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From Lionza to London to the San Joaquin Valley, 
the Fiscalini family builds its business on comfortable 
cows, clean milk and investments in stewardship� 
like a methane digester�that are future-forward.
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It’s tough being a pioneer, but John Fiscalini comes from a 
long line of them. Scale his family tree, and you’ll �nd innovation 
in the Fiscalini DNA going back centuries. 

�e dairy business is the taproot of that family tree. But the 
mountains around the Fiscalinis’ ancestral Swiss homeland�the 
tiny town of Lionza�o�en made the transport of fresh milk 
treacherous or impossible, particularly during the harsh winters. 
So the family turned to cheesemaking as more than added value; 
it was a way to avoid wasting the work of the family dairy.

“I have milk in my blood,” says John, who with son Brian runs 
the 1,500-cow Fiscalini Farms at Modesto, Calif., in the San 
Joaquin Valley. “Going generations back, it’s all dairy, dairy, dairy.” 

Still, John didn’t bring cheese back into the family business 
until the turn of the 21st century, this time less as necessity than 
as cra�. At the suggestion of the California Milk Advisory Board, 
John began a�ending farmstead cheesemaking seminars and “got 
roped into the sexiness of it,” he says.

�e execution was less than sexy. Cheesemaking was new to 
California, so even �nding the equipment proved a challenge, 
as did �nding the right cheesemaker, an essential partner in 
the process. But John had the dairy part down pat. A�ention 
to cleanliness and comfort of his cows give John’s renowned 
cheesemaker, Mariano Gonzales, a blank canvas to “work magic,” 
as John puts it.

“�e milk that John produces�it’s very, very clean,” says 
Gonzales. “�ere is nothing in there to interfere with the bacteria 

I use to create the cheese.” A�er a dozen years working with 
that clean milk�the blank canvas�the awards have piled up. 
Fiscalini’s cloth-bound cheddar has won best cheddar in the 
world twice at the World Cheese Awards in London�very rare 
for an American cheesemaker. �e dairy’s signature San Joaquin 
Gold, a smoky, Italian-style cheese aged 16 months, took gold at 
the World Cheese Awards as well.

Cleanliness, Micro and Macro

John takes cleanliness quite seriously�no small feat in the 
dairy business. �at took some innovation as well. To hold 
disease at a minimum, no new cows are purchased from other 
sources; all these cows in the parlor and the freestall barns are 
Fiscalinis themselves. �ose freestall barns let cows move and 
lie down comfortably, as well as socialize. Every cow wears 
a transponder pedometer that allows for frequent checks of 
everything from daily milk production to how many steps she 
takes. Soaker hoses help keep cows cool in the summer, along 
with fans that also shoo �ies away. A nutritionist provides 
carefully prepared rations for the entire herd.

“Well, we’re making a product that people eat,” John says. 
“So clean cows are important,” especially in the cheesemaking 
process, which is so dependent upon manipulation of bacteria. 

“We’ve pre�y much eliminated or controlled the pathogenic 
bacteria,” he continues. On the other hand, John says, “We are 
keeping some of the inherent bacteria that actually come out 

We’re standing in the dairy parlor at
Fiscalini Farms when the �ood happens.
Gallons and gallons of water rush over
the parlor f loor, f lushing away waste
and bathing the placid Holsteins hoof to 
udder. ¶ �e event isn’t that di�erent from 
what happens in any dairy parlor anywhere. What’s di�erent is
what happens to the waste�along with the fact that these cows
were unusually clean and calm when they stepped to the milker.
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