Fromage homage

Superb Comté & more worth trip to French cheese region

he French can talk about cheese until the cows come home.
If you doubt that, take a tour in the Franche-Comté region with
local farmer Jean-Francois Marmier, who goes by the nickname

Taz

“We need hours, days, months, years to talk about Comté”

cheese, Taz said passionately.

And the fruity and nutty Comté is a
cheese worth talking about — firm yet
creamy, and among the most popular
cheeses in France, a country where more
than 600 varieties of cheese are produced.

Comté is very much a part of the
culture of the Jura Mountains, a place of
green hills and valleys where you can
easily tap into the real, unspoiled France
(in this case, eastern France near the
Swiss border).

The cheese has been made here for
1,000 years using milk from Montbéliard
cows that graze in the lush pastures —
and it’s becoming a tourist attraction.

You can visit farms with cows, dair-
ies where the cheese is created using tra-
ditional methods and cellars where the
rounds of cheese are aged. The region-
al tourism department has even created
a Comté cheese trail, with driving route
suggestions.

Taz gives tours of the local co-op dairy
in the little town of Bouverans, enthusias-
tically explaining the cheesemaking pro-
cess to visitors. The cows are milked twice
a day, and the warm milk from his and a
half-dozen other local farms, 530,000 gal-

lons annually, goes to the dairy.

There, the cheesemakers make magic
by adding rennet, an enzyme that comes
from a calf’s stomach. It creates a curd
resulting in a light, yellow cheese.

The Bouverans dairy, which produces
13 to 20 giant rounds of Comté per day —
each weighing about 88 pounds — is just
one of 170 co-op cheese dairies in the
region. (Taz is one of 3,200 farmers
contributing milk).

After the rounds are firmed at the dairy
for two to three weeks, they go to one of
20 regional cellars to age. The most pop-
ular cheese, Comté — and the variety we

usually see in the U.S. — is 12 months old.

It has a nice tang somewhat akin to Gru-
yeére, although more aged Comté has an
appealing, sharper taste food lovers may
prefer.

Some 65,000 wheels of cheese can
be seen aging at Fort Saint-Antoine in
Malbuisson. The fort, completed in 1882,
is now home to the aging cellar Marcel
Petite (www.comte-petite.com). A tour
will no doubt feature a guide with a pas-
sion for cheese — the look, the smell, the
taste. Yes, cheese in Franche-Comté gets

a treatment much like wine does, with
aficionados using multiple senses to eval-
uate the quality.

They peer at it, sniff it, press it between
their fingers — even listen to it — and
finally spend as long chewing it as they
possibly can. But unlike wine, they don’t
spit it out.

Lest you think the Franche-Comté
region is all about cheese and farmlands,
it’s also about quaint towns and mountain
views, lakes filled with trout, deep forests
and historic attractions.

A good place to base yourself is
Arbois, a sleepy little town surrounded
by green hills and vineyards. It’s where
Louis Pasteur, inventor of the rabies vac-
cine, was raised and often worked, and
you can visit his house and laborato-
ry (Maison Pasteur, 83, rue Courcelles,
Arbois, www.academie-sciences.fr/
pasteur.htm).

Arbois’ downtown includes small shops
under the arches of an 18th-century ar-
cade near the town square. Amust-doisa
casual lunch at Les 4 heures du Cremier, a
cheese shop serving delicious sandwiches
and salads and omelets featuring — you

Finely aged Comté cheese
can be bought at places like
Cave de Comté (above).

guessed it — cheese (44, Grande Rue,
Arbois).

Make sure to stop a few doors down
at Hirsinger chocolates, one of the top
chocolate shops in France. It was opened
in 1900 and has been run by the same
family ever since. The shop has a small
basement museum with antique choco-
late-making tools and other parapherna-
lia, and tours include tastings (38 place
de la Liberte, Arbois, www.chocolat-
hirsinger.com).

Because this is France we’re talking
about, there is wine in the Franche-Comté
picture, too, with a wine trail (www.jura-
wines.com) taking visitors past market
towns and wine-growing villages where
some vineyards date back hundreds of
years.

Arbois also has a regional wine muse-
um offering tastings. Grown in Franch-
Comté are Chardonnay, Savagnin, Poul-
sard, Trousseau and Pinot Noir.

The key local product is vin jaune,
which may not be to everyone’s taste —
it’s a sherry-like yellow wine, made from
the Savagnin grape — but it goes very well
with Comté cheese.
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