COUNTY LIFE

Taste of the country

Staffordshire Life features editor BRYONY VALE visited Ellenhall Grange Farm
near Eccleshall, home to John and Lucy Heath and Bertelin Farmhouse Cheeses

long held dream, but one day, less
than two years ago, John Heath
decided to take that leap of faith.

Ellenhall Grange Farm has been in
the Heath family for 40 years but has
been a working farm for centuries.

It was passed to John, his wife Lucy
and their son Tom, from John’s parents
and is home to the Bertelin herd of
pedigree Friesian cows, named after St
Bertelin who founded Stafford town
around 700 AD. Being a grange farm, it
would have been used for food
production, centred around a
monastery, in this case Ranton Abbey.

The supply of water to Ranton
Abbey came from Anne’s Well, a
natural spring on the farm. This spring
is still there today and now provides
water for the farm’s 200-strong herd of
cows. The abbey however, is no more.
All that remains of the Augustinian
Priory is a late Georgian house, which
is now a ruin, and the church tower
which was added in the 15th century.

IT TAKES courage to finally follow a
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Lucy, John and Tom Heath with their award winning cheese

The farm had, for the most part,
been a milk producing farm, but when
the industry took a bit of a downturn
and milk prices began to fall, John
decided it might be time to diversify.

“I have always wanted to make an
award-winning cheese,” said John. “So
to achieve that within 15 months of
been in production, was really
something.”

The family set about learning how to
create four types of cheese using their
own milk and special local recipes
discovering how the subtle changes in
the way the cheese is produced can
lead to different flavours.

This cheese could not be more local.
The cows graze on the Heath’s own
land, drinking natural spring water from
Anne’s Well and are cared for and
milked by Tom.

The milk is still warm when it arrives
at the production room, and is
pasteurised in large vats before it can
be used. This process kills off any

bacteria, making it safe for
consumption. A starter culture is added
to sour the milk and once this has
occurred rennet is then incorporated
causing it to coagulate and set.

Once the milk has achieved a firm
consistency it is cut to separate the
curd from the whey. The cheese will
then be gently scalded at a specific
heat to help more of the whey separate
from the curd.

The whey is then drained away and
to ensure that as much as possible is
removed, the curd is cut into
manageable pieces and a channel is
formed down he centre.

The curd is then milled so that the
pieces are of even sizes. The chunkier
the curd, the more crumbly the cheese
will be, but for a Cheddar, the curd
must be cut quite finely.

Once salt has been added to give
the cheese its flavour it is ready to be
moulded and Bertelin cheese is
moulded in a very traditional way. The
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