











its full aromatic potential. The law
requires it be aged for at least four
months but is often aged for nine to
18 months, or even longer. It depends
on the particular wheel and the aim of
the affineur.

Since each wheel is slightly unique
depending on its terroir and the
season in which it was made, the
affineur and his small staff must taste
the wheels regularly — they often
taste about 200 wheels a day. They'll
then transfer the wheels to different
temperature cellars if needed to either
speed up or slow down maturation.
A machine regularly turns the
80-pound wheels and rubs them
with a brine solution, which forms
the protective rind.

After it's aged, the texture of the
Comté will have gone {rom grainy and
elastic 1o smooth and creamy, and its
aromas will have emerged. Comté's
subtle nature belies a diverse range
of potential aromas. The Comité
[nterprofessionnel du Comté has
identified 83 common descriptors
that correspond to the aromas in
Comté, which vary lrom wheel to
wheel, depending on the region
where the cheese was made, the
season it was produced, the style of
the affineur, and the time it spent
aging. A younger Comté, for instance,
will typically have more (ruity and
lactic aromas — butter, fresh cream,
soft caramel — whereas older Comltés
have nuttier and sharper aromas —
roasted nuts, citrus, toast.

Comté’s subtlety and diversity
makes it an extremely versatile
cheese, and in the Jura, it's not hard
to find it at nearly every meal. The
region is known lor its mountain
cuisine — wild game, morel mush-
rooms, fresh wout and smoked meats.
Specialties include poulet au vin jaune
(chicken and morels in a creamy sauce
made with local wine), potato rosti
(a large potato pancake), fondue,
escalope de veau belle comtoise
(breaded veal baked with thin slices
of ham and Comté), sausisse de
morteau (a smoked pork sausage)
and bresi (cured beef that's thinly
sliced like prosciutto).

Comté is melted into the region’s
fondues and vegetable gratins, tossed
into salads, paired with the local char-

cuterie, baked into breads and biscuits,
and served with nuts or dried fruit for
dessert. In a perfect example of “what
grows together goes together,” it also
makes a spectacular match for the
unique wines of the region, from the
creamy Chardonnays to the sherry-like
Vin Jaune, made with the local
Savagnin grape.

A drive across the countryside leads
to Port-Lesney and the Chéateau de
Germigney, an 18th century manor
that has been a member of the Relais

THE COMTE GRADING SCALE

Before a wheel of Comté can be sold
to the market, it must first be evaluated
according to several criteria, including
flavor (the aromas and taste of the
cheese), paste quality (referring to the
interior. or non-rind portion of the
cheese, which should be homogenous in
color and texture), opening (the eyes that
can appear in the paste, which should be
minimal but well-defined if present) and
presentation (wheels should have a
regular form and a yellow to brown rind
without spots). The wheel is then graded
on a scale of 1 to 20. Wheels that score
aver 15 points are given the green Comte
band. Those that score between 12 and
IS are given a brown Comté band. Those
that score under 12 are not allowed to
bear the Comté seal.

and Chateaux llotel Group since 1999,

The elegant décor and manicured gar-
dens are a reminder that beyond its
farmland and cellars, the Franche-
Comté offers an array of pleasures yet
to be discovered. It's a marvelous set-
ling to savor a spectacular meal in the
hotel’s Michelin-starred restaurant, fin-
ishing with a few slices of aged Comté,
fresh walnuts and a glass of Vin Jaune.
Nothing could be simpler or more sat-
isfying, a flawless combination
wrought by centuries of tradition. CG
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