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THE SCIENCE & LORE OF DAIRY

An Educational Reference Guide on Biology, Chemistry, and Fermentation

1. THE BIOLOGY & EVOLUTION OF LACTATION

How and why did milk come to be? It arrived as part of a biological bundle alongside warm-bloodedness, hair,
and specialized skin glands—the defining features that distinguish mammals from reptiles [5]. Evolutionary
biologists trace the origins of milk back approximately 300 million years, where it likely began as a protective,
moisture-providing skin secretion for hatchlings being incubated on their mother’s skin [5]. This ancient
mechanism is still observed today in the platypus, which lacks teats and instead secretes a nourishing fluid
directly from mammary glands onto its skin [5].

Once established, lactation became a cornerstone of mammalian success, providing newborns with an ideally
formulated, easily digestible food source during their critical initial stages of growth [5]. This evolutionary
adaptation provided a unique advantage: it allowed physical and cognitive development to continue outside the
shelter of the womb [5]. For humans, this mechanism is exceptionally vital. Our species is completely helpless
for months after birth while our brains finish expanding to a size that the human womb and birth canal could not
physically accommodate [5]. In this sense, the evolution of milk was a prerequisite for the development of the
large human brain [5, 6].

The Rise of the Ruminants: While all mammalian mothers lactate, human civilization relies primarily on a
specific subgroup of animals: the ruminants (cows, sheep, and goats) [6]. Approximately 30 million years ago, a
shifting, arid climate favored the rapid expansion of grasslands over moist woodlands [6]. This created massive
plains of high-fiber, dry vegetation that were largely indigestible to most species, precipitating a decline in
animals like horses and paving the way for the success of deer, cattle, and sheep [6].

The triumph of the ruminants lies in their massive, multichambered stomach, which accounts for a fifth of their
entire body weight [7]. The first chamber, the rumen, acts as a living fermentation vat housing trillions of
fiber-digesting microbes [7]. Through regurgitation, rechewing (‘chewing the cud'), and microbial fermentation,
these animals convert high-fiber stalks and straw—useless to humans—into highly nutritious buckets of milk [1,
7]. Without this unique biological plumbing, dairying as an agricultural practice could not exist [7].

BIOLOGICAL SPOTLIGHT: FIRST IMMUNITY

Colostrum: The very first fluid secreted by the mammary gland after birth is not typical milk, but colostrum [40]. It
is a creamy, golden solution packed with highly concentrated fat, vitamins, and critical immunoglobulins and
antibodies [40]. This provides the newborn calf or infant with immediate, passive immune protection against
pathogens [40]. Only after a few days does this flow cease and transition to standard milk [40].
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2. THE PHYSICAL CHEMISTRY & PHASES OF MILK

To the naked eye, milk appears to be a simple, uniform white liquid. In reality, it is a highly dynamic 'living fluid'
of immense biochemical complexity, teeming with active enzymes, white blood cells, and micro-particles [42].
Fresh from the udder, it exhibits a slightly acidic pH between 6.5 and 6.7 [43]. Its characteristic opalescent
appearance is a physical illusion caused by microscopic fat globules and protein bundles, which are suspended
in water and are just large enough to scatter and deflect light rays [43].

Milk's structure is physically divided into three distinct phases that dictate its behavior in the kitchen and
laboratory [43]:

1. The Emulsion (Milk Fat Globules): Milk fat is packaged in individual droplets surrounded by a protective
membrane of phospholipids and proteins [46, 47]. This membrane serves two critical roles: it prevents the fat
droplets from pooling together into large greasy masses, and it shields the fat from natural fat-splitting enzymes
(lipases) that would otherwise digest them into bitter, rancid-smelling free fatty acids [47]. These globules are
robust when heated—making reduced-milk sauces stable—but highly sensitive to freezing [49, 50]. Jagged ice
crystals pierce and tear the delicate phospholipid membranes, causing the fat to leak, coalesce into butter
grains, and melt into oil slick puddles upon subsequent heating [50].

2. The Colloidal Suspension (Casein Micelles): Casein proteins (the curds) account for 80% of the protein
content in cow's milk [51]. They do not float freely; instead, thousands of individual casein molecules gather with
calcium phosphate 'glue' into tiny, spherical clusters called micelles [52]. The outer shell of these micelles is
capped by kappa-casein, a specialized protein that extends a 'hairy layer' with a negative electrical charge [53].
This charge causes the micelles to repel one another, keeping them beautifully suspended and dispersed
throughout the fluid [53].

3. The True Solution (Whey, Lactose, & Minerals): The remaining fluid contains dissolved minerals, B
vitamins (including the greenish-hued riboflavin), and lactose [43]. Lactose, or 'milk sugar,' is a composite of
glucose and galactose synthesized exclusively in the mammary gland [44]. It is only one-fifth as sweet as table
sugar and one-tenth as soluble in water, which explains why lactose crystals easily form and create a sandy
texture in condensed milk and ice cream if not carefully controlled [46, 72].
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Comparative Nutrient Profile of Mammalian Milks
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Figure 1: Nutritional composition comparison across mammalian species. Sheep and buffalo milks are exceptionally rich in protein
and fat, whereas horse and human milks are low in fat but highly concentrated in sweet lactose [27].
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3. THE SCIENCE OF DAIRY FERMENTATION

Milk is a highly perishable resource, but it contains its own biological blueprint for preservation: fermentation
[148]. Lactic acid bacteria (LAB) are the specialized microorganisms that drive this transformation [149].
Because lactose is a unique sugar, few wild microbes possess the enzymes to digest it immediately [149].
Lactic acid bacteria specialize in splitting lactose into glucose and galactose, which they then metabolize into
lactic acid [149, 150]. By accumulating acid, they lower the pH, sours the milk, and create an inhospitable,
highly acidic environment that prevents dangerous spoilage bacteria and pathogens from multiplying [145, 146].

The Thermophilic and Mesophilic Families: Dairy fermentation cultures are split into two major biological
families defined by their temperature preferences [152, 153]:

1. Thermophiles (Heat Lovers): Indigenous to warmer climates of western and central Asia, these
species—such as Lactobacillus bulgaricus and Streptococcus thermophilus—grow rapidly and synergistically at
temperatures up to 113°F (45°C) [152]. They produce a sharp, highly acidic gel in just two to three hours [152].
The characteristic clean, refreshing aroma of yogurt is dominated by acetaldehyde (reminiscent of green
apples) produced by these organisms [156].

2. Mesophiles (Moderate Lovers): Hailing from the cooler climates of northern and western Europe, these
cultures—dominated by Lactococcus lactis and Leuconostoc mesenteroides—prefer temperatures around 85°F
(30°C) [153]. They work far more slowly, fermenting over 12 to 24 hours to produce milder acidity (such as in
buttermilk, sour cream, and créme fraiche) [153]. Crucially, certain mesophilic strains possess the rare ability to
convert citrate into diacetyl—a warmly aromatic molecule that provides the quintessential 'buttery' flavor we
associate with cultured butter [166].

PHYSIOLOGICAL SPOTLIGHT: LACTOSE AND THE BODY

The Enzyme Barrier: Most adult humans on earth cannot digest fresh milk because they stop producing the
enzyme lactase after infancy [24, 30]. Without lactase, the complex lactose sugar cannot be split in the small
intestine; it travels intact to the large intestine where resident bacteria metabolize it, generating discomforting
gases (hydrogen, carbon dioxide, methane) and drawing excess water, leading to bloating and diarrhea [30, 31].
This is lactose intolerance. Fermented dairy (like cheese and yogurt) is highly tolerable because the whey is
drained off, and the lactic acid bacteria consume the lactose or deliver active lactase enzymes directly into our
digestive tracts to digest it for us [33].
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4. CHEESE CHEMISTRY & CULINARY MECHANICS

Cheese is milk's ultimate transformation: a concentrated, highly durable, and flavorful food [177]. It represents
an orchestrated collapse of milk's physical chemistry [211]. By curdling the milk, the cheesemaker aggregates
the nutritious casein proteins and fat, drains off the watery whey, and concentrates the solid curds [177].

The Rennet 'Haircut' vs. Acid Coagulation: There are two fundamentally different ways to aggregate casein
proteins [53, 54, 213]:

Acid Coagulation: As lactic acid accumulates and pH falls to 5.5, the negative electrical charges on the casein
micelles are neutralized, causing them to lose their mutual repulsion and gather in loose clusters [53]. At the
same time, the calcium phosphate 'glue' holding the micelles together completely dissolves into the surrounding
liquid [53]. At pH 4.7, the proteins lose all charge, bond together in a fine, fragile network, and solidify [53].
Because the structural calcium is lost, acid curds are weak and brittle [232].

Rennet Coagulation: Rennet is a complex of digestive enzymes, primarily chymosin, extracted from the
stomach of young milk-fed calves (or produced via biotechnology) [198, 199]. Chymosin is a highly specialized
molecule: it acts as a molecular pair of scissors, clipping off only the hairy, negatively charged kappa-casein
outer layer of the micelles while leaving the internal structure completely untouched [199, 200]. Shorn of their
repelling electrical charges, the intact micelles bond with the help of their retained calcium 'glue' into a firm,
elastic, rubbery grid [199, 201].

Property

Rennet Coagulation (Chymosin)

Acid Coagulation (Lactic Acid)

Primary Mechanism

Selective cleavage of kappa-casein by chymosin
[200].

Neutralization of negative charge below pH 4.7
[53].

Micelle Structure

Micelles remain intact, bonding into a firm, elastic
grid [201].

Micelles disintegrate and calcium glue dissolves
into the whey [53, 201].

Calcium Retention

Most calcium is retained, acting as structural glue
[52, 201].

Calcium is lost in the whey; curd is brittle and
weak [201].

Melting Behavior

Malleable; easily weakened by heat to flow
beautifully [232].

Non-melting; heat expels water, drying and firmed
further [232].

Key Examples

Cheddar, Swiss, Gouda, Mozzarella, Parmesan
[213].

Paneer, Queso Blanco, Ricotta, Goat Cheese
[232].

The Chemistry of Melting & Stringiness: Melting cheese is a two-step physical process [231]. At around 90°F
(32°C), the milk fat within the cheese melts, turning the solid into a supple structure and causing tiny beads of
oil to sweat onto the surface [231]. As heating continues—ranging from 130°F (55°C) for soft cheeses to 180°F
(82°C) for hard grating types—the weak protein bonds holding the casein matrix together begin to break [231].
The protein scaffold collapses, and the cheese sags and flows as a thick, unctuous liquid [231].

Melted cheese becomes stringy when long, mostly intact casein molecules remain partially cross-linked by
calcium atoms [233]. When pulled, these molecules stretch into long, rope-like fibers rather than snapping
[233]. Over-aged cheeses do not get stringy because ripening enzymes have already chopped the long casein
chains into small, fragmented peptides [233]. Conversely, acid-coagulated cheeses (like paneer) never melt or
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become stringy because their extensively bonded clumps of protein simply tighten and expel water when
heated, rather than flowing [232].
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