The Cheeses of Italy

What pops into your head when | say “Italian cheese”? Parmesan? Mozzarella? Provolone?
Probably. Yep, me too, but the Cheeses of Italy are so much more. Despite conventional wisdom,
Italy exports more cheese to the United States than France and they are of all styles from the soft
pliable washed-rind tallegio to the firm biting sheep’s milk pecorino Toscano.

Italians are regionally chauvinistic about their cheeses. Most are named after the place of origin
(usually a small town or village) and the best are still produced in those regions and in the same
manner today. ltaly has a D.O.C (Denominazione Di Origine), an oversight body that insures the
integrity of native cheeses. And like most of Europe, the very best cheeses are made in such small
quantities they are not exported. They are in a completely different universe than that flaked
flecks in the green can and that spongie bland ball.

The following are two of our (and your) favoritite Cheeses of Italy:

Parmigiano-Reggiano - No cheese deserves notoriety more than the original Parmesan,
Parmigiano-Reggiano, forthwith referred to as Reggiano. In the entire cheese universe there is
just nothing like this aged raw cow’s milk cheese. The rind is a beige/yellow with Parmigiano
Reggiano in pin dots stenciled on the sides (Look for those dots for they are the stamp of authen-
ticity). Itis a hard rind but useful - throw it in your simmering marinara sauce or your soup stock
to add arichness you never imagined. The color of the paste is a soft mellow beige — almost like
champagne. The texture is granular and firm at first bite, with those crystals immediately melting
and then the flavor starts to ooze, transposing into a smooth comforting feel. Regianno has a
pleasant milky flavor coupled with a grassy nuttiness. It is so full flavored and complex that it can
easily be eaten alone with a loaf of crusty bread brushed with olive oil. Beyond that it can be
grated to dress anything from a simple pasta tossed with olive oil to a peppery salad dressing. It
can be shaved over grilled steak or asparagus spears. Try sprinkling Reggiano with an aged
balsamic and add it to your dessert plate. It is versatile, it is enhancing, it is divine.

Fontina Val D'Aosta — Another cheese with many imitators, and for good reason, for Fontina
lovers are passionate about this raw cow’s milk mountain cheese. In addition to the D.O.C,,
Fontina is carefully controlled by the Fontina Consortium which oversees the 400 or so farms in
the Piedmont area that produce this cheese. It is distinguished by it's label with the word “Fon-
tina’ superimposes a mountain graphic. A semi-hard cheese with an almost sweet nutty, buttery
flavor and an herby essence, Fontina is both a snacking and a cooking cheese. It is a wonderful
melting cheese, so wonderful in fact that an Italian specialty was developed to feature it. Fon-
duta is similar to fondue with the addition of butter and eggs and served over potatoes, polenta,
cooked or raw vegetables. Or use it in your favorite macaroni and cheese recipe - finished with a
sprinkle of Reggiano.
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