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Few foods inspire the passion of a perfectly ripe cheese. A wedge
of Brie, just at the cusp between eat-me-with-a-spoon and sliceable.
Cheddar melting in your mouth like butter, followed with a crisp
chaser of tart apple or a fruity red wine. A soft goat cheese that hov-
ers between whipped cream and the sharp aroma of pasture. Blue
cheese, arrogant in flavour but humble in texture. A staple of the
human diet worldwide, it would be pointless to calculate how high
the tower would be if all the cheese consumed on any one day were
stacked end-on-end. Each one of us has our “favourite” cheese, and
our favourite cheese moment—whether it is the recollection of a
splendid Camembert or a thin-crust pizza bubbling with fresh moz-
zarella. As a species, we love cheese. And lucky for travellers to
Canada, the dairy-dreamers in Québec produce some of the finest
cheeses in the world: Le Migneron de Charlevoix from Maison
D’Affinage in coastal Baie St Paul just east of Québec City; the Blue
Bénédictin from Abbaye St Benoît, a monastery an hour or so south
of Montréal, or the Fine Herb Brie from Cayer in St. Raymond; and
Métis—a uniquely Canadian blend of goat and cow’s milk, which
transforms sane people into raging cheese lunatics.

In theory, the smells and tastes of cheese should be as varied as
the number of barns in a dairy county, but as cheese-making has
become ever more modern, cheeses have become more industrial-
ized—even homogenized. The tradition of artisanal cheeses—cheeses
made by independent cheesemakers, from milk produced locally and
aged in temperature-controlled cheese caves—is diminishing as larger
and larger enterprises take over cheese production. But Québec
remains a place where reverence for the artisanal way of making
cheese is still a way of life. It is still a region where the cheesemakers
have names, not just job titles. As a result, the raw-milk gourmet
cheeses of Québec rival the best of France. They are almost impossi-
ble to get outside of Canada, and can be difficult to find beyond the
province of Québec. The scarcity of these fabulous farmhouse
cheeses is one of the best excuses to plan a visit to Québec, because
you won’t find them in your local cheese or gourmet shop. 

There is a worldwide controversy raging about artisanal raw-
milk cheese. Raw-milk cheeses are made with un-pasteurized milk,
and as you remember from junior high, the pasteurization process
kills bacteria by exposing them to high temperatures. Ironically, it
is the natural bacteria in cheese that give each cheese its distinctive
taste and texture, transforming the milk molecules into a chunk of
solid delight. The Food and Drug Administration in the US, as
well as the scientists of Canada and the European Union, have
taken strong positions on whether the milk used for cheese must
be pasteurized and on how long cheeses must be aged. (At least
sixty days, they suggest.) In France, Italy and Canada—in fact, in
every country where consuming raw-milk cheese is a high form of
culture—the cheesemakers and the cheese connoisseurs are fight-
ing back. They point out that the bacteria in cheese gobble up the
harmful pathogens, and that vat cheeses made in industrial set-
tings are more often a danger than anything made lovingly by
hand. Cheese connoisseurs worry that as the world becomes more
global, the fabulous variety of cheeses available will shrink to a
very mundane few. The general consensus is that raw-milk cheeses
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are safe and delicious, but they don’t travel
well, and are best consumed near their point
of origin. So, the only way to savour the full
spectrum of the Québec cheeses is to go
there.

Along the Côte de Beaupré in St.
Raymond is the Saputo cheese factory, or fro-
magerie. Reine Cayer now directs the cheese-
making enterprise started by her father in
1970, when he decided to break rank with his
neighbors and pasteurize the milk for his
cheese. Like many Canadian cheesemakers,
the first cheese Cayer produced was sharp
cheddar called a “brick.” The company quick-
ly expanded to a full roster of forty different
cheeses, including: Camembert, made with
milk from both goats and cows; Belle Crème,
a luscious triple crème; Le Baron, a soft
Neufchâtel cheese flavoured with fine herbs,
or pepper, almond and amaretto, or even
pineapple; Brie and a Blue Brie, called
BleuBry; Caprano, a goat-and-cow Feta;
Swedish-style Havarti; and even an Arabic-
style string cheese. The fromagerie, bought by
Caputo in 2000, now makes 3000 metric
tons of cheese a year. A well-stocked cheese
boutique in the shiny factory sells the cheeses
and runs tastings for visitors. Reine Cayer’s
own favourite is the Brie, with the flavoured
Neufchâtel a close second. All were delectable. 

In 1997, four young men partnered up to
launch an artisanal cheesemaking enterprise.
By 2000 they had already won recognition as
making one of the best
cheddars in Canada. Their
maple-wood-smoked ched-
dar sits several rungs above
the run-of-the-mill cheddar
cheese. The cheesemaker,
Justin Roy, a big burly guy
still wearing the sanitary
hairnet required by law,
came out to chat. He
explained that although he
had set his sights on a
small, boutique-y cheese
business, demand for the
product overwhelmed the
modest plans. In the last
year, this little local compa-
ny has skyrocketed to
cheese sales of $40,000
($25,000USD) a month.
Le Beaupré is housed in a

modest, charmless storefront on the main
coastal highway, but it is a nightly stop for
many Québécois who want to take home a
local addiction, a bag of fresh cheese curds,
the soft chewy lumps that are the first stage in
the cheesemaking process. The cheese curds
are the featured ingredient in one of Québec’s
favourite dishes: poutine, a hearty mass of
French fries drenched in gravy and topped
with melted cheese. 

In the middle of the most exquisite farm
country of Charlevoix, Maurice Dufour pro-
duces two of Canada’s most exquisite cheeses:

the Migneron de Charlevoix, a nutty and mild
washed-rind cheese which won the Grand Prix
this year; and Ciel Bleu, a pungent blue that
makes its presence known with a gentle author-
ity, so accommodating, it spreads like butter.
The Migneron is used for everything from
sandwiches to gratinées, from dessert to hors
d’oeuvres. This is a small-scale artisanal farm.
The milk comes exclusively from the local
countryside. Each week the fromagerie pro-
duces only 600 metres of Migneron, and 6500
of Ciel Bleu. It sounds like of lot of cheese,
especially because it takes 10 litres of milk to
make one cheese, but it isn’t even enough to
satisfy all the palates in the province. Because
the cheese is a raw-milk cheese, it is not avail-
able for export. Although the entire production
of Maison d’Affinage must be sold within the
province of Québec, it sells out quickly. These
cheeses are so remarkable that some chefs in
other Canadian provinces bootleg them out of
Québec by private, utterly non-legal arrange-
ments. A visit to the Maison is a treat. It’s one
turn off the highway, down a dirt road, and in
the middle of a picturesque farm, complete
with horses grazing behind the barn. The
Maison is chic and rustic. When the proprietor
wants to show off his cheese cave—stacks and
stacks of golden wheels kept moist and cold—
he shoves aside the table in the tasting room,
and hoists up a trap door.  

Closer to Montréal is the Abbaye of St.
Benoît. It’s a shock to come upon it, with the

monastery’s turrets rising
before you, and the
Benedictine monks, who
have taken a vow of silence,
wear their long, brown
habits as they wander the
grounds silently tending
their orchards, their ani-
mals and the small fro-
magerie where some of the
most sublime cheeses in
Québec are produced. The
Abbaye’s cheeses—the
Ermite Bleu, named the
Best Canadian Cheese in
2000, and the St. Augustin,
a nutty-smooth if eccentric
cousin to Swiss cheese—
have starring roles on the
best cheese trays in
Canada. •
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For more information on cheeses in
Québec, call 418-522-3511 or visit
www.travelcanada.ca. Also see 
Fodor’s Micro Guide page 130 or visit
www.fodors.com for more information.

Caves Cayer
71 avenue Saint Jacques, Saint Raymond,
Québec, 418-337-4287 
www.saputo.com

Fromagerie Côte de Beaupré
Le Beaupré 9430, Boulevard Ste-Anne, 
Ste-Anne-de-Beaupré, 418-827-1771

La Maison D’Affinage
Baie-Saint-Paul,
1339 boul. Mgr-De Laval (Route 138)

Abbaye St-Benoît-du-Lac
819-843-4080
www.st.benoit-du-lac.com
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