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ARTISAN CHEESE
Stories FESTIVAL
From The Past

T

Connor Callahan feeding a lamb at Bellwether Farms

Cindy Callahan brought sheep to Bellwether Farms to control pasture
grasses and triggered a revival of artisan cheese-making

Bellwether Farms Carmody Cheese, aged six weeks, is a consistent blue
ribbon winner at the Los Angeles County Fair

he first-ever weekend-long celebration and exploration of handcrafted
cheeses, foods, wines and
beers from California and
beyond will be held March 9
through 12 in Petaluma. Attendees will meet more than
a dozen international awardwinning cheesemakers and
learn how to taste, buy, serve
and enjoy distinctive artisan
cheeses from the experts.
The schedule for the festival, and descriptions of the
sessions, are shown on the following page. The educational
seminars and tastings will be
led by cheesemakers, chefs
and fromagiers from across
the country -- and virtually
every session will involve tastings and pairings of artisan
cheeses.
The inspiration for the
Artisan Cheese Festival came
from Tom Birdsall, an owner
of the Sheraton Sonoma
County-Petaluma – as well as
founder and Director of the
non-profit festival. Birdsall is
also Executive Director of the
Donald and Maureen Green
Foundation and President of
the Green Music Foundation,
which produces Sonoma State
University’s Green Music Festival.
The Sheraton is a major
sponsor of – and host to -- the
festival. Ten percent of ticket
proceeds will be donated to
non-profits that support the
artisan cheese-making community in the North Bay
– including the Sonoma Land
Trust, the Marin Agricultural
Land Trust, the Petaluma Future Farmers of America, the
California Artisan Cheese
Guild, and the Redwood Empire Food Bank. These donations will be matched by the
Donald and Maureen Green
Foundation.
“This is the first festival
to focus on the artisan cheese
community – to reach out to
consumers, educate them,
and raise awareness of who we
[cheese-makers] are as individuals and as a group,” says
Jill Giacomini Basch of Point
Reyes Farmstead Cheese.

Milk for their Original Blue
is from their own closed herd
of cows, grazing on the certified organic pastures overlooking Tomales Bay. It “cannot be duplicated, even five
miles away,” says Point Reyes
Farmstead’s Lynn Giacomini
Stray.” The French call this
unique quality “terroir”.
“I was always hoping for
something like this,” says
Maxx Sherman of Marin
French Cheese Company. “It
will bring more visibility to
our area and do wonders for
our business.” Marin French
Cheese Company beat the
French in the brie category of
the most recent World Cheese
Awards, creating headlines
worldwide. “But sometimes,
in your own backyard, people
don’t know about you.” Marin
French has been located in
Petaluma for 142 years. It’s
the oldest cheese factory in
the nation.
Liam Callahan, of Bellwether Farms, says area “milk
production is under threat
– especially local family dairies. The more we can do to
add value, the better.” Liam
oversees the making of every
ounce of cheese at Bellwether
Farms, and the quality of their
cow, sheep, and goat cheeses
reflect the family’s dedication.
“The attraction of the festival,” Liam continues, “is the
opportunity to get closer to
our consumers and give them
more knowledge.”
Chickie Vella, of Vella

Cheese in Sonoma, is also enthusiastic about the festival.
“Anything that will help promote the great cheese in this
area, I’m all for it.”
“Back in 2001, The New
York Times stated that – regarding cheese – there was a
new Normandie north of the
Golden Gate,” Jill Giacomini
Basch adds. “This is our opportunity to show it.”
Chefs and restauranteurs
participating in the festival include: Joey Altman, Bay Café,
KRON; John Ash, John Ash
& Company; Gary Danko,
Restaurant Gary Danko;
Bruce Hill, Bix Restaurant
and Picco; Jesse Llapitan, The
Palace Hotel, San Francisco;
Cory Schreiber, Wildwood
Restaurant, Portland; and
Wayne Van Akin, Sheraton
Sonoma County-Petaluma.
Nearly 20 award-winning
cheesemakers and cheese experts will make presentations
on Saturday, March 10. On
Sunday, two dozen cheesemakers from California, Oregon and Washington will participate in an Artisan Cheese
Marketplace. Monday, small
group tours are available to
Sonoma and Marin County
cheese-making operations
rarely open to the public. See
the schedule on the facing
page for details.
For advance reservations
and more information, visit
artisancheesefestival.com or
call 707.283.2890.

Cowgirl Creamery ST PAT springtime cheese, made from whole organic
milk and wrapped in stinging nettle leaves

