
Cheese
discourse

In case you
haven’t noticed,
cheese is the
bee’s knees —
that is to say,
cheese is in, and
in a big, stinky,
ripe, smelly way.
As Americans
become more
food savvy, they
are demanding
more and better
cheeses from all
over the world.
With this in
mind, we’ve
recruited cheese
expert Shawn
Hockert, who
has worked in
the industry for
more than eight
years, to share
his knowledge in
a series of
columns that will
run in every
upcoming issue.

— Editors
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ALTHOUGH
THE IDEA of
trends in the
cheese industry
may seem
comical, they
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Wine-savvy, not wine-snobby
The Divas uncork
BY LOUISA KASDON SIDELL

IMAGINE 10 AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN from Boston on a field
trip to Alice Waters’s Chez Panisse, the Berkeley, California, pilgrimage
site for American gastronomes. The wine comes, and it’s an adorable red
from a local Napa Valley vineyard. They take a sip. Is it off? It tastes
funny, but they aren’t sure. They wait for Stephanie, their best buddy and
the princess with the palate, to come back from the ladies’ room. She
thinks the wine is off, too. They summon the server and send it back. A
new bottle appears on the table without a snide comment from the staff:
high-fives all around. It took four (almost five) years of studying, tasting,
and talking about wine as a group, but the women of Divas Uncorked
smile at how far they have come. They now have the requisite wine
confidence to send back a subtly turned bottle of wine at the snootiest of
California’s destination dining rooms.

Like most groups, it started with two friends — Divas Uncorked founder
and information-technology expert Stephanie Browne, and producer and
broadcast journalist Callie Crossley. Crossley says that Browne, an
entrenched oenophile, came up with the idea five years ago of bringing 12
women together once a month in their respective homes to learn more
about wine. "We just felt that women — especially African-American
women — were too easily intimidated by wine," Crossley recalls. She
signed on to the idea quickly. "At the beginning, I had a lot of room for
learning. What I knew about wine was that there was red and white. I went
from rotgut and jug wine to shiraz." Crossley describes many women’s
feeling that "ordering wine is like cleaning up before the maid comes. You
feel like you are supposed to know something about wine before you are
allowed to order a glass or buy a bottle in public."

The weekend of the 2004 Boston Wine Expo at the World Trade Center,
the Divas Uncorked held their first public conference, titled "Wine,
Women, and . . . ", to help other women get smart about starting a wine
club. They brought in national and local wine experts — master
sommeliers, chefs, vintners, and retailers — to speak to the 60 women
who signed up for the one-day seminar. The speakers included TV
personality and Simply Wine host Andrea Immer, who is one of the rare
female master sommeliers in America. "You got to love a woman who
describes pinot noir as lingerie for your tongue," Crossley says. The sold-
out event was a total success, and the women were so engrossed by the
program that they could hardly tear themselves away to visit the Wine
Expo happening across the street.

I missed the conference, but a week later, as Crossley described her group
to me over bacon and eggs at the S&S Deli, I realized how much I wanted
to do this too. Like many women (and men), I get easily embarrassed by
my minimal wine skills and store of knowledge. When the wine list
comes, I pray that it doesn’t fall to me to pick the wine for dinner. So the



comical, they
have produced
some fine
results. For the
past few years,
cheeses from
Spain and
sheep’s-milk
cheeses have
become
prominent in
local shops. At
the same time,
the concept of
"transhumance"
has gained
acceptance
within a small
group of experts
and enthusiasts
in conjunction
with the Slow
Food movement.
Transhumance is
the seasonal
movement of
people and their
livestock in
search of
pasturage. It is a
tradition that
inspires our
imagination and
has been
responsible for
the production of
some of the
oldest and finest
cheeses
available.

In Roncal, these
three trends
converge. This
cheese originated
in the valley of
Roncal, in the
region of
Navarre, which
sits in the
foothills of the
Spanish
Pyrenees. Made
exclusively from
raw sheep’s milk
of breeds
indigenous to the
region, Roncal
was the first
Spanish cheese
to receive the
Denominación
de Origen
Protegida (DOP)

idea of starting a wine club, where my friends and I would eat, study, and,
most importantly, drink together in the privacy of our homes, sounded like
the most appealing social-cum-personal-advancement idea I’d heard in
years. (Especially since my all-ladies investment club, which we started at
what turned out to be the statistical peak of the NASDAQ, tanked after the
dot-com crash.) I wanted to know exactly how the Divas Uncorked got
started and how the club works.

The first two women recruited 10 others — as it turned out, all African-
Americans — and the Divas began to uncork on a monthly basis. Since
there were 12 members initially, the club began meeting on a monthly
basis, with each diva hosting the others once a year at her home. These are
not casual affairs. Each hostess prepares for the dinner as if it were an
entrance exam. She does the research on the wines, the terroir, the
vintners, and decides on the pairings of wine and food for the evening.
"There’s a thick packet of materials that we prepare for each dinner,"
Crossley says. Invitations go out — some are elaborate, Martha
Stewart–inspired creations, others go out by e-mail — identifying the time
and place, but neither the carte des vins nor the menu. It is the hostess’s
task to determine a surprise "theme" for the evening, and to gather and
present adequate research and background information to educate the other
club members. Examples of themes include an all-viognier dinner, with
blind tastings from appetizers to dessert; an all-rosé dinner, or a selection
of wines from a particular region like South Africa or Australia, or from a
particular vintner; and blind tastings of box wines, or how the same wines
taste when poured into different glasses. The hostess is responsible for the
cost of the wines, the food, the table decorations, and rounding up a guest
speaker if she chooses. "Don’t let the theme idea freak you out," says
Crossley. "That’s what we did, [but] there are many other ways to
organize a women’s wine club." Each member contributes $20 to defray
the costs of the dinner. Crossley concedes that it’s only a token, since the
club sets no ceiling on the expense of the wine and food. "Each hostess
decides what she wants to spend."

The Divas’ personal wine gurus are Dorothy Gaiter and John Brecher, a
married couple who write the Friday wine column for the Wall Street
Journal and have authored several books on wine. Crossley, who is a
former fellow and the current program administrator of the Neiman
Foundation for Journalism at Harvard, was able to convince Gaiter to
come up to Boston and conduct a tasting for the journalism fellows.
"That’s how I learned about viognier," she says. One of the best ideas she
has culled from the Gaiters’ columns is the "Open-That-Special-Bottle
Night." "The Gaiters observed that everybody seems to have that one
special bottle they are saving for a great occasion, but by the time the right
occasion comes up, the wine may have already turned into high-class
vinegar. So they encourage people to create an occasion, and crack open
the special bottle," Crossley says. "This is one thing that we haven’t been
able to do as a group. We talk about keeping a special bottle to drink at
some future point in time, but we never do."

Each of the club’s 10 members has been with the group from the
beginning. Two of the original 12 dropped out — "The usual things, they
got married or moved out of town," Crossley explains — and the club
decided not to replace them. "We are so in sync with each other, and we
had done so much bonding and come so far in our wine knowledge, that
we just couldn’t imagine bringing anybody new into the group." That’s an
impressive longevity for a social club. Crossley says that the main thing
was that all the members had the same goal, and the same interest — and
were willing to put in the pre-dinner preparation time. Five years in, some
of the divas have built home cellars, others own refrigerated wine-storage
units, and all find that they have doubled the number of bottles they keep
on hand. They’ve taken two field trips — one to Sonoma and one to Napa
Valley — and have plans to go to South Africa as a group.



Protegida (DOP)
classification.
The DOP sets
the standards of
production and
ensures both
quality and the
maintenance of a
tradition and a
way of life.

And quality it is.
Roncal is not
just deep in
tradition. With
an aroma of
olives and
cream, straw and
wool, it
possesses a
pronounced
depth of flavor.
Aged for a
minimum of four
months, it ranges
from creamy and
buttery when
young to piquant
and spicy when
aged.

Roncal is
versatile in its
uses. You can
grate or shave it
to finish a meal
or salad, or put it
in a soufflé or
your mashed
potatoes. But it
truly shines as a
table cheese.
Enjoy it with
some Spanish
accompaniments,
such as Piquillo
peppers (a type
of roasted red
pepper), quince
paste or jelly
(membrillo),
fried and salted
Marcona
almonds, and
Arbequina or
Manzanilla
olives. And
don’t forget a
bottle of
Navarran red
wine.

— Shawn
Hockert

A few times a year, the Divas dine out together, working with local chefs
to create private dinners that showcase the pairings of wine and food.
During the past year, chef Daniel Bruce at Meritage and Lorenzo Savona
at UpStairs on the Square each orchestrated a memorable dinner. When I
asked Crossley what she had learned over the last few years, she rolled her
eyes up to the wine gods. "Where to start? I learned that we serve our
white wine too cold. I learned that I like red wines. I learned that the first
sip from a glass of wine can be ecstasy or terrible. I learned about the
richness of wine. The smell of a wine well matched with food. And I
learned that there is an amazing relational dimension to the experience of
drinking wine with your friends. Is that enough for you?" I assure you,
Callie, it’s enough for me, and more. I can’t wait to get my own claque of
divas off the ground. Do Tuesdays work for you?

 



Shawn Hockert
is a purchaser
for Seacrest
Foods, a
specialty-foods
importer and
distributor that
focuses on
cheese.
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