
       
 
 

Crusade. It has become Slow Food’s new hot topic: from this point forth, 
“sentinels of flavour” will be prohibited from using commercial starter 
cultures. Along with the “natural cheese” designation, strong philosophical 
aspirations are emerging—ones that stand the test of the industry’s needs 
and realities. 

“Natural” cheeses: 
going the distance? 

 

By Débora 

Pereira 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Methods 

There are four 
main methods to 

cultivate starter 
cultures at home: 

 backslopping 
whey from one 
cheese to make 

another (such as 
with farmstead 
lactic chevres) 

 backslopping 
on fermented 

milk (such as with 
tomme du Béarn) 

 using kefir 
grains 

 using 
implements that 

have been 
inoculated through 

use (such as the 
wooden milk 
buckets that 

farmers share in 
making Salers) 

 

The theme of this year’s Slow Food Cheese 
event (slated to take place in Bra, Italy, from 
September 15 to 18) is Natural is Possible, 
advocating cheesemaking without the use of 
commercial starter cultures. “It is a question 
of biodiversity preservation,” argues Piero 
Sardo, President of the Slow Food Foundation 
for Biodiversity. “Nowadays, everyone is 
using the same starter cultures, thereby 
erasing the ability to link a cheese to its 
terroir. Moreover, it is a matter of survival for 
small farmers. I am surprised,” he points out, 
“by how difficult it is for the French to 
address this issue.” He believes that there is 
no logic to working with raw milk if you are 
going to use commercial starter cultures. 
However, apart from the Brousse du Rove, 
most French “sentinel” cheeses, such as Salers 
Tradition, Laguiole, and the cheeses of the 
summer pastures of the Basque Pyrenees, 
resort to exogenous starter cultures, at least to 
kick off the season. 

• Backslopping 

The main challenge for those who engage in 
making these natural cheeses is consistency. 

 
 

“This approach is most 

suitable for operations 

where small quantities—

between 100 and 200 

litres—are processed just 

after milking.”

 
Kefir grains 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Marie-Christine Montel, a retired microbiologist 
of INRA’s Aurillac cheese facility, remembers 
how the Salers AOP (protected designation of 
origin) greatly benefited from the introduction of 
commercial starter cultures since, at the time, it 
provided solutions to manufacturing problems 
such as post-acidification. 
In France, about ten AOPs, mostly lactic chevres, 
require the exclusive use of natural starter 
cultures: Charolais, Chavignol, Chevrotin, 
Mâconnais, Pélardon, Rigotte de Condrieu, 
Valençay, to name a few. Alternatively, banks of 
starter cultures can be drawn from for certain 
AOPs, such as Reblochon, Comté, and Picodon. 
Abondance cheese has also proceeded in this way 
with the help of Actalia’s La Roche-sur-Foron 
establishment, thus safeguarding the unique local 
flora and ensuring its availability to producers. 
“Starter culture banks are not an end in 
themselves,” notes Joël Vindret, leader at the 
ODG (Organisme de Défense et de Gestion). 
“They are a complementary resource. We work 
hard to promote practices that guarantee a supply 
of beneficial flora for the cheese, such as banning 
the disinfection of udders before milking.” 
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“Using a local bank of starter cultures is 
preferable to buying commercial starter 
cultures,” claims Piero Sardo, “but it is not 
the real solution because each micro-
terroir has its own special characteristics.” 
Jean-Paulo Gaiarinto, technician at Slow 
Food, helps Italian producers work with 
their local starter cultures and leads 
workshops throughout the world. 

• A Comprehensive Approach 

For Marie-Christine Montel, the concept of “natural 
cheese” goes well beyond the prohibition of 
commercial starter cultures. She says, “It is a more 
comprehensive approach. It is one that is sensitive to 
sustainable development and animal welfare, and 
that advocates grazing, the most natural way of 
feeding. It also promotes small-scale production. Yet 
this approach involves having the ability to adapt to 
the variations of the raw ingredients. It calls for 
adjusting the production parameters daily according 
to variables such as weather and season, something 
that cannot be done on an industrial level. This 
approach is most suitable for operations where small 
quantities—between 100 and 200 litres—are 
processed just after milking. The fact remains that 
cheese is not naturally occurring; it is man-made. 
But, if it is made by someone who respects nature, 
the cheese will, in turn, be more natural.” 
“Not only do these aspects speak to the qualitative 
and societal values of cheese, they also have a 
definitive commercial value,” says Bronwen 
Percival, head of purchasing for the Neal’s Yard 
Dairy boutiques in England. “For instance, we are 
working with a cheesemaker who is  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
based in Staffordshire and who produces 
absolutely superb raw milk goat cheeses, 
made exclusively with starter cultures 
backslopped on whey. The natural rind is 
the result of the Geotrichum found in the 
raw milk. Their production is uniform. We 
require this consistency. ”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Victor Chirkin, 
Ukrainian cheese maker 

with a tremendous 
following on YouTube. 

 

Project. A sentinel Camembert? 

Patrick Mercier: “I dare you!” 
atrick Mercier produces farm-fresh 

Camembert de Normandie AOP (guaranteed to 
be derived from the milk of grassfed purebred 
Normandy cows). At the last Rencontres de 
Cambremer festival, Mercier, also President of 
the ODG Camembert de Normandie, met with 
Slow Food representatives to discuss launching a 
“sentinel of flavour” for traditional Camembert. 
A prerequisite will be for this sentinel to abandon 
the use of commercial starter cultures. 

• “Unpredictable schedules” 

For now, the farmer uses exogenous starter 
cultures in very low doses. “This allows me to 
have regular production and schedules, 
paramount when one has employees,” he 
explains. “The four times we forgot to add starter 
cultures, we finished at 10 pm and the 
acidification process was slower.   

Without the use of commercial starter cultures, we 
end up with varying acidification profiles. Bacteria 
grow, they consume a few nutrients, and others 
follow suit. But, it is much like a roller coaster, 
creating unpredictable schedules.” To make his 
cheese without the use of commercial starter 
cultures, the backslopping on whey method is 
automatically eliminated. “When making soft 
cheeses such as Camembert, which are very high in 
moisture, there isn’t enough ripening time to 
guarantee that no negative contamination will 
occur.” 
He is exploring another path with the University of Caen. 
“They will help us distinguish the flora that is 
unique to each farm. The idea is that each farmer 
can have access to culture that is both specific and 
safe. It is a complex challenge to take on, but it is a 
worthwhile endeavour. I would go so far as to say 
that it is vital and that we are capable of finding 
solutions to produce perfect cheeses without the use 
of commercial starter cultures. I’m up for the 
challenge!” 

 



       
 
 

Interview. David Asher, author of The Art of Natural Cheesemaking (published in 
French by Ulmer last year), is an ambassador of this approach. Slow Food 
associate, he teaches workshops around the world (he will be teaching in France 
and in Italy in mid-2019). 

David Asher, the apostle 
 

  How would you summarize your approach? 
DA: Natural cheeses come from the same 
ideology as sourdough breads and natural 
wines. The central idea is that a raw food 
contains all the good bacteria necessary to its 
fermentation. We believe that raw milk is 
meant to be fermented; it has a rich community 
of incredible beneficial micro-organisms. 
These milk microbes are fundamental to the 
proper development of the gastrointestinal tract 
of babies and play an important role in building 
their immune system. 
Natural starter cultures are inherently more 
biodiverse. They contain many species of 
bacteria as well as yeasts and moulds 
needed for successful affinage of many 
types of cheeses. With commercial lactic 
starter cultures, various strains are selected, 
isolated, and designed to manufacture a 
specific style of cheese. With natural 
cultures, one single starter culture can be 
used to create just about all types of 
cheeses. It is the technology that enables 
the cheesemaker to select the good micro-
organisms required for obtaining the 
desired organoleptic characteristics. 

 
 Is this approach compatible with the 
industry’s modern-day expectations of 
consistency and safety? 
DA: I disagree with the idea that traditional 
methods are unpredictable and inconsistent. 
Many people talk ignorantly about this as they 
do not wish to risk wasting bucketsful of milk 
to conduct experiments. This approach appeals 
mostly to new cheesemakers, 

 

“This approach appeals mostly 

to new cheesemakers, those who 

have not been moulded by the 

industry, who are enthusiastic 

about natural methods in 

agriculture and who seek to 

stand out from the crowd.” 
 

those who have not been moulded by the 
industry, who are enthusiastic about natural 
methods of agriculture and who seek to stand out 
from the crowd. We should actually be inverting 
the question and asking ourselves if commercial 
starter cultures are effective and consistent! When 
looking at the question from the point of view of 
the makers of farmhouse cheese, they certainly 
are not, purely because they can be used only one 
single time. Furthermore, commercial starter 
cultures are more sensitive to phages, viruses that 
destroy the bacteria. Thanks to the diversity of 
microbes contained in raw milk, this problem 
does not occur in natural cheeses. 

 
 How do you see the future for these cheeses 
in the marketplace? 
DA: If there is a market for natural wines, then there 
is one for natural cheeses. More and more, 
consumers are seeking products made with the least 
possible interventions and without industrial-grade 
ingredients. We must raise public awareness 
surrounding the benefits of raw milk cheeses made 
without commercial starter cultures. 

 
 How do American health authorities regard 
these practices? 
DA: Thanks to Peter Dixon, a cheesemaker in 
Vermont, these methods are starting to be recognized 
by the FDA. The use of home-grown lactic cultures 
has never been prohibited in the United States.  
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Testimonials. The “natural cheese” movement has followers around the globe: 
United States (Vermont in particular), Canada, South America, United Kingdom, 
Netherlands, Russia, Hungary … 

Convinced and converted! 
 

• Charlotte Salat (France) 

 
 
 
 

Former producer of Salers AOP, 
Charlotte Salat now makes her Salat 
Tradition without adding starter 
cultures. “Early in the season, we 
decant the whey in our 400-litre 
bucket to get it ‘back on track’. This 
only works with a small bucket that 
has not been disinfected. Those who 
use buckets designed for thousands 
of litres have no choice but to add 
starter cultures,” she explains. 

• Carolina Vilhena (Brazil) 

 
 
 

 
 
The Belafazenda cheese shop 
produces a line of a dozen cheeses 
using kefir grains to acidify the 
curd, including cooked and 
uncooked pressed cheeses, 
Cheddar, mozzarella, and blue 
cheeses. Her main issue, she 
explains, was post-acidification: 
“Cheese pH drops very quickly. It 
must therefore be carefully 
monitored, especially when the 
weather is hot.” Among her 
creations is the Bofete Blue, a kefir-
acidified Stilton style cheese. She 
bakes her own natural sourdough 
bread, spreads blue cheese on it, 
and allows the mould to grow. Then 
she incorporates the mould into the 
milk. “I invested more than a year 
in mastering the technique,” she  

admits, “but also to shift the whole 
breeding approach so it reflects the 
natural philosophy: the cows are no 
longer fed silage; they are free to 
graze. Their calves are always close 
by, and the cows are happier,” she 
adds. “Our relationship with the 
animals is not that of exploitation, but 
rather more ethical.” 

 
• Martin Gott and Nicolas 
Robinson (United Kingdom) 

 
 
 
 

Holker Farm makes St James, a soft 
cheese with washed rind made from 
sheep milk and derived from home-
grown starter cultures. 
“We want to truly capture our terroir,” 
explains Martin Gott. The milk he uses 
comes from a herd of one hundred or so 
sheep that graze in the fields and are 
milked only once a day. “This means 
that the animals are less stressed and 
provide better quality milk,” explains 
the producer. St James is produced on a 
very small scale, at a rate of only 100 
litres per day. “The batches vary in 
flavour and in texture, ranging from 
soft to runny and from firm to chalky, 
depending on the progression of the 
seasons,” he continues. “If customers 
wish to know how our current batches 
will turn out, they can call us. In any 
case, they will know that,  

regardless of the style, the cheese 
will be delicious … and typically 
St James,” assures the 
cheesemaker. 

• Doetie Trinks (Netherlands) 

Maker of goat cheese in Jubbega, 
150 km northeast of Amsterdam, Doetie 
Trinks uses kefir grains to acidify her 
yogurt, cream, butter, quark, Brie, and 
her Valençay-style cheese, the Swarte 
Toer. She also prepares her own rennet 
using the enzymes produced in the 
stomach lining of deer. She encourages 
her neighbours to change to natural 
methods and offers workshops, “both 
for beginners and for experienced 
professionals who wish to discover a 
new path.”  

• Victor Chirkin (Ukraine) 

 
 
 

The Forest Farm has integrated 
cheese production with an ecotourism 
and permaculture enterprise. Victor 
Chirkin’s family has a history of 
making tommes. After a trip to 
Switzerland and Italy, he set out to 
develop new recipes and asked his 
grandmother how she made cheese 
before the introduction of commercial 
starter cultures. “In January 2016, I 
read David Asher’s book,” he says. 
“That was when I understood that I 
could make any cheese using the 
microbiological resources found in 
my goats’ milk. Here, winters are 
harsh and the summers very hot. This 
affects how the cheese is made; the 
milk’s bacteria react a lot faster in 
the summer. One must be in harmony 
with the outdoors to understand,” he 
says. In 2018 Chirkin created a 
YouTube channel to share his 
experiences.   

 


