
 

Cheese made by pre-historic man

PARIS, FRANCE: Pre-historic Man was already making cheese some 7,000 years ago, using perforated clay pots as
strainers, scientists said last week.

Cheese production would have been a key development in human history, allowing the preservation of milk in a non-
perishable, transportable and more digestible form, said a report in the journal Nature.

Scientists have long speculated that pierced potsherds discovered at Neolithic-era sites around northern Europe may be
from cheese strainers.

An international team of researchers said they found proof for this theory from chemical analysis of fatty acid deposits on
unglazed pottery pieces excavated in Poland, dating from about 7,000 years ago.

"The presence of abundant milk fat in these specialised vessels, comparable in form to modern cheese strainers, provides
compelling evidence that the vessels having been used to separate fat-rich milk curds from the lactose-containing whey,"
the researchers wrote.

Early farmers would have been lactose intolerant, lacking the genetic mutation mankind has since acquired to digest milk
products long after being weaned off the breast.

Intolerance to lactose, a sugar found in calcium-rich milk, can cause bloating, stomach cramps and diarrhoea, and still
afflicts a minority of people today.

Milk processing marked a key turning point in human history, giving them access to a nutritious food source without having
to slaughter precious livestock during the Neolithic period, which saw nomadic humans starting to settle down and farm.

The exact origins of cheese-making remain unknown.

The team, led by Richard Evershed of the University of Bristol's organic geochemistry unit, said the study is the first to
provide unequivocal evidence that cattle were being used for milk in northern Europe as long ago as the sixth millennium
BC.

The potsherds also showed for the first time that people of the era were using different types of pottery for different
purposes: as cheese strainers, cooking pots for meat and bottles waterproofed with beeswax for storing water.

Cheese-making is a complicated process, involving the coagulation of milk using enzymes or acid to separate the semi-
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solid curd containing the protein and milk fats from the lactose-containing, liquid whey.

Today's straining process has remained pretty much unchanged, though manufacturers now typically use a course textile
or sieve instead of a perforated pot.
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