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INTRODUCTION


When we experiment with any new cooking skills there is always the added excitement that comes with an element of trial and error, but the satisfaction of making your first home-cured bacon or air-dried ham cannot be underestimated – it is totally thrilling! This book provides the introduction you need to the compelling, addictive and satisfying skills of home curing and smoking. Easy to follow techniques and recipes show how delicious cured and smoked foods can be achieved without the need for hi-tech equipment or expensive ingredients. Anyone who likes the tastiest bacon, most delicious smoked fish or perfectly cured salami, will enjoy it all the more with the knowledge that it is of good provenance, well prepared and made by you.
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The art of home curing stems from the ancient and necessary skills developed when humans had to hunt and gather their food. The basic raw materials of meat and fish, salt, fire and air were used, as they still are today, to cure, dry, smoke and cook. These skills remained vital to providing adequate food supplies up until the advent of refrigeration and freezing, which then took over as the main forms of long-term preservation.


Unlike freezing, curing changes texture and flavour by infusing foods with salt, spices, sugar, herbs and other aromatic ingredients, often enhanced by the additional flavour of hot or cold smoking. It’s the ultimate ‘slow food’ and its popularity is owed to the revolution against fast food, ready meals and our increasing interest in wanting to eat the best produce available. What will be surprising for the first-time curer is how simple the process really is. A piece of belly pork, rubbed with salt and chilled for several days becomes bacon. It’s as simple as that! Not only that, but it is better and cheaper bacon than most you will find in the shops.
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Once you become addicted to home smoking and sharing the results of your skills with admiring friends and family, you will not be able to stop yourself thinking about recipes, planning marinades and rubs, inventing sauces and generally experimenting with woods and herbs, spices and recipes. You could even consider cured foods as brilliant gifts for foodie friends. A beautifully cured joint of bacon or impressive smoked salmon makes a far more interesting alternative to more conventional choices.
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Curing
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Curing is the preservation process in which any meats and fish are immersed in salt or brine, sometimes with additional flavourings like sugar, herbs and spices, beer, wine and cider. Salt, used either neat for a dry cure or with liquid for a brine cure, is the most essential curing ingredient and works on the basis that salt draws out moisture from meat tissue, firms up texture and in the process makes meat or fish more resilient to bacteria.





 



Ingredients


In theory, curing can preserve any type of meat or fish. In practice it’s pork that is most widely used, partly because of its shorter keeping time as a fresh meat and also because it has a naturally high fat content, which helps to keep it succulent and well flavoured. In addition, pigs are farmed or kept for food almost all over the world.


To get the best results from your home curing it is important to start with the best basic ingredients you can find. Quite simply, the better the ingredients, the better the final flavour will be.


Meat


For top-quality meat, buy from a good butcher, farmers market, farm shop or farmer friend. This is not to say that all supermarket meat is inferior, but much of it is and it’s harder to judge what is good or not. If you order via the butcher or farm route, you can feel more assured that the meat is very fresh (which is vital) and you’ll be able to order decent-sized cuts of the exact weight you require.


[image: illustration]



Fish


Choose fish with bright eyes that are neither sunken, dull or cloudy. The skin should have a glossy sheen and the fish, whether whole or filleted, should look firm and plump, rather than limp and grey. It should also smell of the sea, not a tired fish counter. Take care when buying oily fish such as mackerel and sardines as they deteriorate very quickly.


[image: illustration]


Salt


Fine, pure table or kitchen salt is used for curing as it can be rubbed thoroughly and evenly into the nooks and crannies of meat and fish. Sea salt flakes should not be used (unless otherwise stated) as they are too coarse.


Saltpetre (Potassium Nitrate)


Saltpetre has a toxic effect on bacteria. During the curing process it also gives cured meats an attractive pinkish tinge and has a very slight effect on flavour. It is still used in the curing industry, though there are now strict controls on the amounts used because of concerns over its effects on health. Although you might come across curing recipes that call for saltpetre, you’ll no longer be able to buy it over the counter unless you have a special licence. It’s now only available in curing salts.


Curing Salts


Curing salts can be bought through online suppliers (see page 124). They contain salt, saltpetre and various other flavourings and are used in the same way that you’d use regular salt for curing, i.e. in dry curing or making into brine solutions. If you don’t want to experiment with your own flavourings and are keen for your cured meats to have a pink tinge (which you won’t get without it), then curing salts are a good alternative to making your own cures. Follow the supplier’s directions for usage.



Spices


Historically, strong-flavoured spices were added to foods being preserved to disguise the flavour of deteriorating meat. They do not actually preserve the meat, but punchy flavours like chilli, cinnamon, cumin, coriander, juniper, ginger and cloves make lovely additions to various cures. This is an area for experiment and personal preference so you can have fun trying out different combinations. Blending spices for dry rubs, marinades and sauces is one of the accompanying pleasures of the curing and smoking process.
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Sugar and Sweeteners


Sweet cures might include white or brown sugar in the form of muscovado or molasses, or maple syrup and honey. Sugar alone cannot be used as a curing agent, though it can be added to create a delicious flavour balance between salty and sweet.
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Equipment


Don’t let your initial enthusiasm propel you into a buying frenzy of specialist equipment that might not get regular use. At the most basic level of home curing, all you need is a suitable container large enough to contain your chosen cut of meat. The following list incorporates all the useful items you might want to collect over time, as well as a few basics that you may well have already. For more information on equipment, check out the list of suppliers on page 124.


• Plastic boxes ranging in size from food containers to larger storage boxes are ideal for all types of curing and are long lasting. It is best to get rectangular ones so pieces of meat can fit more snugly. For fridge-curing, measure up the space you have in the fridge for a suitable box before buying so you’ll know how large a piece of meat to order for fitting the box. Bear in mind that you’ll need a bit of space around the meat so it can freely absorb cures.
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• A large, clean wooden box such as a wine box is useful for dry curing a whole leg of pork, or a large quantity of bacon when you might want to stack layers of belly or loin joints. For curing large joints prior to air drying you’ll need to make several drainage holes in the base of the box, then raise the box on sturdy blocks over a large tray or other watertight container to catch the juices.
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• Ceramic, glazed earthenware or glass containers make suitable curing containers, particularly for smaller cuts of meat. Never cure meats or fish in metal containers as the cure can corrode the metal, which taints the food.


• A large glass, plastic or ceramic mixing bowl is required for mixing large quantities of chopped or minced meats for making salami or chorizo.
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•Meat hooks are useful for hanging meats to dry after curing and to air dry. Use stainless steel ones so they don’t taint or spoil the meat.


•String that’s fairly fine but strong is used for tying salami and chorizo ends and for hanging.


[image: illustration]


•Muslin cloth or stockinette can be used for wrapping pieces of meat for air drying. It allows the meat to breathe while protecting it from flies and other unwanted pests.


•Kitchen scales with a wide weight measurement range are vital for accurately measuring out ingredients, from large quantities of salt to smaller amounts of herbs and spices.


•Weights such as old-fashioned scale weights, unopened food cans or rocks and stones from the garden (or garden centre) are used for pressing pieces of meat or fish. If using rocks or stones, make sure you thoroughly scrub them first.


• Small sharp knives are essential for dicing or slicing. A larger sharp knife is adequate for the novice curer in order to thinly slice bacon or salami before going to the expense of buying a slicing machine.
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•Slicing machines vary considerably in price and quality. While they provide the only true way of cutting wafer thin slices of meat after curing, they’re a luxury rather than essential.


•Sausage machines make light work of stuffing salami and chorizo. Types include economical hand-held syringe or lever models through to more substantial electrical ones.


• A large plastic or stainless steel funnel can be used as a cheaper alternative to a sausage machine for filling sausage skins and ox runners. Make sure the funnel end is about 1.5 cm (⅝ in) in diameter otherwise it will be too difficult to push the meat through.


•Brine pumps, used to accelerate brining times of wet cured meats, can be as basic as a small syringe that forces the brine into the centre of the meat. Pricier pumps have a long needle with holes along its length allowing even penetration into the meat.
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Dry curing


In its simplest form, dry curing is the rubbing of salt into a piece of pork such as belly or loin to make a simple bacon, or into a fillet of fish to dry it for preserving prior to cooking. A lengthier form of dry curing is to salt a joint under a heavy weight to preserve and extract a certain amount of water, then air dry it for several months so further moisture is extracted right through to the centre of the meat. This produces a ham that does not need to be cooked. Famous examples of these hams are the delicious Italian Prosciutto and Spanish Serrano hams. Hugely expensive to buy, a homemade version is well worth attempting and can produce good results provided you’re well prepared - and patient! The only requirements are time and a good quality joint of meat to make your curing exploits worthwhile.
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Curing times


The longer the meat is cured, the saltier it will become and the more prolonged its shelf life will be. The bacon recipe on page 22 is cured for five days and will store in the fridge for two weeks. A piece of pork that’s cured for two weeks will keep for up to a month in the fridge but may well taste overly salty. You can cut off pieces as required and reduce the saltiness by soaking it overnight in water, changing the water several times as you would a bought bacon joint, before using. Either way you can have an ongoing supply of delicious homemade produce. Home-cured bacon can also be frozen for several months.


Dry curing without refrigeration


During the summer, the only fail-safe way to cure meats is to use the fridge. It is still possible to achieve good results without refrigeration but the risks of the meat rotting are greater. A dry, cool larder, cellar or basement can also be used successfully. If these aren’t available and you don’t have any fridge space try using a large cool box, placing freezer blocks under the container of meat and replacing them daily. During the winter, garages or garden sheds can make useful sites to store your curing meats but always use containers with lids to protect the meat from unwelcome visitors.


Pork cuts


Almost any part of the pig can be made into dry-cured bacon but the best cuts to use, both in terms of easy curing and slicing, are the belly and loin. Ask the butcher to remove the skin and bones for you, or if you prefer to dry cure bacon with the skin attached as a more traditional method, follow the basic recipe allowing an extra 24 hours curing. Belly pork is a good cut to start with as it’s inexpensive and is a thin cut, therefore curing more quickly. It’s also easier to slice using a sharp cook’s knife so you needn’t buy expensive slicing machines. Once cured, pork loin is known as back bacon whereas belly pork becomes streaky.


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


Dry-cured ham


It’s possible to dry cure a whole or half leg of pork to make a dry-cured ham for boiling. Use a tunnel-boned leg or half leg of pork and pack it in salt for three to four weeks, see page 59 for method. After this time you can boil it as you would a brined leg of pork.


Curing more than one piece at a time


If you want to cure several pieces of pork at the same time, use the quantities and method as in the basic recipe on page 59 for each piece and stack them in the container, making sure that each piece is thoroughly salted before stacking. Rearrange the pieces daily.



Adding flavours



Sugar, herbs and spices can be added to the salt when dry curing to enhance the flavour. Use approximately 20% sugar to salt i.e. 10 g sugar to every 50 g salt and stir in additional flavours such as dried crushed chilli, juniper berries, fennel seeds, ground black pepper, chopped rosemary, thyme, sage or crushed bay leaves. Seek inspiration from artisan bacon flavourings at farmers markets and supermarkets, but keep the flavourings quite simple, bearing in mind that the dominant flavour will be of the bacon, not the flavourings added to the cure.
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Using dry-cured bacon


Your home-cured bacon can be cooked and used in exactly the same ways you would bought bacon. When frying you’ll notice that it won’t emit a lot of water as some bought bacon does and the pieces will easily crisp and colour. It will also be darker and less pink due to the absence of saltpetre. Slice, dice or roughly chop depending on your chosen recipe (see page 37).


How to make low-salt bacon


Low-salt bacon is just as easy as making regular bacon and is made overnight, however it’ll only keep for a couple of days in the fridge.


Use 5 mm (¼ in) thick slices of skinned belly or loin of pork, either cut by the butcher or with a large sharp knife. For 1 kg (1 lb 2 oz) pork use two teaspoons fine salt, mixed with one teaspoon caster sugar. Add any other flavourings you like such as freshly ground black pepper, a sprinkling of finely chopped sage, thyme or rosemary, or crushed coriander seeds. Sprinkle the rub very lightly over the pork slices and place in a shallow non-metallic dish. Cover loosely with clingfilm and chill overnight. Rinse off the salt, pat dry on kitchen paper (paper towels) and use as you like!
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