Sheknows her kids

Interest in cheese led to project
By Dariush Shafa

Susan Miller has her own tribe and calls all her kids
by name. With their help, she'll make some cheese.

Miller just received her permit and license Tuesday
to operate Bleugrass Chevre, the only licensed goat
dairy in Kentucky. The Kentucky Department of
Agriculture, state Department of Health and the Food
and Drug Administration have all approved her
venture.

Four years ago, Miller became interested in cheese
and took a trip to New England to learn how cheese
is made. When she came home, she set about
making her own.

Only one problem: There were no licensed goat
dairies in the state. Her solution: Get the milk straight
from the goat.

"l got a how-to book and two baby goats and that's how it got started,” Miller said.

Today, Miller has a tribe -- that's what a herd of goats is called -- of 30 goats, 10 of
whom she milks twice daily. From each goat, she can get about a gallon of milk a day.
One gallon of milk will make about a pound of cheese.

Close to her goats

While getting ready to make
cheese, Miller and the goats
became very close.

"They've all been bottle-fed
™ so they're very human-

- oriented," she said. "If you
- like dogs and like animals,
you'll like goats."

~ Miller also said she lets the
goats out to "browse" on
grass and leaves off small




trees, where she and her 10 farm dogs keep watch.

"They're not grazers, they're browsers," she said. "You
can't just turn them out in a field and say 'Adios."

Making her vision a reality hasn't been easy, and it hasn't
been cheap, either.

"My husband calls it my 'million-dollar goat herd,™ she
said, though it really hasn't cost anywhere near that much.

Miller had a barn and a 1,500-square-foot processing
building, which meets FDA standards, built on the couple's
farm just across the Clark County line past Athens. She
bought much of her equipment from a dairy operation in
Georgia that was going out of business.

The pasteurizer, a machine that heats
the milk to kill bacteria, was a different
story. Miller had to have a small one
custom-built in the Netherlands for
$15,000.

"That's the big-ticket item," Miller said.

Miller is currently not qualified to test
her goats' milk for antibiotics, which is
required by law. Until she can do her
own testing, which she expects to
happen in about a month, she'll have to
take the milk to the University of Kentucky's College of Agriculture for testing.

Miller also has set up an arrangement with Todd Harp, another goat dairy farmer in
Paris. Miller said Harp, who runs Foxhide Farm, is expected to have his own goat dairy
operation up and running in a few weeks and will sell her some of his milk.

"It's kind of a safety net, to have milk from two different herds," Miller said, noting that, if
goats in one tribe get sick,
there's still the other tribe to
rely on for good milk.

Despite all the work to do and
hoops to jump through, Miller
said she's happy with how
things are going.

‘My own world'

"I've basically created my own
world. | can stay here on the




farm, | love the animals and | love to cook," she said.

It wasn't easy to create that world, but she had some inspiration close to home.

"We have this saying on the farm, 'Live every day like a terrier: Just hang on."

For now, Miller said, she'll concentrate on soft cheeses or some "bloomy rind" cheeses,
which fall into the same category as Brie or Camembert cheeses. She also plans to
make feta cheese and cheeses that don't take too long to age.

Her long-term goal is to make a bleu cheese,
which is harder to make than most varieties.
She's already come up with a name for it:
Bleugrass.

Miller said she doesn't want to let the operation
get too big.

"l just want to be a small, community-oriented, no-
mail-order (producer)," she said. "My main goal is
to get to the Saturday Farmers Market in
downtown Lexington."

Miller will sell the cheese for an average of about

$12 a pound. Softer cheeses will be cheaper and the harder, more aged cheeses will

cost a bit more.

Local restaurants are also welcome to buy her cheese.

"I haven't really approached any, but sure, I'll sell to them," she said.

Miller also said
she hopes her
experience can be
helpful to those
who want to set up
their own
operation.

"Whoever does
this next will have
a blueprint,” she
said. "I'm proof
you can do it. Just
hang on and don't
let go."



