
By Zachary D. Lyons

The little eastern Washington town of Rice, tucked away 
along the east shore of Lake Roosevelt, is one of those tiny, out-
of-the-way places with a post offi ce and a general store sharing 
the same building that you will miss completely should you 
happen to yawn on your way through.  So it might surprise you 
to learn that a little farm there is revolutionizing the way many 
chefs in big cities are thinking about food.

Quillisascut Farm is for the most part a small goat dairy that 
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Quillisascut cheese in the process of aging.

has been producing prized artisan cheeses since 1987.  Rick and 
Lora Lea Misterly acquired their parcel of barren land in Rice in 
1981, intending to be back-to-the-landers.  Their goal was to be 
a self-suffi cient farmstead, but the farm grew into a commercial 
operation when they realized they needed money to build their 
house and cheese cave.  While they began selling cheese in 1987, 
in was not until 1990 that they were able to live exclusively off 
of income from the farm.

The Misterlys began selling their cheese at farmers markets 
in the early 1990s, but sales were not strong enough to make 
it worthwhile.  So they turned their sites to restaurant sales.  A 
growing number of chefs in Seattle were beginning to recognize 
the value of high-quality artisan cheeses, and they began to 
feature them on their menus.  This proved much more lucrative 
for Quillisascut.  Still, the Misterlys found they always had to 
educate people about their product – why it is unique, why it is 
better, how it is produced – in order for those people to be able to 
sell the cheese to their customers.  

“How can we be full-blown as food professionals and not 
know our food?” thought Lora Lea. 

That’s when she hatched a larger vision for Quillisascut 
Farm.

Lora Lea decided to start the Quillisascut Farm School of the 
Domestic Arts, geared towards culinary professionals. While 
chefs in Seattle, for instance, already had a basic connection 
to local farmers through such institutions as Pike Place Market 
and other area farmers markets, Lora Lea knew from her cheese 
selling that many still lacked a fundamental understanding ►
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View of the meadows at Quillisascut. Making pizza at the farm.
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Lora Lea and Rick Misterly, owners of 
the Quillisascut Cheese Farm.

of how farms work and from where food 
comes. They could develop this knowledge 
simply by spending several days on a 
working farm.

When the school was fi rst launched in 
2002, Lora Lea targeted executive chefs 
from Seattle restaurants.  But she soon 
learned it was diffi cult for them to make 
the time to attend, and they were often 
distracted by their businesses far away.  So 
Lora Lea decided to target their underlings 
– the rest of the kitchen staff in Seattle’s 
restaurants – as well as culinary students.  
She set up a fi ve-day retreat program that 
amounted to an immersion education.  
They would milk goats, make cheese, tend 
gardens and fi x fences.

The curriculum includes butchering a 
lamb, chickens and duck, milking goats at 
5:30 a.m., making cheese, foraging, tending 
the gardens, animal husbandry, a lesson 
in beekeeping from a local beekeeper, 
and everything you ever wanted to know 
about baking bread, from developing and 
maintaining yeasts and starters to baking in 
a wood-fi red brick oven. 

It also includes visits to other farms 
growing garlic, tending orchards and 
pasturing poultry, and it involves lots of 
cooking, but only with what is local.  For 
instance, they learn to make ver jus from 
Oregon grapes as a substitute for lemon 
juice. 

Retreat students live together in a 
bunkhouse, three to a room. The school 
is very much about community – living 
together, cooking together, eating together, 
and learning to appreciate the greater 
community from which comes the 
ingredients they use in their professional 
lives.

“When the students go to visit other 
farms, they get to see how smart farmers 
are.  They are preserving an extraordinary 
amount of knowledge,” said Kären 
Jurgensen, who has been the chef at the 

school each summer since 2003.  “And the 
farmers learn from the chefs, too.”

 Jurgensen teaches at the Seattle Culinary 
Academy and is a chef at The Ruins in 
Seattle during the rest of the year.

Jurgensen grew up in Republic, Wash., 
not far from Rice. Her grandmother taught 
her the value of sustainability, having grown 
up during the Great Depression. Jurgensen 
learned to forage for food, to collect wheat 
along the train tracks to make bread, to 
always leave some berries behind for the 
bears, and for her seventh birthday, her 
grandmother gave her an apron made out 
of bed sheets that said, “Keep Washington 
Green,” and then took her to pick up litter.

When Jurgensen moved to Seattle 
in 1986, she began to recognize how 
disconnected the big city was from the 
land. After joining the national Chefs 
Collaborative in 1998, she set out to start a 
Seattle chapter of the organization in 2001.  
Lora Lea Misterly spoke at one of the fi rst 
meetings, and the two have worked closely 
together ever since.

“I want to preserve the tastes, the 
varieties, the knowledge, the heritage and 
the history of food,” Jurgensen said. “I want 
to awaken the senses of our students, have 
them connect with the person next to them, 
and create a sense of community – a sense 
of the spirit of community.”

“People need to take responsibility for 
their own food. They need to know their 
food, that it is safe and healthy,” Lora Lea 
said.  

She derives satisfaction from working 
closely with farmers and chefs, “being able 
to eat real food that tastes like something, 
and work with people who are fully evolved 
human beings using all of their senses.”

Each day at the school begins with a 
“word of the day.”  The fi rst day the word 
might be “respect” – respect for the butcher 
and for the lamb, for the process to get food 
to your table, for food’s heritage and for 

its future.  Lessons might include learning 
to honor farmers on restaurant menus, or 
reducing waste.  Ultimately, the word of the 
day sets the tone for that day’s lessons.

Ultimately, words like “respect,” 
“enough,” “time and money,” “integrated 
systems,” and “diversity” stay with 
Quillisascut Farm School students as words 
for life.

For more information on the Quillisascut 
Farm School of the Domestic Arts, 
which also has programs for agriculture 
professionals, wannabe farmers, and 
foodies, or to get a copy of the excellent 
publication, “Rethinking the Kitchen:  The 
Sustainable Kitchen Handbook,” go to 
www.quillisascutcheese.com. ■


