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The story behind the biggest winner at last vear's World Cheese Awards is an intriguing blend
of collaboration, artisanal expertise, and a network of caves. PATRICK McGUIGAN ventures
into the tunnels at Swiss affineur Gourmine to find out more about how it created the World
Champion Le Gruyére AOP Surchoix

THERE'S A STREL door at the bottom of the
Blitemlisalp mountain range in Switzerland’s
Bermese Oberland that apens into a long
dark tunmel. Follow the stone passageway
|,1|,'|;|'| i|||- ¥ Thee molmLakmn -\.||,'||; .|I'||,] 118 |'||'|'||'_-\.
you to a series of secret caves, patrolled

by men in white coats intent on world
demination,

It ||'|Il|:|'ll aoumd lke we've sturbied
acpoes the secret ladr of & _|-.-|l'|l."- Bond willain,
bt lh:lnkl’u"}' this underground base s wsed
for a more wholesome pursuit. The cocl,
hmibd caves are filled with thousands of
chieeses, from 0kg dlscs of Gruasere o glant
wheels of Emmenthal weighing morne tl
100k These are lovingly tended b
skilled affineurs (maturers), whose
It ke to nurtare the cheeses to per Tunnn
before sending them out 1o cheesemongers
aroum the planet.

Welcome to the home of Gourmina,

o Swirs cheese cooperative that last vear
aucopeded In it misslon to make world-
|\'..Ii||x :_h.'l'u,' 'o\-'|l, n ane of e 'ﬁ.-ll,l'.lh ||r
&re was voted Warld Champion at the
World Cheese Awards in Wales, beating
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4,433 other cheeses in the process.
The wheel in question was made by a
smiall mountain dairy called Vorderfultigen,

located near a village of the same name in
the hilly Gantrizch vegion of Bern, which has
been making cheese since 1E83.

The current owner is Urs Leuenberger —
a master cheesemaker who worked for many
veard producing Emmenthal and alsc n
indu=trial milk |'l|-x.'l.'>-\i|l.-! COMIPANY,

@

In the cellar we are
200 metres into the
mountain and 250
metres below the
pastures above

b

returning o b tisan cheesemaking in
the mountai = makes jl;Ll iX Or seven
whiels of cheese a day, using raw mdlk from
Al farma within a Tk u,'l||,|=- Thew are
g close he can see thelr o nzing the
rugged pastures from his dairy windows.

e I':-m-u.'.':u:;x.-r has made his cheeses,
thew are sent on te Gourming's caves 1o

I The M of this rermarkahble

el operation 13 Roland Sahli, who
explains that he was relaxing with friends in
Switzerland when a call came through from
Wales, where the World Cheese fowards
was heing held. The news wan that ane of
his wheels was on the brink of something

“It was a day off and [ was playing
cards with frlends when Denis Kaser
(international marketing mansger of Le
Gruyére AOF) called mie from Wales to 12l
me e haps there was a chance that we
right win because our cheese was in the
final,” b recalls, =1 war a bit sur {il; ired for
Aure “.'|||-|| WO, |||,'._|:|.|:. d.'|||'| HNEeT
Swiss understatement.

Fart of his surprise was that another




Gruvere from Gourming, made by a different
praducer, had won the World Champicnship
Chesse Contest in the US sarlier in the year.
“To win both awards in the same year was
absalutely exceptional,” he says, “Like the
prand alaim in termls.”

Both the caves and the skill of
Gourming's expert affineurs are integral
to the company’s success. Previoushy four
separate bunkers, bullt after the Second
Wiarkl War Lo store munilions, Uhey were
acquired by Gourminag in 2015 and joined
up in a remarkable feat of enginesring that
Inwolved drilling tunnels out of the rock
Tetween the different spaces,

“In the cellar we are 200 metres into
the maountain and 250 metres below the
pastarcs above,” he explaing, “So, the
mountain offers us the perfect climate
condithons, All year round, the temperature
is around B, but due vo the beat ;m.lﬂu.cﬂd
by the ripening process of the cheeses it is
aroumd 11-134C

“Whe alao have temperature and humidity
oont N:l.lf‘ Bl WE Can malore |.|'IE \'.‘IL‘E\-E"‘ in
four dimensions — we can heat, we can
ooal, we can dry and we can add homidity
= bt it's the natural conditions that are
moat important. We don't need o use
the controls so much, so we wse a lot less
energy”

The: four moms are kept an different
temperatures and humidities for different
cheeses, Including Groyere, Raclette and
Emmenthal, with spaceE [ arcund &0,000
wheels.

Ta give a sense of theit size and soope,
Gourming empleyecs walk, on average,
six miles a dav betwesn 1he four mooms,
traversing tunnels lined with spruce boards
made fram trees in the valley, which once
dried will be used s shelving for the
cheeses, It taken three days for water 1o seep
dewwrn into the caves from the pastures above
after it has rained.

Urs Leusnbergers champion Gruyére was
aged for over a year making it a “surchoix®
cheese, meaning “high quality and Jong aged™
His cheeses have always been well suited for
lonper ageing, says Sahli, due to the excellent
pre-Alpine pastures that the cows grame on
near his dadry. Thelr milk creates checses
with a lithe texture and ebepant flavaur that
imiprowe with time.

“For vears, the characteristic of his

(Frem 1o pl Varderfulligen dairy where the cheses
was made, the doorway to Gowmino's neteark
al chease mataring caves, and an afinsur
getting to grps with cne of 60,000 cheeses held
an the premises

2022 WORLD CHAMPION

cheeses has always been a fine, supple
texture, which melts on the tongue with
age. The favour profile mnopes from froity
at mild maturity to slightly salty at around
15 momiths of age. But the cheese is ahwavs
harmomoualy balanced *

While: caves are impartant, picking the
right cheese in the first place is essential,
adds Sahli, something that is much easier
o dio g a cooperative. Gouwrming §s owned
by a proup of small mountain dairies, whose
cheeses are matured in the caves, so there
is naturally a good relationship hetween the
makers and the maturers.

“To realise the perfect affinage, the
mosd fmpartant step s the selection of
the cheese becawse it every cheese, ewen
from Vorderfultigen, has the right quality
Tewed to mature for 15 menths,” savs Sahll.
“The master cheesemaker hag to plek the
right cheeses for us. What is helpful is that
we are working in a cooperative model.

The cheesemakers are the owners of the
cornpany, so we an practising a philosophy
of apen books. The cheesemaker provides
us with his books and his pammeters caring
the productiom process. It's a philasophy of
collaboration and cpenness. We're all on the
same feam.”

A wear on from winning the World
Cheese Awards, Gourmine's phone is still
ringing with new business blossoming in
the UK, Ireland and Morway. But rather
tham slgning deals with big supermarket
chaing, the company is more focused an
growing exports in partnership with small,
independent retailers.

“They can offer the whele story of the
cheese becaure we are not only selling
Gruyire from Switzerland, we are selling
Gruyére from Switzerland produced by
individual chessemakers, like Lensnherger”
he explaings. “We can supply chesse with
4 story that small retallers can tell. That's
important because they need a higher
miargin, so they must be able to differentiate
themselves from the hig retailers.”

[t turns et werld cheese domination
is deceptively simple. Take master
cheesemakers working with high quality
milk, add a litthe maturation magic in the
mantaing and then send those cheeses
1a retailerd wha can 1]l the ators, From
Switserland with love,
gourmino.chfen

WHAT MAKES A WINNER

The Warld Cheesa Movembar 2022, Ha s Thechease thata Le

Awards winning praised it for baing = gamered a total of Gruydne

Gruyére from “smoath in your | 103 points fram AP has

Vorderfultigan was mouth and melting | the 14 judges in been

mada in tha summar o Pour tongua. tha final with named

of 20271 and aged for You have a lot .-'r T a Gorgonzola World

around 15 manths in of flavour init, Dalee fram Champion at

Gourmino’s caves. fram herbs f Dre'Magi taking  the awards - more than Friteenhaus
Tha cheese was to fruity, sacond place any other chease in the in Barn, took the top

championad by roastad, with 98 awards’ history. prize at thie Waorld

Swiza judge Chaistian with & real LY oints, Ancther Gourmino Champlonship Cheese

Zumrcher at the final leather Itowasthe  Groyéens, made by Contest in Wisconsin in

in Mewport, Wales, in naote”. fifth time mountain dairy March 2022,
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