Preserving Cheese
Some of you have asked about keeping cheese and preventing mold from covering it.  You first need to remember that the manufacturing of cheese was designed as a method to store and use milk later when you needed it and no longer had a surplus. This tells us that our forefathers thought cheese could be kept for a time and they didn’t have refrigeration.

I have condensed some ole wives tales, and a tad of chemistry and years of family experience into a few tips. Yes, you can store cheese successfully with refrigeration and with some success without.

Always wash hands, knives, and counter before beginning. You should use a couple of drops of bleach in your water and allow work surfaces to dry. Note that a higher dose of bleach will dull your knives. You might also want to wash and dry the outer wax skin of your cheese if it is a whole cheese. It is very important to keep mold spores and bacteria off of the cheese.
With a whole 5 or 6 lb. waxed or vacuum sealed block of cheddar or other hard cheese as sold at Sam’s or Costco in the USA, you may slice (3”-4”) a week’s worth off the end. Leave the remaining portion waxed or in its original casing. Cover the sliced end with a cheese cloth or a paper towel soaked with white vinegar and wrung out. Cover the cloth with a double saran wrap secured with rubber bands around the cheese. Then seal the entire piece in another sealed plastic bag. Remember – air is not your friend! The vinegar should not be dripping out of the cover - only damp. When you open to slice the next week’s serving, redampen the cloth or towel with white vinegar and reseal with your saran wrap and plastic.

If you are driving back from El Paso and are near Casa Grandes and help a Mennonite fellow with his broken-down buggy, and he rewards you with a whole wheel of Chihuahua cheese, you are in luck. Notice that the cheese is completely covered with wax. This is the traditional way cheese was preserved.  Remove the wax covering and cut into appropriate size blocks. Wrap each piece completely in vinegar dampened cheese cloth. What? No cotton cheese cloth? Use sterile 2” cotton gauze. You can also use a spray bottle of vinegar for this larger project. Let the cheese cloth dry so it will not cause the hot wax to pop. Heat a pot of canning wax to melt. Dip each block to totally cover. If the wax is too hot it will run off and not stick. It is possible to dip one half, let cool and dip the other side, but the wax must cover completely. Cool and store. Smaller amounts of cheese can be wrapped in the vinegar dampened cloth or paper towel and stored in the vacuum seal bags or for shorter periods in a zip loc.
Live-aboard sailors and survivalist with no refrigeration are able to keep hard cheese for 5-6 months in cool storage areas, low in the boat or in the cellar of the cabin. At 8-10 months the cheese is still edible but the odor is strong. When the odor of the cheese is strong ammonia, we do not consume it. If stored in refrigeration, the cheese will keep for a year in wonderful condition. You will find this works well for hard cheeses and even mozzarella. The idea storage temperature for firm cheese is 400 F.  Never freeze the cheese as it changes the texture. If a hard cheese does mold remove the mold with a sharp knife of potato peeler. Mold in a semi-soft or soft cheese means that it needs to be discarded.
