  Over the years new methods have been developed and implemented in the making of cheese but the same principles have prevailed (Fox, Chapters 2 & 3). 


Cheese is made when milk is caused to curdle or coagulate prematurely with the use of rennet, acids, or vinegars.  The curds or solid part then separate away from the whey, which is a white thin liquid.  The curds themselves are either eaten or used to make other forms of cheese.  Very hard and hard cheeses are made by taking the curds and pressing them together and then allowing the cheese to age.  The age and method of production change the taste and texture of the cheeses.  Traditionally, small scale wooden presses were used to make blocks or wheels of cheese.  This leads to a drier more crumbly texture.  Newer methods, however, involve vacuum presses that form the blocks more tightly and more solidly.  The vacuum pressed blocks are better for slicing and presenting than the drier, crumbly chunks (Rance Chap 3).  

Softer varieties of cheeses like Colby, Havarti, and Swiss are made by breaking the curds before forming them into blocks.  Some curds are washed before they are pressed while others are soaked in brine solutions to prepare them.  Some varieties of cheeses, like blue cheeses, have mold cultures added to them.  This gives the cheese a look of veins and has a crumbly texture.  The smell is usually very strong and the taste is very tart.  Finally, smoked cheeses are created by a similar method to the hard or soft cheeses but they are aged in a smoky environment.  Understandably the methods of cheese production have changed over the years and vary from culture to culture but the basics remain constant and unchanged (Fox). 
Cheese has been around since ancient times and the facts of the first development are unknown at this time.  There is, however, an ancient Middle Eastern legend that tells of the first accidental development of cheese.  The legend goes that a traveler was preparing for a long journey across the desert and filled a young goat stomach with milk so he would have something to drink along the way. As he traveled in the hot sun, the sack of milk beat against the side of his galloping stead with a steady rhythm.  The beating slowly churned the milk.  This churning combined with the stomach acid remaining in the sack and the heat of the sun turned the milk into curds and whey.  The traveler was very disappointed when he found his ruined milk but because he was famished found that the curds were indeed edible (History of Cheese).  
Cheese has had a very diverse course through history.  Because it developed in different regions of the world at the same time it is unclear where and when formal production was begun.  A general overview of the history of cheese should be understood in order to understand the cultures it helped to build and the traditions it established.  Some of the most basic references to cheese can be found in the Bible.  For example in   1 Samuel 17:17 David was instructed by Jesse to “Take for your brothers an ephah of this parched grain, and these ten loaves, and carry them quickly to the camp to your brothers; also take these ten cheeses to the commander of their thousand.”  It was also taken to David’s people in 2 Samuel 17:29 when they were tired and hungry after their escape.   While there is not a specific theological significance to the references of cheese mentioned in the Bible, it is significant that they were mentioned at the times that they were.  Both were times when the community was being threatened and there was a basic need for hunger to be met.  
In ancient history many communities developed their own ways of making cheeses.  There were always the small mountain villages that developed cheese making as a way to utilize their mountain goat’s milk.  Turning milk into cheese is a ancient way of making the “milk” last longer.  If there was extra milk it could be used to make the milk and therefore not waste the leftover milk.  Places along southern Europe developed ways to ship and store cheese that would help it to last longer without changing the taste and texture of the cheese.  Cheese was either covered with a preserving wax or soaked and shipped in a brine solution.  
Rome specifically was known for its development of cheese making skills. They had the most refined ways of making cheeses that included separate cheese kitchens devoted solely to making cheese.  Cheese became a trade commodity that was profitable for many people and somewhat easy to transport.  As the Roman Empire grew so did the popularity of cheese.  Ancient records show that there were even price caps instituted on some types of cheese that providers wanted to raise the price on.  The modern Romano cheese is a type of cheese that was developed early in Rome and bears its name (Everett).  

There are several other notable historic references to cheese. Homer mentions cheese in The Odyssey when Odysseus is in the cave of Polyphemus the Cyclops (Homer book IX).   Monks were responsible for keeping the cheese making tradition alive during the dark and middle ages. The founding of Colonial America first brought cheese production to the U.S.  English cheddar-makers first started making cheese in the New England area and established the tradition of the Vermont Cheddar, which is still one of the most valued and tasty cheddars in the country. During the 14th-18th centuries cheese was a product of the small family farm and was the result of work done primarily by the family and a few hired hands.  
In America during the mid 19th century cheese began to move from a family source of income to a mass produced and widely used resource.  The cheese-production itself was shifted to a factory-based system that removed the family from the process. This also followed a shift in who was doing the majority of the cheese- production work. Up until the mid 19th century, women had been the primary workers in the cheese and butter production.  Dairymaids made most of the decisions and choices regarding the household cheese production.  Men often gave the women opportunity to use some of the money they brought in from cheese sales for things they wanted.  Farming families that were considering going into full scale production of cheese usually had to consider several factors before converting their farm to a dairy.  Usually they would first take into account how many children they had and what sex they were.  Families with small children did not often start dairying.  They would wait until the children were older and could share in the task of milking the cows and gathering curds.  It was also very important to have a majority of female children when you were going into the dairy business.  The more dairymaids a dairy had, the more cheese and butter they could produce.  Families that did not have enough girls to go into business would often hire help from neighboring farms.  Tradition seems to dictate which areas of farm life are designated to the male members of the household and which are reserved for the females in the family (McMurry).  
With the shift away from the small farm production and towards the factory produced cheese, men started to get into dairy more.  When the dairy business shifted in large part to the city there was still the need for the raw milk from the farms.  Now farmers could produce their milk and sell it to the cheese producing factories and not have to do the women’s work of processing and forming the cheese.  Small amounts of milk were always kept to make the family’s own cheese but this was still reserved for the females in the household.  Cheese making was a long time honored tradition that was passed down from mother to daughter.  Different regions in America developed different methods of production.  Regions that were especially suitable for dairying quickly developed a strong tradition centered on when cheese was made and when it was aged and ready to eat (McMurry).  
Before asserting the fact that cheese builds community the question of what is community must be answered.  While this topic can fill volume upon volumes of books I will present a very brief definition and description of community here.  Community is a very intangible entity.  Webster’s defines community as “a social group of any size whose members share common cultural, historical, religious or occupational characteristics.”  Community is not only a place to belong but something to participate in.  Communities grow and change to include new members as well as new practices.  In ancient cultures man was product of not only his immediate family and household but of the greater community that he was a part of.  People within the local village looked out for one another and were participating in the growth of something larger then themselves.  Usually geography practically shapes the community while heritage and local customs shape the cultural part of the community.
  Along with developing the local customs and rituals, many cultures develop distinct and characteristic foods and tastes that develop with the traditions of the region.  Many traditions of preparation are passed down from generation to generation.  The food history is passed down with family history.  Stories often accompany the preparation of foods.  Cheese is an example of a food rich with cultural history.  Different regions throughout the world have throughout history developed their own distinct cheeses and traditions of making cheese.  It has been remarked that “a slice of good cheese is never just a thing to eat.  It is usually also a slice of local history: agricultural, political, or ecclesiastical (Rance 1). Different grasses provide different nutrients that change the animal’s milk content and therefore change the flavor of the cheese made from that milk.  While local farmers perfected the art of cheese making their families passed down the traditions associated with the production of that cheese.  Local stories often associated with the development of the local cheeses follow the cheeses wherever they go.  Napoleon was said to have kissed the waitress that first served him Marie Harel’s Camembert (Squire 17). While the largest cheddar ever made in England was given to Queen Victoria who had it shown all over the country side (Ehle 158).
The traditional cheese making process takes time and technique.  The methods for making cheese are as unique as the regions that make them.  One thing however is universal in the traditional cheese making; the people took pride in their work as cheese makers.  They were part of the community and were continuing the traditions of the community.  The French tradition of cheese making is very rich and the people take pride in their work. “[A] family, a village, a town, a city, a department, no matter how small or large – has its excellent products which are its own, and which it makes for itself and will share with others” (Ehle vii).  Italian villagers come together each year to braid their mozzarella rings.  There is a feast associated with the production and storing of the cheese until it is ripe (Durand).  
While European cheese makers often belittle the American cheese production, there are a few instances of cheese playing a significant role in local communities.  Take for instance the religious community of Shakers and Amish in America.  The Shaker communities in the mid to late 1800s relied heavily on the dairy and specifically the cheese industry to fund their communal living habits.  The Shakers are a group of believers that function as a successful communal group.  Their specific beliefs limited their interaction with the outside world. They desired “to remain truly untouched by the World [which] implies an economic self-sufficiency that would spare them from having to trade with outsiders for various necessities” (Murray 42).  To support the community they turned to traditional farming.  The Shakers found that dairy farming was a good way to utilize the members of the community.  With large groups of people working together, milking many dairy cows could be accomplished relatively easily.  Not only did they benefit from the dairy products themselves but they could in a time of need trade or sell the milk and cheese for other equipment needed for the community.  Making the milk into cheese became a way of preserving the milk and not allowing it to spoil.  The cheese also provided another source of food for the community.  These large communal dairies eventually influenced the methods of cheese production throughout rural America.  The Shaker farms were known for their efficiency and their cleanliness (Murray 45).  

The Amish in a similar manner rely heavily on the traditional forms of farming to support their families.  Dairy farming and cheese making is a process that continues to this day in areas of high density of Amish families.  Holmes county in Ohio boasts of the largest concentration of Amish in America.  Holmes County is also one of the top local cheese producing counties in the Midwest.  The Amish cheeses tend to be simple in flavor and texture and range from Swiss cheeses to Butter cheeses. The types of cheeses they produce are known for their quality and stable consistency.   The Amish have passed down the great traditions of their cheese techniques and pride themselves on their traditions.  Part of that pride comes by sharing their cheese with people from outside of their community.  Holmes county cheeses are sold in many stores throughout Ohio and the U.S and stand as a beacon amidst the mass produced cheeses of the U.S.  
One area of cheese production in the U.S. that has historical roots in England is the cheddar production in New England.  The cheddar dates back to English cheese making traditions and was carried over to the new world with the settlers.  While cheese making took some time to become established in the new world, it eventually established itself in the states of Vermont and New York.  These states still boast some of the best American cheddars available.  This original center for cheese production shifted west with the pioneers who moved out west.  One state that has become the leading cheese producing state in the U.S. is Wisconsin.  Wisconsin became home to many immigrant families from countries including Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Germany.  These people brought not only their farming work ethic but their cheese making traditions with them as well.  During the late 1800’s, however, Wisconsin cheese production also felt the shift away from small farm production and towards mass produced cheeses.  Today Wisconsin remains a strong cheese producer but has forsaken the cultural heritage that accompanied the original cheese production.    
Not only are their strong community ties to the production of cheese, but there are even more traditions connected with the consumption of cheeses.  Eating the cheese produced is main part of the cultural heritage associated with the cheese.  Take for example the French again.  In France cheese is viewed as the sunset of a meal or the perfect rounding out of a meal (Squire 23).  Cheese is often served as a course separate from the main dinner meal.  The rich textures and flavors of the cheeses often compliment each other and the main course.  Consuming the cheese is not a hurried or frenzied part of the meal.  The dinners linger over the cheeses and talk.  Cheese is also often served when guests come to the home.  Offering your guest some cheese says that you are opening your home to them and want them to join you.  
Local cheese flavors create specific flavors associated with a specific regional cuisine.  Italian cheeses for example are usually more flavorful and are often harder. These cheeses are often used in traditional Italian dishes and have helped to distinguish Italian foods.  Recipes utilizing cheeses were often passed down through the families.  People now can partake of these traditions in a larger community.  Families that have left Italy can still get the cheeses that are used in Italian cooking and continue their food traditions in other places.  While these cheeses are often lacking the cultural production there is still value placed on the taste and usage.  
One English tradition that is of humorous note is the cheese rolling event that takes place every May.  The event takes place on Copper’s Hill in Gloucester England.  Participants chase a wheel of Double Gloucester cheese down a very steep hill. Injuries are inevitable but participants say that the cheese and the glory are worth the scrapes, bruises, and broken bones.  While the idea is to chase after the wheel of cheese, the people usually just tumble after it, rolling and bouncing their way down the hill.  This cheese roll was traditionally just a local activity but has attracted attention of people around the globe and now people from different countries come to participate in the annual event.  Many different legends surround the actual beginning of the cheese roll.  Some of those stories include an ancient pagan fertility ritual or a simple ushering in of the summer weather (Egerton Smith).  
While it can be found that traditionally cheese production did build and strengthen community it seems that the shift toward mass production is removing the communal aspects of cheese production.  “Our best – the local and individual and traditional – is being battered down and strewn about by mass production and mass merchandising…our cheeses are made in factory presses” (Ehle vii).  Today cheese is mass produced in factories around the world.  Traditional cheese makers are dying off and no one in the younger generation is learning the trade secrets.  The new processed cheese is being sold in great quantities but the quality and history are lacking from the sterilized methods.  There are not the personal touches in a wheel of cheese that used to be there.  Today cheese production is just another production line in the factory.  What does it say of our country that we have a generation of children raised on powdered macaroni and cheese and individually wrapped slices of processed cheese product.  The only cheese that bears the name American is not even a real Cheese.  According to the FDA Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act Title 21 Section 300, the cheese slices so nicely individualized are not slices of real cheese.  They can not be labeled as cheese but must bear the names of cheese product, processed cheese food, or processed cheese spread.  The differences in classification depend on the content of real cheese and different methods that are used to make the different products.  Wisconsin is the largest producer of cheese in the U.S. but there are only a handful of farmers left that make the cheese on their own farm and do not ship the milk out to the larger cheese factories.  

Not only in America is the death of traditional cheese production happening. Many countries around the world are seeing a similar trend.  National Public Radio reported last year that there is only one person left in Camembert, France who is making Camembert Cheeses the traditional way.  The method of ripening and allowing the cheese to age is quickly dying.  In Italy the grandmothers are morning the loss of their fresh Mozzarellas and Romanos.  While modernization of the cheese producing methods is often viewed as steps to a more efficient and more cost effective product, there is a death occurring.  In his book, The Cheese and Wines of England and France, John Ehle compiles the recipes and methods from traditional cheese books and guides.  He encourages everyone to at least try making their own cheese at least once to gain and understanding for the time and effort that needed to be invested in the cheese making process. 
While the community aspect of cheese production has declined over the years, it seems that the community aspect of cheese consumption is still very vibrant and is experiencing recent growth.  Over the last few years there has been an increased desire and trend in having wine and cheese tasting parties.  Groups of people will gather at specialty stores or vineyards and build community through their common interest in wine and cheese.  Because of the wide variety of cheese flavors and costs, different cheeses can appeal to many different people.  People have also started throwing wine and cheese parties in their own homes.  These parties are less involved in terms of preparation but provide and ample time for conversation and reflection of the participants. Desire to learn how to host these parties properly has created a new market for guides and T.V. shows devoted to the wine and cheese party.  The French Chef with Julia Child even has an episode devoted entirely to the wine and cheese party.  She instructs the chef to present not only cheese but cheese dishes including tartlets and deep fried cheese balls.  
 Cheese fondue has recently come back in popularity. Cheese fondue dates back to the 18th century and originated in Switzerland.  Mixtures of cheeses are created in a communal pot that is heated to create a liquid concoction that is quite delicious.  Long forks are then used to spear chunks of bread which are then dipped in the cheese mixture.  This method of eating cheese is truly a communal experience because of how the dish is served.  Many individuals are finding is worthy of time to invest in this atmosphere.  Sales of fondue pots and forks are increasing recently as well as cook books detailing the best cheeses to mix and what other flavors to add (French Chef).  
There are also several cheese support groups that have been formed to promote the greater cheese community.  These groups sport new recipes and ideas for cheese combinations in everyday life.  One example is the American Cheese Society.  They even have their annual conference and competition coming up in August.  They boast that you can come and indulge your wildest cheese fantasies with over 700 cheeses represented at the conference.  These groups not only show an increase in desire to find others who share their love of cheese but they show that there is a growing community of people who come together around cheese.  The society welcomes everyone from the artisan cheese maker to the average person who just wants to learn more about cheeses in general.  They have newsletters that inform members of upcoming events and have cheese histories and recipes of the month (A.C.S Website). 

Not only does society have examples of thriving cheese communities but, Hillsdale College even has a few examples of small communities coming together over cheese.  One group of students took inspiration from the age old English cheese rolling tradition previously mentioned and formed a “Seize the Cheese” event last spring.  This event brought together students from all different areas on campus who all wanted to get a good piece of cheese.  Not only did this even raise money for a charity but they formed a community.  Even after the prize cheese was won, the sharing continued.  The cheese was too large to eat alone and the winner openly shared his prize with his dorm and quests at his cheese party.  Other cheese parties are held throughout the year.  Weather it’s a simple cheese and cracker party in the dorm late at night, the organized surprise birthday party, or the France themed party that has cheese and wine, there are people who all love cheese and they get together.  The consumption of cheese still brings people together.  
The local community is strengthened when there is some common interest or activity that unites the people.  Cheese has had a strong long tradition of providing that common interest.  For a long time the making of cheese was a large part of that tradition.  Methods and secrets were passed down through families, villages, and communities.  They had a common good that they were responsible for producing.  With the transition from local farming to factory production, cheese making has lost its community building aspects.  While there are still a valued few family farms and individuals that keep their dying art alive, the majority of cheese making is automated and vacuum packed.  The age old tradition of consuming cheese has maintained the communal impact.  There will always be fads that come and go and popularity of specific types of cheese but their will always be cheese, and cheese will always bring people together.  
While cheese is a contributor to the building of communities it is no way the sole provider of community.  Cheese merely acts as a catalyst to the strengthening of some communities that may or may not have already existed.  Cheese is also not the only food that builds community. Similar arguments can be made about cultural dishes and types of foods.  The major contributors of community like common faith, heritage, and occupation still play a major roll but it is interesting to take a deeper look at how cheese has impacted different cultures over the years.  It is also intriguing to see how cheese production and consumption have changed over time and how some cultures have been able to maintain their cheese cultures when others have begun to loose it.  The overwhelming challenge to all should be to “behold the power of cheese” 
Bibliography

Apps, Jerold W. Cheese: the Making of a Wisconsin Tradition. Amherst, WI: Amherst Press, 1st ed. 1998. 

Durand Jr., Loyal.  “Italian Cheese Production in the American Dairy Region.” Economic Geography.: 217-230. 

Edwards, Everett E. “Europe’s Contribution to the American Dairy Industry.” The Journal of Economic History Vol 9, Supplement: The Tasks of Economic History. 72-84.  

Ehle, John. The Cheeses and Wines of England and France with Notes on Irish Whiskey. New York: Harper& Row, Publishers, 1972. 

Ferguson, Priscilla Parkhurst.  Accounting for Taste: The Triumph of French Cuisine.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004. 

Fox, P.F. ed. Cheese: Chemistry, Physics, and Microbiology. 1 Vol. General Aspects. New York: Elsevier Applied Science, 1987. 

Grigson, Jane. Forward. The French Cheese Book. By Patrick Rance.  London: Macmillian, 1989. ix-xii.

Keane, Michael. Factors Affection Demand for Cheese in the European Community. Dublin: Foras Talúntais, 1981. 

Lewthwaite, Gordon R. “Wisconsin Cheese and Farm Type: A Locational Hypothesis.” Economic Geography Vol 40: 95-112. 

McMurry, Sally. Transforming Rural Life: Dairying Families and Agricultural Change, 1820-1885.  Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995. 

Murray, John E., and Metin M. Cosgel. “Between God and Market: Influences of Economy and Spirit on Shaker Communal Dairying, 1830-1875.” Social Science History Vol 23: 41-65. 

Rance, Patrick. The French Cheese Book.  London: Macmillan, 1989. 

Smith, Egerton. A Guide to English Traditions and Public Life.  New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1955. 

Smith, John.  Cheesemaking in Scotland: a History.  Clydebank, Soctland: Scottish Dairy Association, 1995. 

Squire, John ed. Cheddar Gorge: A Book of English Cheeses.  New York: The Macmillan Company, 1938. 

Valenze, Deborah. “The Art of Women and the Business of Men: Women’s Work and the Dairy Industry c. 1740-1840.” Past and Present No 130: 142-169. 
The History of Cheese http://www.gol27.com/HistoryCheese.html   Accessed February 12, 2006. 

The French Chef with Julia Child: The Wine and Cheese Party Episode, IMBD TV, 

1962. 
www.cheesesociety.org  Accessed February 15, 2006. 

