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As a young boy growing up in southwest Wisconsin, the nearest
town to where we lived was only about 400 people, and most of the
countryside was made up of dairy farms. The red barns and black
and white Holstein cows of numerous family farms could be seen
perched upon the ridge tops and nestled in the valleys. Dairy

farming was the way of life for many of my classmates and friends.

In fact, today dairy is a $26.5 billion industry in Wisconsin and we
are commonly referred to as “the Dairy State.”

Wisconsin Master Cheesemaker emblem
and Wisconsin cheese emblem

If you ask anyone in America what Wisconsin is famous for, they
will specifically say “cheese.” Over 90% of the milk produced in
Wisconsin is used to make cheese. We make so much cheese that
people from Wisconsin are often called “cheeseheads.” Can you
believe that there are 126 cheese factories in Wisconsin creating
over 600 different types of cheese? Not only does Wisconsin produce
great quantities of cheese, it also produces great quality. Wisconsin
cheesemakers consistently win more top awards at international
competitions than any other state or country.

I clearly remember the day that my 5th grade class took a school
trip to a cheese factory. On a cold midwinter day, inside the factory

it was warm, much warmer than the classroom or even my home.
The air was damp and smelled of milk and brine. The cheesemaker,

dressed all in white, showed us the factory. He explained how the
milk was received from tanker trucks that operated pick-up routes
to the family farms in the nearby countryside. The highlight of the
tour was when he led us to large, long, stainless steel tanks where
the warm milk was mixed with enzymes and salt and stirred with
big paddles until it formed into lumps of pure, fresh, cheese. The
cheesemaker reached into the tank and picked out fluffy, white
chunks of curd and passed them out to my classmates and I. Firm
but moist, the warm curd squeaked as I bit into it and chewed. The
mild and creamy flavor filled me with a soothing sense of comfort.

In fact, many cheese factories in Wisconsin still offer tours for
guests. Visiting a cheese factory can be a great way to experience
the unique culture of Wisconsin and of course enjoy the delicious
flavor of our world class cheese. Although not the only option
available, an excellent example of a cheese factory tour that
combines the best of local history, high level artisanry, and
old-fashioned family know-how passed down from generation to
generation can be experienced at Widmer's Cheese Cellars in West
Bend, a short drive from Milwaukee or Madison.

Fresh cheese curds

Owner, Joe Widmer, is a third generation cheesemaker still
making traditional Wisconsin cheeses such as colby, brick, and aged
cheddars in the same factory where his family has practiced their
craft since 1922. As a master cheesemaker, he is among a small and
elite group of masters plying their craft in Wisconsin. There are no
master cheesemakers in the USA outside of Wisconsin.

Please come to Wisconsin and enjoy our local tradition of
gourmet cheesemaking. It is an experience and flavor you will not
soon forget!

VOI .8 —Taste Wisconsin—
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