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Champion of American cheese  

Kurt Beecher Dammeier shares his  

take on comfort food classics
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Beecher’s Handmade Cheese 
founder and chef Kurt Beecher 
Dammeier developed his love 
for cheese at a young age. He 
recalls eagerly gobbling up 
hunks of cheddar, Stilton, and 

provolone at his grandparents’ house when 
he was a child, and he experienced a “cheese 
awakening” during a trip to Europe as a high 
school student. But it wasn’t until later in 
life that he got into the business of making 
and selling cheese. He’d been working at his 
grandfather’s printing company for 18 years 
when the family decided to sell the business. 

“At age 38 I got to start a new career with 
a couple of coins in my pocket,” he says. 
“And I decided the second chapter would  
be all about passion.”

For Dammeier that translated to food,  
and more specifically cheese. He opened 
Beecher’s Handmade Cheese in Seattle’s  
Pike Place Market in 2003, after taking a 
cheesemaking course at Washington State 
University and ultimately hiring an  
experienced Oregon cheesemaker. “Before  
we opened we bought samples of every 
cheese we could find in the entire city. We 
tasted each one and talked about the pluses 
and minuses of making cheeses like that.” 
They chose to model their signature  
cheese directly on Cougar Gold, a rich  

white cheddar made by  
Dammeier’s alma mater, 

Washington State University. 
The result was Beecher’s 

Flagship, a nutty, semi-hard cow’s 
milk cheese that’s a cross between 

cheddar and Gruyère. It remains the most 
popular cheese sold at Beecher’s today,  
although the peppery, open-air-aged Marco 
Polo Reserve is one of Dammeier’s personal 
favorites and a regular first-place winner at 
the annual American Cheese Society Judging 
& Competition. These are just two of 17  
varieties of cheese produced by Beecher’s at 
Pike Place Market and a second store and 
restaurant in New York City, opened in  
2011. Both locations have glass-enclosed 
cheesemaking facilities so customers and 
passersby can watch the process firsthand.

“For many people it’s the first time  
they’ve seen—or even thought about— 
how cheese is made. Everybody knows  
the nursery rhyme words ‘curds’ and  
‘whey,’ but most have no idea that’s from  
cheesemaking,” says Dammeier. “We want  
to educate people and get them thinking 
about how all their food is made.” 

To that end, in 2004 he founded the  
Beecher’s Pure Food Kids Foundation  
(originally called the Beecher’s Flagship 
Foundation) with the aim of teaching kids 
about food additives and empowering them 
to make informed, healthy food choices for 
life. The foundation has since developed a 
program of nutrition education and cooking 
workshops for fourth- and fifth-grade  
students in Seattle and New York City, and 
has reached over 56,000 kids since 2006. “Our 
goal is to change the way America eats, and 
our base strategy is to try to spark interest  
in fourth and fifth graders and use them as 
the Trojan horse into the home and pocket-
book, ultimately changing the demand  
for unhealthy food, which will, of course, 
change the supply.”

Dammeier’s commitment to pure food is 
also evident at Beecher’s. The stores carry 

only foods that are free of artificial  
preservatives, flavor enhancers, and colors, 
and their own cheeses are handmade with 
milk from Holstein and Jersey cows that 
have not been treated with growth  
hormones. In addition to proprietary cheeses, 

the stores sell  
a rotating array 
of exclusively 
American  
cheeses. “In 2003 
it wasn’t easy to 
find 75 to 85 
great American 
cheeses to sell,” 
Dammeier says. 
But now the  
opposite problem 
occurs: “In 2014 
it’s painful to 
make the selection 
amongst the 500 
cheeses you’d 
like to sell.”

When it comes to incorporating cheese 
into cooking, Dammeier likes to use it in 
varying degrees depending on the dish. “I like 
it to be a seasoning, or an ingredient even  
at levels that are not perceptible as cheese, 
just to build that umami background,” he 
says. “It’s almost like a bass note in a song.” 

He also believes cooking with cheese 
shouldn’t be fussy. “Good food is all about 
balance. I’m pretty particular about what  
I eat, and I don’t like to waste a single bite  
of food on nastiness. I’ll stay hungry while  
I search for something good to eat. But that 
doesn’t always mean fancy; it just means 
real.” He adds, “For me cheese is not like 
wine—sniff it and talk a ton about it. It’s just 
eat it and go, ‘Yeah, this is good.’ It’s more 
about the story behind the cheese.” c 

Kristine Jannuzzi is a food and travel  
writer who divides her time between  
New York and Sweden.

“I’ll stay 
hungry while 
I search for 
something 
good to eat. 
But that 
doesn’t always 
mean fancy; 
it just means 
real.”

“World’s Best” Mac & Cheese with 
Kale and Mama Lil’s Peppers p. 114



WINTER 14 culturecheesemag.com 43

This well-rounded, boldly flavored meatloaf has a  

surprise inside: pockets of delicious melted cheese curds. 

Turkey Meatloaf Studded 
with Cheese Curds p. 114
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On the menu since Beecher’s opened in 2003, this ultracreamy, umami  

mac ’n’ cheese dish has been lauded by fans across the country, from  

food writers and home cooks to Martha Stewart and Oprah Winfrey. 

“World’s Best” Mac ‘n’ Cheese p. 114



WINTER 14 culturecheesemag.com 45

This cheese-centric sandwich is an original  

staple from the Beecher’s café in Seattle. 

Grilled Flagship, 
Tomato, and Basil 
Sandwich p. 115
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Yams add great color and flavor to  

traditional mashed potatoes, and the  

earthy Smokey Blue cheese delivers bite. 

Smokey Blue 
Smashed Potatoes p. 116



This strata has everything a strata should: 

a crusty brown top, a creamy center, and 

savory, full flavors. 

Breakfast Strata p. 117
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Turkey Meatloaf 
Studded with 
Cheese Curds
The combination of ground turkey 
and sausage brings a well-rounded, 
bold flavor to this meatloaf. The 
addition of cheese curds adds 
pockets of delicious melted cheese 
on the inside, while the cheese on 
the outside becomes caramelized 
during the baking. Serve with 
Smokey Blue Smashed Potatoes.

Serves 6

Oil for preparing pan
1½ pounds ground turkey 
4 ounces Italian chicken or pork 

sausage, casings removed 
5 ounces Beecher’s Fresh Curds, 

roughly chopped
½ medium yellow onion, 

minced
½ stalk celery, minced
2 cloves garlic, minced
2¼ teaspoons Italian herb blend
1 teaspoon kosher salt
½ teaspoon freshly ground 

black pepper
1/8 teaspoon cayenne pepper
1½ cups fresh bread crumbs
6 tablespoons water
 

 Heat the oven to 350°F. Lightly 
oil a rimmed baking sheet or 
loaf pan.

 In a large bowl, combine the 
turkey and sausage, and mix 
thoroughly.

 In a medium bowl, combine the 
remaining ingredients, mixing 
gently. Add the cheese mixture to 
the meat mixture, and combine 
gently. Do not overmix.

 Form the meat mixture into a 
loaf that is uniform in thickness, 
approximately 2½ to 3 inches 
high and 8 inches long, and 
place it on the baking sheet or 
oiled loaf pan. Moisten your 
hands with a little water, and 
pat down the loaf to form a 
smooth surface. 

 Bake for 45 to 55 minutes, until 
a meat thermometer inserted 
into the center of the meatloaf 
registers 160°F. Let the meatloaf 
rest for 10 minutes before 
serving.

“World’s Best” 
Mac ‘n’ Cheese
On the menu since Beecher’s 
opened, this ultracreamy mac ‘n’ 
cheese dish has been lauded by 
fans across the country. The 
umami flavor of the cheeses adds 
depth and complexity, while the 
gooey texture satisfies your 

craving for comfort food. Dig in  
on a cold winter’s night, serve  
as a holiday dinner side, or enjoy 
with braised meats and roasted 
veggies.  

Serves 4 as a side dish  

4 tablespoons unsalted butter, 
plus more for preparing dish

6 ounces penne pasta
5 tablespoons all-purpose flour
1½ cups milk
8 ounces (about 2 cups) grated 

Beecher’s Flagship cheese, 
divided

2 ounces (about ½ cup) grated 
Beecher’s Just Jack cheese, 
divided

½ teaspoon kosher salt
¼ teaspoon chili powder, 

divided
1/8 teaspoon garlic powder

 Heat oven to 350°F. Butter or 
oil an 8-inch baking dish.

 Cook the penne 2 minutes less 
than package directions (it will 
finish cooking in the oven). 
Rinse pasta in cold water, and 
set aside.

 Melt the butter in a heavy-
bottomed saucepan over 
medium heat, and whisk in 
the flour. Continue whisking 
and cooking for 2 minutes. 
Slowly add the milk, whisking 
constantly. Cook until sauce 
thickens, about 8 minutes, 
stirring frequently. Remove 
from heat.

 Add 1¾ cups Flagship cheese, 
¼ cup Just Jack cheese, salt, 1/8 
teaspoon chili powder, and 
garlic powder. Stir until the 
cheese is melted and all 
ingredients are incorporated, 
about 3 minutes.

 Combine cooked pasta and 
sauce in a medium bowl, and 
mix carefully but thoroughly. 
Scrape pasta into the prepared 
baking dish. Sprinkle the top 
with remaining cheeses and 
then the remaining chili powder. 

 Bake uncovered for 20 minutes. 
Let mac ‘n’ cheese sit for  
5 minutes before serving.

“World’s Best”  
Mac ‘n’ Cheese 
with Kale and 
Mama Lil’s Peppers
The peppers add a subtle heat that 
is balanced with their acid and 
sweetness. Paired with kale, which 
retains its texture and flavor, this 
colorful dish is a real crowd pleaser.

Serves 4 as a side dish 

ROASTED KALE:
½ bunch Lacinato kale
½ tablespoon extra-virgin  

olive oil
¼ teaspoon kosher salt
1/8 teaspoon freshly ground 

black pepper
¼ cup Mama Lil’s Mildly Spicy 

Peppers in Oil, drained of 
excess oil (or your favorite 
brand of pickled peppers 
packed in oil) 

Cheese to Please   PAGE 41
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  Heat oven to 375°F. Rinse kale, 
and pat dry thoroughly. Remove 
and discard thick ribs, and 
roughly chop the leaves. 

 In a large bowl, toss the kale 
with olive oil, salt, and black 
pepper. Spread the kale mixture 
evenly onto a baking sheet, and 
bake for approximately 20 
minutes, gently stirring every  
5 to 7 minutes. Kale should be 
tender, crisp on the edges, and 
slightly browned. Remove from 
the oven, and set aside until 
you are ready to fold into the 
mac ‘n’ cheese.

 Follow the recipe as instructed 
for “World’s Best” Mac ‘n’ Cheese. 
After combining the pasta and 
sauce in a bowl and mixing 
carefully, gently fold in the 
roasted kale and peppers. 

Grilled Flagship, 
Tomato, and Basil 
Sandwich 
This sandwich is an original staple 
from the Beecher’s café in Seattle, 
and really showcases the cheese. 
The bread isn’t buttered before 
cooking, going against tradition, 
but the result is a better chew and 
crust on the bread. For a heartier 

sandwich add a few slices of your 
favorite deli meat, such as smoked 
turkey or black forest ham—just 
don’t skimp on the cheese! Serve 
with tomato soup.

Makes 4 sandwiches

¼ cup all-natural mayonnaise
1½ tablespoons whole-grain 

mustard
2 dashes Tabasco  

(or other hot sauce)
8 slices hearty artisanal white 

bread 
4 ounces Beecher’s Flagship (or 

other firm cheese such as cheddar 
or Gruyère), cut into 8 thin slices

2 Roma tomatoes, cut into 
¼-inch thick slices

12 fresh basil leaves
2 ounces Beecher’s Dutch Hollow 

Dulcet (or Havarti), cut into  
8 thin slices  

  In a small bowl, whisk together 
the mayonnaise, mustard, and 
Tabasco until fully combined.

 To assemble the sandwiches, 
spread half of the mayonnaise 
mixture on 4 slices of bread. 
Layer 2 slices Flagship cheese,  
2 slices tomato, 3 basil leaves, 
and 2 slices Dutch Hollow 
Dulcet cheese on top of each 
piece of bread. Spread the 
remaining mayonnaise on the 
other 4 slices of bread, and 
place them, mayonnaise-side 
down, on top of the cheese slices.

 Heat a large skillet over  medium
heat, and put the sandwiches  
in the pan. Cook until the 
cheese has melted and the 
bread is golden brown, about 3 
minutes per side.  Serve warm.

 

We are the champions, my friends
We are proud to be winners at the World Championship Cheese Contest 2014

Gold

Beemster Vlaskaas

Silver

Beemster Medium

www.beemstercheese.us

Gold

Beemster 2% milk
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Smokey Blue 
Smashed Potatoes
The yams add great color and flavor 
to traditional mashed potatoes, 
and the earthy Smokey Blue cheese 
delivers bite. The key is to not overstir 
the mixture, keeping it rustic and 
slightly chunky so the ribbon of 
yam is visible running through it. 
Serve with tenderloin, roasted 
broccoli, or turkey meatloaf.

Serves 4 as a side dish

1 small yam, peeled and diced
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
2½ teaspoons kosher salt, 

divided 
¾ teaspoon freshly ground black 

pepper, divided
4 medium Yukon Gold potatoes 

(about 2 pounds)
½ cup milk
2 tablespoons unsalted butter, 

cut into ½-inch pieces
2 ounces (½ cup) Beecher’s 

Flagship cheese (or another 
semi-hard cheese such as 
cheddar or Gruyère), grated 

2 ounces (½ cup) Rogue 
Creamery Smokey Blue 
Cheese, crumbled

½ teaspoon garlic powder
1 teaspoon minced  

fresh thyme
 

 Heat the oven to 400°F. Place a 
baking sheet in the oven to 
heat for 5 minutes.

 In a large bowl, toss together 
the yam, olive oil, 1 teaspoon  
of salt, and ½ teaspoon of 
pepper. Pour mixture onto the 
hot baking sheet. Bake for  
20 minutes or until the yam  
is brown and cooked through. 
Remove from the oven, transfer 
to a medium bowl, and mash 
the yam. Set aside. 

 While the yam is roasting, 
remove half or all of the peel 
from the potatoes (leaving some 
of the peel on adds texture and 
color to the dish). Cut potatoes 
into 2-inch pieces. Put potatoes 
in a large pot, and cover with 
cold water. Add 1 teaspoon of 
salt, bring to a boil, and boil  
for 20 to 25 minutes, until  
the potatoes are just cooked 
through.

 In a small pot, heat milk over 
low heat until it just starts to 
simmer.

 Strain potatoes, and return  
to the pot. Add the butter, 
remaining salt and pepper, 
both cheeses, garlic powder, 
thyme, and milk. With a potato 
masher, gently mash the 
potato mixture (the potatoes 
should be slightly chunky). 

 Add the roasted yams, and 
gently fold them in with the 
masher or a spatula. Do not 
fully incorporate the yams, 
leaving spikes of color 
throughout the potatoes.  
Serve warm.

Visit www.norseland.com for more info on García Baquero

Manchego • Iberico • TIPSY GOAT

It’s Tapas Time!
Treat family and friends to the award- 
winning taste of three Spanish originals. 
Handcrafted and rich in flavor,  
García Baquero Spanish Cheese Plate  
is pre-sliced and ready to serve,  
making it the perfect addition to  
any tapas party. 
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Breakfast Strata
This strata has everything a strata should: a crusty 
brown top, a creamy center, and savory, full flavors. 
Stratas are perfect uses for dinner and cheese board 
leftovers. Feel free to use any meat, salsa or other 
acidic sauce, and cheese. Serve with fresh fruit.

Serves 8 to 10

6 large eggs
1½ cups milk
¼ teaspoon kosher salt
¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper
4 cups of cubed bread (can be a few days old) 
12 ounces Beecher’s Flagship cheese, grated  

(2¾ cups), divided
4 ounces Beecher’s Just Jack cheese, grated (1 cup)
6 ounces cooked meat; can be any leftover meat, 

fish, or bacon
½ bunch rough-chopped cilantro
One 12-ounce jar salsa 

 Heat the oven to 350°F.
 

 In a large bowl, whisk together eggs, milk, salt, 
and pepper. Fold in bread, 2 cups of Flagship 
cheese, and the Just Jack cheese, and set aside.

 If using leftover meat, chop it into approximately 
½-inch chunks. If using bacon, cut into ½-inch 
pieces, and fry over medium heat until fully 
browned and all fat is rendered. 

 Add the cooked meat, cilantro, and salsa to the 
bread mixture. Gently fold ingredients until they are 
evenly distributed. Spoon the mixture into the baking 
dish, and pat it down (the bread should form a bumpy 
surface). Top with remaining Flagship cheese.

 Bake for 35 minutes, rotating the pan after 20 
minutes. Bake until the top of the dish is very brown 
and the middle is springy. Let strata cool for 10 
minutes before serving.
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Award Winning

DEER    CREEK 
Hand selected and custom crafted aged Cheddars 

winning 19 top U.S. and International Awards 
in the past three years.

The Artisan Cheese Exchange +1.920.803.8100  www.cheese-exchange.com/DeerCreek

THE TASTE THAT IS REDEFINING CHEDDAR.

Awar d Winning              Specialty & World Cheddars
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