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Artisanal Cheese: Tecumseh cheese-makers create small batches in the French style
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TECUMSEH, Mich. - Artisanal cheeses made in small batches by local cheese-makers are said to have the most flavor. It's a niche market throughout America, from coast to coast. We don't have to go to Marin County, Calif., or to Vermont or Wisconsin to find these artisan cheese-makers. The art of making hand-crafted exists locally. One such small-scale cheese-maker is as close as Tecumseh, Mich. 

John and Erika Aylward have an on-site creamery, Four Corners Creamery, located in the rear of their Boulevard Market at 102 East Chicago Blvd. John uses local cow and goat milk to make both cow and goat milk cheeses as well as butter. He also makes a soft cheese in the traditional French style, and a gouda cheese. He makes fresh goat cheese using milk from a licensed goat dairy. "I wanted to go to specific farms with milk cans and pick up the milk when they are milking," he said. The goat milk comes from Ononadaga, Mich., near Jackson, which is family-owned and operated. It is the nearest grade A certified (which is the law) goat dairy, according to Erika.

	



Erika and John Aylward with a selection of the imported cheeses they sell at Boulevard Market. 
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The same goes for the cows' milk, which comes from Korte Farms in Clinton, Mich., also family-owned and operated.

The cream the Aylwards uses comes from the Dairy Farmers of America, a cooperative of local farms. "John actually picks up raw milk and pasteurizes it at the creamery," notes his wife.

His cheeses are farm-specific, meaning he crafts cheeses using only that farm's milk instead of a mixture of milk from a tanker truck. He picks the milk up in steel milk cans, transports it to the creamery, and creates the cheeses, which are sold at Boulevard Market along with imported cheeses and other specialty foods. (Boulevard Market has a cheese-of-the-month club, too.)

The soft cheeses that he makes are aged less than 60 days, so they are required by law to be pasteurized. He does this by heating the milk in a vat pasteurizer in the creamery for longer to preserve the milk proteins. When John makes raw milk cheeses, they must be aged over 60 days to be legal for sale, according to regulations. He learned to make cheese by visiting Michigan cheese-makers such as Old Europe Cheese in Benton Harbor and Grassfield's Cheese, which makes a farmstead cheese in the gouda style, in Coopersville, Mich. He's also been inspired by European cheeses.

"The French do a fresh goat cheese from the Loire Valley called pave sauvage," says his wife as she sprinkles tarragon and peppercorns over one of their fresh chevre goat cheeses. "They are so lovely with tarragon. There's the flavor of tarragon with the goat cheese and a bite of pepper." He also makes Northern Lights, a fresh spreadable cheese like a Boursin cheese from cow's milk. Tomme cheese is made with a certain bacterial culture. "It's a simple rustic cheese," says his wife about the cow's milk cheese. The tomme lasts one month in the refrigerator. The goat cheese and the tomme are $14.98 per pound. Four Corners Creamery cream cheese can be used for cheesecake. John sends it to New York City, to Chef John Stevenson, at Guastavino's, a Midtown private events space near the Queensborough Bridge. Chef Stevenson, formerly of Tecumseh's Evans Street Station, buys fresh goat cheese and cows' cream cheese as well as fresh mozzarella and gouda used for various cheese plates. "The goat cheese is used for a first course vegetable terrine made with roasted and grilled vegetables," said Mr. Stevenson in a phone interview.

Nearby, the Jackson Country Club uses John’s fresh goat cheese. Evans Street Station, in Tecumseh, also uses their products. There's a limited shelf life for fresh cheeses of about a two-week shelf life. Four Courners Creamery butter lasts for 1 month. John started making cheeses three years ago. "It was trial and error," he says. "We started with fresh cheese. We knew what we wanted to make for taste." Two years ago, he began making the cheeses commercially. To make cheese to sell requires "a lot of licensing", he says. "We wanted to pick up the milk and test for antibiotics. We don't want antibiotics in the milk. That can come through the milk and into my cheese. We try to do unusual cheeses. We try to avoid mass produced cheeses." John makes fresh mozzerella and occasionally blue cheese (classes in making fresh mozzarella cheese are held about once a month for 10 to 12 people at $25 per person). The shop also schedules other cooking classes, featuring the cheeses available in the store. Recipes have included Savory Leek Quiche, using the French goat tomme and blue cheese and dates stuffed with goat cheese is sweet and tangy.
The creamery is small, about 500 sq. ft., and is inspected through the Michigan Department of Agriculture, according to Mr. Aylward. There's storage in a temperature and humidity controlled cheese cave. For triple cream cheeses, the cream is heated in the vat pasteurizer. Then the curd is dipped out and poured in molds, which have holes in the sides and bottom for the whey to drain. Each batch produces 40 molds. As it drains for 24 hours, the curds solidify. "It drains to half that size," says John. Then it is packaged and stored in the cheese cave for 3 weeks. The shelf life is 4 to 6 weeks after it is ripened. 

Boulevard Market also sells a variety of imported cheeses including Swiss, Italian, Irish, Portuguese, French and Dutch. The Aylwards invite customers to taste a sample of the cheeses. Some buy 1/4 pound of a variety or two. Italian Estivo cheese at $23.98 per pound is aged in layers of mint, verbena, hay and chamomile in oak barrels. It is a dry cheese. There's a five year old Dutch Gouda cheese. "You don't think of cheese being like wine," says Erika, about the aging process of some cheeses. They have a French Mimolette, made in the shape of a bowling ball. "It is colored by natural annatto seed and was reputed to be (former French President) Charles DeGaulle's favorite cheese," she says, reciting the history and facts about each of the imported cheeses. "All cheese is white and has only naturally occurring coloring. None are orange unless color was added." There's applewood smoked cheddar from Wisconsin next to a Swiss Guyere next to a cow's milk farm crafted gris des vulcans. Fougerus is a French Brie that the cheesemaker decorates with a fern to signify the age of the cheese.

The shop is open from 10:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. weekdays except Thursday when hours are until 7:30 p.m. Hours on Saturday at 10:30 a.m. to 6 p.m. and on Sunday noon to 4 p.m. For more information, visit www.boulevardmarket.com
Contact Kathie Smith at: food@theblade.com or 419-724-6155.
