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F!" #$% &$'()!&& ’02 and his broth-
er, Trystan, the chores associated with 
making small-batch artisanal cheese 
typically begin before dawn and, dur-

ing western New York’s cold, snowy win-
ters, end well after dark. 

Their First Light Farm and Creamery in 
East Bethany, New York, a rural town mid-
way between Rochester and Bu*alo,  is a 
long way from Hollywood, where Trystan 
was a producer and Max a film and televi-
sion actor. The seed for their career change 

grew out of long conversations during an 
extended vacation in the Pacific North-
west. They fantasized about having a farm 
and living an agrarian lifestyle. Max began 
acting in college and found work (as Steve 
Sandvoss, his birth name) soon after arriv-
ing in Hollywood; he starred in Latter Days 
(2003) and appeared opposite Jennifer An-
iston in Rumor Has It (2005). He says, “Some 
people work for years as bankers so they 
can a*ord to be painters. I’d made a little 
money and I thought, why should we wait 

until we retire to 
do the work we 
real ly want to 
do?” (To under-
line his new iden-
tity as a farmer, 

he changed his first name to Max.)
Now they look after a herd of more 

than 100 Nubian and Alpine goats. 
The goats’ milk, along with organic 
milk from a neighbor’s Jersey cows, 
underlies a variety of cheeses and 
other products the brothers sell in 
area farmers’ markets and upmarket 
grocery stores. Their wares, includ-
ing three varieties of chèvre, cheddar, 
jack, feta, and cheddar curds, plus 
cream-top Jersey yogurt and bottled 
cream-top Jersey milk, are prized by 
local consumers and have recently 
become available through a weekly 

“dairy share” program. “I’m so much more 
fulfilled now,” Max says. “I think to myself, 
this is what job satisfaction is supposed to 
feel like.”

Producing their gourmet foods involves 
the relentless rhythm of farm work. Max 
and Trystan milk their goats twice daily, 
with occasional help from local students. 
(They aspire to a*ord full-time help some-
day.) They handle all the other tasks as-
sociated with their modern, artisanal ver-
sion of the earliest type of food processing 

A Fever for Chèvre
The brothers Sandvoss moved from glitter to goat cheese.

 by &+,), -!++,"

Max Sandvoss  
with some of his 
goats at the First 
Light Farm and 
Creamery in  
East Bethany,  
New York
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themselves, augmented with the latest 
technology: in the pasture or the cream-
ery, they conduct business with tablets, 
smartphones, and Bluetooth headsets. Yet 
the goats must be milked on schedule, and 
the milk, by law, must be processed within 
72 hours. 

Although the brothers grew up in West-
chester County, their New York State 
roots didn’t draw them to this fertile up-
state farmland. The impetus came from 
their mother, Joyce, whose second hus-
band (she was widowed when her sons 
were in high school) is a western New 
York dairy farmer. Max and Trystan ap-
prenticed as cheesemakers in Washington 
State and originally intended to start a 
creamery there. But she persuaded them to 
buy an abandoned 20-acre horse farm near 
her husband’s 3,000-acre dairy operation. 
A year of arduous work transformed the 
equine facility into a small dairy farm.

The artisanal cheese that “foodies” trea-
sure takes its particular qualities not only 
from the ruminants that produce the milk. 
“Making really fine cheese starts with the 
land,” Max says, gesturing to the pasture 
where the herd is nibbling. “The minerals 
and nutrients in the earth and the water 
that falls on it all a*ect the richness of 
the grass, which influences the milk and 
ultimately the quality of what we make 
from the milk.” Seasonal changes also af-
fect the flavor of the cheese—their chèvre 
is milder in the spring and more full-
bodied in the fall. Turning great milk into 
great cheese is “not hard, but it requires 
the right equipment, attention to detail, 
and intense focus on the process,” Max 
adds. “My brother likes to say that you 
can’t make good cheese with bad milk, but 
you can make bad cheese with good milk. 
We keep our goats healthy and make sure 
they have good grass, and they produce 
this amazing stu*. What we do after that 
honors the miraculous nature of the milk.”

“What’s the shelf life of milk?” asks 
Trystan, during a cheese-making work-
shop they o*er at the farm. Trick question. 
“The shelf life is zero,” he says. “Nature in-
tends milk to be consumed immediately.” 
He notes that milk goes directly from the 
mother to her o*spring without even be-
ing exposed to air. 

Bacteria turn milk into cheese, with 
specific bacterial cultures required for 
each type. The cheesemaker, Max says, 
provides the ideal set of conditions for 

Christa Kuljian ’84 traveled just a few miles from home, in Lexington, Massachu-
setts, to Harvard. Her next step was longer: to South Africa, where she worked in a 
school, and, after more studies and a few other stops, where she ran a [social-service] 
foundation’s of!ce for more than a decade, as the country became a democracy—and 
her permanent home. She is now a writer. Her !rst book, Sanctuary: How an Inner-City 
Church Spilled onto a Sidewalk (Jacana, and via http://www.sanctuary-book.co.za), de-
tails what happened when refugees from oppression in Zimbabwe were given shelter 
in a prominent church. From the prologue, set in May 2008, as xenophobic violence 
swept South Africa:

A chance remark by a police 
of!cer—“Zulus are attacking all 
the foreigners”—overheard by 
one man, was all it took. By 9 P.M. 
over a thousand men had assem-
bled on Pritchard Street outside 
the Central Methodist Church in 
downtown Johannesburg.…The 
men wore jackets and jerseys 
and stamped their feet against 
the cold. In their hands they 
grasped their weapons tightly. 
The weapons were unconven-
tional, hastily gathered. Mostly 
they consisted of wooden planks 
that had been forcefully pulled 
off the pews of the chapel inside 
the church, and metal bars that 
had been wrenched from stair-
way railings. Desperation and fear, and 
the memory of another terrifying time 
just a few months before, had prompted 
these men to act, and they had pulled 
the church apart…to defend themselves. 
Some held the odd brick in their hands, 
or the leg of a stool, but they stood ready 
and waiting, shoulder to shoulder.…

Word spread on the street that the 
Bishop [Paul Verryn, who had led the 
church since 1997] was calling for ev-
eryone to move inside. Gradually, re-
luctantly, the men followed him into the 
building and into the sanctuary, the large 
main room of worship in the church. Ver-
ryn stood in the pulpit and looked out 
across the restless crowd. He saw their 
anger. He saw their fear. Then, slowly and 
calmly, he spoke.

“Do you think that you would have any 

chance, with your sticks? Do you think 
that your sticks would defend you against 
guns? We don’t want to start a war. You 
must bring all of your weapons up to the 
front and drop them here.”

Silence. Verryn waited. No one 
moved.

Then two men came forward and 
dropped their metal poles in front of the 
pulpit. The gathering shifted uneasily and 
a low murmuring went around the room. 
Verryn saw their hesitation, but he con-
tinued to stand in front of them, waiting, 
not speaking. Then another man walked 
forward and dropped his wooden stick. 
Slowly, a motley pile of weaponry began 
to form.…The battle never happened. 
The bloodbath was averted. Central 
Methodist settled back into an uneasy 
sleep.

O P E N  B O O K

A  B l o o d b a t h ,  A v e r t e d

Refugees from Zimbabwe take shelter in the Central 
Methodist Church on Pritchard Street, in downtown 
Johannesburg, March 22, 2009.
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the bacteria to do their work, includ-
ing proper temperature, pH, salinity, and 
processing time. The entire process can 
be thrown o* disastrously if the wrong 
bacteria or other microorganisms enter 
the mix. That sort of contamination is 
the bane of a cheesemaker’s life, and thus 
the Sandvosses are fanatics about clean-
liness and accuracy. In some ways, their 
creamery resembles the clean rooms used 
to assemble satellites or electronic equip-
ment, including a positive-pressure venti-
lation system designed to thwart airborne 
contaminants. The brothers change their 
boots when they enter the processing 
area, and change yet again when visiting 

nearby farms, all to minimize the chance 
of contamination.

Each of the First Light cheeses—based 
on goats’ milk, Jerseys’ milk, or blends 
of the two—has a recipe. Their chèvre is 
particularly admired; creamy in texture, 
its subtle combination of flavors stands 
apart from the almost astringent quality 
of mass-produced supermarket chèvre, 
which has turned o* many potential cus-
tomers. “First Light’s artisanal 
cheeses, including their chèvre, 
are very high quality,” says An-
drew Galarneau, food writer 
for The Bu!alo News. “They are 
well regarded by owners of 
specialty food stores, restau-
rant chefs, and consumers.” 

At First Light (https://first-

light-farm.com), making chèvre begins 
with a slow pasteurization that avoids the 
flavor damage caused by the high-temper-
ature flash-pasteuriza-
tion large dairies typi-
cally use. The brothers 
heat their milk to 140 
degrees for 30 minutes, 
then cool it quickly 
to 70 degrees. Next 
they inoculate it with 
the appropriate bacterial culture, gently 
stirred through the vat. 

After six hours they add rennet, which 
curdles the milk. Twenty-four hours later, 
the vat’s contents have become a gelati-
nous mass, to be ladled into gallon-sized 
muslin bags hung to drain for another 
24 hours before being hand-packed into 
eight-ounce retail containers. (First Light 
trades the whey that drains o* to a nearby 
farmer, to feed his pigs, swapping it for a 
share of his organic pork products. The 
Sandvosses work hard and eat well.)

They normally give their one-day cheese-
making workshops twice a month, except 
during early-spring kidding season. The 
workshops focus on fresh cheeses that re-
quire little or no aging, such as mozzarella. 
(In contrast, First Light’s cheddar takes 

two years to mature.) Between 
the morning and afternoon ses-
sions, attendees enjoy a lunch 
prepared by Joyce that features 
the farm’s products as ingredi-
ents in each course. Homemade 
brownies with a chèvre filling 
are far more delicious than one 
might imagine. !&+,), -!++,"

Saxophonically Speaking
Joshua Redman’s sonorous voice on tenor

E -2-3$'4 $""2),( for jazz saxo-
phonist Joshua Redman ’91 on one 
of the first nights he ever shared a 
stage with his father—Dewey Red-

man, a tenor sax player who had led bands 
and played free jazz with Ornette Coleman, 
Keith Jarrett, and many others. 

For the first 18 years of his life, Joshua 
rarely saw his dad. (His mother raised 
him in Berkeley, California, while his fa-
ther settled in the jazz hub of New York 
City.) He did see him play on occasion, 

but “he was an influence from afar,” the 
son says, “like other great saxophonists I 
had heard.”

But by his early twenties, when he 
first played regularly with his father, the 
younger Redman had become an accom-
plished jazzman in his own right. “It was 
one of the most inspiring and intimidating 
things, to play with my dad,” he recalls. “At 
that point I perhaps had certain talents 
and skills as a saxophonist. I had some in-
teresting improvisational ideas and could 

get a flow going. I could create a narra-
tive line in my solos, and bring surprise 
and playfulness in, too. But playing next 
to my dad, I realized how worthless these 
things were in relationship to his sound. He 
had such a deep, warm, tenor-saxophone 
sound—it was really a voice for him. He’d 
start playing a solo, and it made what I 
was playing sound like video-game music. 
I was just overwhelmed by his sound.”

So the younger musician, who had always 
hated to practice, began applying advice his 
father had bestowed when he learned his 
son was playing the sax: “You’ve got to prac-
tice your long tones.” Long tones help develop 
the full, rounded saxophone sound that is 
so pleasing to listeners. The woodshedding 

Trystan (left) and Max Sandvoss at milking 
time. By law, fresh goat milk must be 
processed within 72 hours.

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to view a 
video of the Sandvoss 
brothers in action.  
Plus, a goat-cheese 
recipe 
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