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Introduction


The sheer pleasure of venison







‘There are very few things in life that you can enjoy doing and are also good for you. I can only think of two, and one of those is eating venison.’




 





John Fletcher





When it comes to choosing what meat (or indeed food) to cook, there are many positive aspects to venison. Apart from the fact that it is delicious and offers significant health benefits, there is much to offer the conscience as well as the body – an increasingly important aspect for people who want to feel reassured about what they eat as well as enjoy its taste.


I wrote my first venison cookery book in 1983. A novice at food writing, I produced it in response to questions from customers eager to know how to cook it. John and I had been producing venison for ten years by then, selling it directly to people in Britain instead of exporting it, as most game dealers did at the time. When we started working with our deer in 1973, restaurants that featured venison on their menu were rarities, and of those that did, too many dished up overcooked roasts or stewed it to a stringy death. Consumers had barely heard of venison, far less eaten or cooked it. English market stalls and a few specialist shops were the only places to buy it if you didn’t shoot your own. Those that had heard of venison were full of anxieties, many of them perfectly understandable given some of the misconceptions current at the time. And a tragic number of people came to us with horror stories of uneatable venison that even their dogs wouldn’t touch. Actually they still do, but thankfully not very many. We had a lifetime’s task ahead of us to change all that, but thirty years of exploration and discovery have been a privilege. They took us all over the world, into generous peoples’ homes, to parks, estates, ranches and farms, to research institutes, deer societies, game larders, hunting communities, and sometimes into politicians’ lairs. We found that the world of venison is populated with larger-than-life characters. Sometimes we revised our original opinions, sometimes we had them reinforced, invariably we learned something entirely new. Always the deer were there with us, teaching us, and they still are.


Much has changed since those early days. More venison is now sold within Britain than exported. Indeed, the demand is topped up with farmed imports from New Zealand. Throughout America and Europe, wild deer are hunted less and numbers are increasing so fast that in some areas they are causing environmental damage and need heavier culling. Fortunately, consumption is increasing all over the world. Venison is commonly seen on restaurant and bistro menus, with a new generation of chefs keen to try out innovative recipes. Venison lends itself well to a wide variety of dishes, and the imagination of these chefs has inspired their customers to try cooking it at home. Farmers’ markets have brought venison regularly into many town centres, along with people able to give advice. Even the much-maligned supermarkets have played their part, though I do wish they would not instruct people to overcook it – more of that later.
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But, but … we haven’t quite got there yet. The journey is not finished. There is still incorrect advice churned out. Writers still come out with astonishing pronouncements that are either quite wrong or miss the point completely. Are these statements based on a single experience or simply prejudice? Whichever it is, those mantras of misinformation are copied from one erroneous publication to the next. As a result, too many people still labour under hoary old myths which ruin their dishes, missing the infinitely more interesting and delicious truth. There is still a deep lack of knowledge in some parts of the catering trade. There are still some game dealers, processors and butchers who throw their normal high standards out of the window when confronted with a deer carcase. And there are still thousands of people who have not yet experienced this exceptional meat, for which the only essential ingredient is an open, enquiring mind.


One of the biggest differences between venison and conventional domestic meat is that it comes from deer of very different sizes, ages, sources and species so it helps to understand the effects these could have on the cooking. And being so lean, it sometimes needs different cooking methods from the fattier meats most people are used to dealing with. No one can successfully recreate dishes from a foreign country without information about the cooking methods, the culture and how the ingredients react to cooking. And for many people, the world of venison is a foreign land. So I make no apology for including the necessary technical information. On the contrary, the more you know about what you are cooking and eating, the more you enjoy it. It makes good dinner conversation, too.


To produce a venison book containing only recipes would be of limited use, however wonderful the recipes might be. Because with venison, far more than other meat, it is necessary to have some background information in order to understand what you are buying, what you are cooking with and how that cooking will work. Only then do you understand the effect that certain techniques will have on the meat, and only then do you finally understand that it is actually all wonderfully simple. The recipes are, if you like, the cream on the cake.


I hope this book will help venison in its long and honourable journey back into many more peoples’ lives, for that is where it belongs.




 





Nichola Fletcher,


Auchtermuchty, 2007







My wish-list for venison




	Don’t overcook it. Cook it LESS not MORE


	Remember it is versatile: Eat it MORE not LESS


	Feed your children on it


	Assess and grade your venison and discard poor quality


	Provide more information about species, if not age


	Shoot younger deer – you can’t eat trophies.


	Eat a deer and save a tree (or a songbird’s nest)
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1. First catch your deer


Sources of venison, species and their sizes







The English word ‘venison’ originally covered meat from a large variety of species. In former times, it was used to describe the meat of other hunted animals as well as deer, in the same way that the German word wild is used for ‘game meat’ today. The Spanish word venados is the same and, like ‘venison’, comes from the Latin word venare meaning ‘to hunt’. So some old recipe books call for ‘hare, or boar, or other venison’. Today, although venison now means only the meat of deer, not all deer are necessarily hunted. The majority are wild and shot by hunters, but significant numbers are reared in parks and farms throughout the world.


The two most important variables from the cook’s point of view are the differences in ages and sizes of deer. Any young deer, wild or enclosed, cleanly killed, well hung and carefully prepared, produces magnificent venison. Conversely, many really old deer, wild or enclosed, will not. There are forty different species1 of deer with a huge range of sizes and this can sometimes lead to confusion – e.g. many eighteenth and nineteenth century cookery books assume their readers are cooking fallow deer from the parks so their recipes don’t always work with roe and red venison.


In Europe there are three main sizes of deer. The large species are roughly twice the size of the medium, which in turn are twice the size of the small ones. So a whole red deer haunch would be about twice the size of a fallow deer haunch but four times the size of a roe deer haunch. The same goes for fillets, chops, and so on.








SOURCES OF VENISON


WILD DEER


Wild deer inspire deep-seated emotions. As well as being fascinating and beautiful animals to study, they clearly symbolise ‘the wild’ in a way that other animals do not. As such they appeal to the basic human challenge to hunt, though they also provoke strong emotions, especially among urban dwellers who believe that all deer should live in the wilderness, without perhaps realising that when left uncontrolled with no natural predators, deer are apt to eat their own wild paradise and then die from lack of food and shelter.


Any wild deer that is not too old, which is cleanly and swiftly killed, and then well prepared, makes magnificent eating. Wild venison for sale is culled by large estates or hunters. In the EU it must be handled by licensed game dealers, but current legislation allows up to three hundred to be sold locally by each hunter with no health checks other than voluntary codes of practice by stalkers and hunters, though this may change. Deer in the USA are culled in great numbers by individuals under licence. Some years ago, the New York Times calculated that if you combined the manpower of the world’s ten largest armies, this would still amount to fewer than the number of Americans who go off every year in pursuit of white-tailed deer. Even so, in many parts of the world the numbers of hunters are declining and the numbers of wild deer increasing.
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Wild red deer in the Scottish Highlands





The primary reasons for shooting wild deer are recreation (i.e. hunting mature males for trophy antlers) and to control populations. In these circumstances, the venison is a by-product. However skilled the hunter or stalker, it is difficult to attain a perfect kill every time. Consequently, wild venison has the widest variation in condition as well as age, ranging from the delicious to the inedible. It needs careful grading and, sometimes, substantial trimming. Enormous improvements in handling wild venison have taken place in the last ten years by far-sighted processors like Highland Game who do a superb job at trimming and presenting wild venison, though of course they are not alone. The Deer Commission now run training courses for estates, stalkers and game dealers which, hopefully, will provide examples of how to present venison in the way it deserves.


In Britain there are currently about 500,000 roe deer and 360,000 red. The roe are evenly distributed but there are only 12,500 red deer in England – most live in the Scottish Highlands. Because red deer are bigger they contribute the most venison. Fallow deer number about 100,000 and are found mainly in England; there are around 40,000 muntjac. Between the 1970s and 1990s, all species doubled except muntjac, whose numbers increased eightfold. Throughout Europe red and roe prevail and in North America, whitetail, mule deer and wapiti. In the north of both continents, elk and reindeer dominate.


PARK DEER


Park Deer are also classed as wild game in the EU and are therefore subject to the same health regulations and close seasons as wild deer. For centuries, the deer park was an integral part of the stately home, gradually changing from being a convenient on-site hunting larder to being part of the landscape gardener’s vision – many National Trust properties still have active deer parks. Fallow and red deer are the main species in European parks, though some have a number of exotics. Woburn Abbey, for example, keeps nine species. Park deer are likely to be culled younger than wild venison and shot at closer range in the head or neck, like many farm deer. Nowadays most parks provide winter feed, consequently their deer are kept in good condition. Throughout Europe there are deer parks ranging from the huge French royal hunting park at Chambord to the thousands of two-hectare parks in Germany which provide for the owners’ families and friends, and which collectively account for considerable amounts of venison. 
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Fallow buck





FARMED DEER


Farmed Deer come under the same EU meat inspection legislation as cattle, sheep, pigs and goats. They have no close season so farm venison is available all year round. The greatest difference between farmed deer and other domestic animals in the EU is that farmed deer are allowed to be field shot – they are not required to be killed in an abattoir – a privilege not allowed to other farm animals. Such farms are little different from parks, the only legal distinction being that of intent, a subject that taxes bureaucrats in Brussels.


Red deer are the most commonly farmed species in Britain. Fallow are farmed too, but are more common in the rest of Europe. Red, wapiti and a few fallow are farmed in New Zealand, and red, fallow and rusa in Australia. In North America, only some states allow the sale of farmed venison. Where allowed, North American deer farmers keep fallow and red deer (originally imported from Europe) or the larger wapiti (native).


If there is no on-farm processing facility, farmed deer are transported to specially adapted abattoirs. Provided they are used to being handled like other livestock, they behave similarly. In New Zealand, where deer farming is a huge industry, and also in Australia, all farmed deer are processed through highly efficient dedicated deer abattoirs, which allow chilled transport into markets all over the world.


The privilege of being able to shoot farmed deer in the field is considerable. The deer are entirely unstressed before slaughter since they are not transported, or handled in unfamiliar pens, or wounded. From the point of view of animal welfare it has to be the perfect system. From the consumer’s point of view, the quality of the meat is excellent, because farm deer can be shot in the head so that death is always instantaneous and completely stress-free; there is no bruising, and no adrenalin surge to damage the meat. Everything is in place for producing a fine carcase that can be hung to perfection.


IMPORTED VENISON


Britain is still a net exporter of venison so imports of wild venison are insignificant. The main source of imported venison is New Zealand farmed. It is sold widely to the catering trade, and is also used by some processors of venison products. At the time of writing, most venison in British supermarkets is from New Zealand. From the chef’s point of view, it is reliable and very well presented.


THE SIZE OF DIFFERENT SPECIES OF DEER


The largest deer in the world is the elk (known as moose in North America) with its huge pendulous nose and vast, heavy flat antlers. They stand up to 2 m (6½ ft) high at the shoulder and weigh up to 800 kg (1800 lb). Smallest is the tiny South American pudu, though Muntjac deer, increasingly common in Britain, are not much bigger, standing 50 cm (20 ins) and weighing only 10–15 kg (22–33 lb). And there are all sizes in between. Venison from large deer is coarser grained than that from small deer, though not necessarily tougher – that depends on age. The list below covers only the species most likely to be encountered by readers of this book. The first in each category are the most common British ones.


Information sources list different weights for deer: ‘live’ weight, ‘larder’ weight or ‘dressed carcase’ weight. Larder weight includes the skin and feet, but not the head or the stomach, i.e. the way most wild deer are brought back to a game larder after gralloching, ready for collection by the game dealer. A ‘dressed’ carcase, contrary to its name, is actually undressed, i.e. it’s skinned and gutted, with head, feet, heart and liver removed and is all ready to butcher. I use the dressed carcase weight, since this is the part butchers, cooks and chefs are interested in. It is roughly 55% of the live weight. Females weigh about 20% less than males, and farmed deer are near the middle of the weight range as, even though better grown than their wild counterparts, they are relatively young.
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Tinted deer from left to right: muntjac, reindeer/caribou, roe, elk/moose White deer from left to right: red deer, fallow, white-tailed deer The relative sizes of different species of deer. Clearly, cuts from these deer will vary greatly in size








LARGE DEER


Large deer include the red deer (Cervus elaphus), the elk or moose (Alces alces) and the wapiti or American elk (Cervus canadensis) – arguably a subspecies of red deer as they can interbreed even though wapiti are nearly twice as big.


There are large wild populations of red deer in Europe, and stags (harts) have been the subject of mythology and legend for thousands of years. A grass grazer, red deer is the species most commonly farmed in Britain and some other European countries, and also, with the wapiti, in New Zealand and North America. Landseer’s famous painting The Monarch of the Glen is of a red deer stag.


The elk, (moose) in North America, is vast, though being a selective browser of leaves and shrubs, they share many features with the tiny roe deer. People in Sweden used to ride elk, but the practice was banned in the seventeenth century because robbers kept escaping from the police whose horses couldn’t catch these long-legged giants.


The wapiti looks like an outsized red deer; the two are related and can interbreed. As you travel east from Europe through Russia to Canada, the European red deer becomes larger, changes colour and starts to whistle instead of roaring, until in Canada it has become the huge wapiti. Wapiti is their native name, but they are often called elk in America. This confuses Europeans for whom elk means the deer the Americans call moose. The reason Americans call wapiti elk is that when the first settlers arrived and saw wapiti they were so amazed at their huge size that they thought they must be a kind of elk.




LARGE DEER: DRESSED CARCASE WEIGHT OF MALES




 





red deer 35–100 kg (78–225 lbs)


wapiti 120–225 kg (270–500 lbs)


elk/moose: 200–400 kg (450–900 lbs)
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Red deer in parks are larger than those in the Scottish Highlands.











MEDIUM DEER


Medium Deer include fallow deer (Dama dama), reindeer or caribou (Rangifer tarandus), white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), sika (Cervus nippon) and rusa (Cervus timorensis).


Fallow deer originated in the Middle East and are one of the most common species in European deer parks; there are also wild populations dotted throughout Europe. They are farmed in Europe (particularly in Germany) as well as in Australia and USA. They have flattened (palmated) antlers like the moose and can become remarkably tame. Despite their size, they can jump higher than red deer.


Over a million reindeer are still managed in huge herds by nomadic Saamis and other peoples in the far north of Europe and Russia. These reindeer are thoroughly domesticated, being ridden like mules and used for pulling sledges as well as being milked and used for meat. In addition, there are similar numbers of completely wild reindeer in Russia, and also in North America where they are called by the native name of caribou. There is a huge culture of history and myth surrounding this romantic species. It is far more interesting than just being Santa’s assistant – for example, they are the only deer where females grow antlers.
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White-tail buck. Native of N. America, these are said to be the oldest of all deer species








Mule and white-tailed deer are exclusively American species with feeding habits similar to roe deer and, like roe, are experiencing an impressive population explosion; Bambi is a white-tailed deer. They are now ranched in North America for trophies and big bucks fetch big bucks.
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Sika Stag








The Asian rusa is widespread throughout Indonesia and is also farmed, both in Asia and in Australia. Like the sika below, it is closely related to red deer.


Sika (the Japanese word for ‘deer’) were introduced into the West Highlands of Scotland from Japan in the nineteenth century. Closely related to red deer, they can and do hybridise in some areas, reducing the body size and antlers of wild ‘red’ deer hybrids. The way the fur grows on their foreheads makes sika stags look as though they are frowning. Perhaps they have a problem understanding Gaelic.




MEDIUM SIZED DEER: DRESSED CARCASE WEIGHT RANGE OF MALES




 





fallow deer 25–47 kg (56–105 lbs)


sika 25–35 kg (56–78 lbs)


reindeer 50–130 kg (115–290 lbs)


rusa deer 100–125 kg (225–280 lbs)


white-tailed deer 40–60 kg (90–140 lbs)


mule deer 40–60 kg (90–140 lbs)








SMALL DEER


Small deer include roe (Capreolus capreolus), Chinese water deer (Hydropotes inermis) and muntjac (Muntiacus reevesi).
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Roe buck








Roe deer are widespread throughout Europe and Asia. Because they live in small family groups and are territorial, they are not suited to being enclosed, so they are always wild. Of all the wild British species, they produce the most reliable, fine-grained meat since they are small and don’t live too long. Roe are adept at nibbling their way into new habitats and their numbers are increasing rapidly everywhere, where they are welcomed (except by foresters and gardeners) as they look very dainty. Roe venison (chevreuil) is favoured above all by French chefs, possibly because so much of their red deer venison comes from chasse à courre (hunting with hounds), which increases adrenalin in the venison. However, Sir Walter Scott, a noted gourmet, disagreed: ‘The learned in cookery … hold the roe venison dry and indifferent food, unless when dressed in soup and Scotch collops.’


Muntjac and Chinese water deer in Britain escaped from parks where they were introduced from Asia in the nineteenth century. Like roe deer, they have adapted themselves well to our landscape. But although they may look cute, in many areas of Britain muntjac wreak environmental havoc with native species of plants, trees and birds, not to mention becoming, like their American white-tail counterparts, an irritation to suburban and country gardeners. So while half of the population takes road traffic victims along to wildlife treatment centres and illegally releases the patched up survivors into new locations, the other half does its best to eliminate an invasive pest. Chinese water deer can become quite fat, not unlike lamb. 
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Muntjac










SMALL DEER: DRESSED CARCASE WEIGHT RANGE OF MALES




 





roe 8–13 kg (18–30 lbs)


Chinese water deer 6–9 kg (12–20 lbs)


muntjac 5–9 kg (11–20 lbs)





WHY ARE ANTELOPE AND GAZELLE NOT DEER, AND DOES IT MATTER ANYWAY?


The simplest distinction is that deer have antlers whereas antelope have horns. Antlers are shed annually and re-grow every year, which is a remarkable thing. Horns, however, are permanently attached to the animal throughout its life and simply get bigger each year. Animals that have horns are called bovids and include cattle, sheep, goats, gazelles, antelope (springbok, eland etc.), and many other species. Deer, with their antlers, are called cervids. This is an important distinction when it comes to the type of diseases certain species are prone to getting – BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy or mad cow disease) for example. However, the meat of many of the little wild bovids that scamper about the world is so similar to deer meat that in the culinary sense of the word (and in the old-fashioned sense of the word) it is to all intents and purposes venison.





CLOSE SEASONS FOR WILD DEER


At the time of writing, it is illegal to ‘take’ (i.e. capture as well as kill) wild deer in the close season unless they are marauding crops or unless it is done under license. Fresh venison may be legally sold during the open season and for a short period after the close season starts. That is the law. But so much ‘marauding’ goes on in forestry plots that some game dealers now handle more venison out of season than in it, so fresh wild venison is available all the time. There are no close seasons for farmed deer in Britain, and wild muntjac and Chinese water deer have no close seasons either. Park deer follow the same close seasons as wild deer. The law on selling frozen wild venison out of season is hazy and not enforced. There are different seasons in England, Scotland and every other country in the world. In other words, the whole system is confusing and is being reviewed with a view to change; gone are the days when Escoffier was sent to prison for selling out-of-season venison at the Savoy.




VENISON FOR THE GOURMET TRAVELLER




 





European countries generally list the species of deer (and sometimes the sex as well) on their menus, which is helpful and interesting for the consumer. In North America, Britain, Australia and New Zealand, venison is usually just called venison or deer meat, though occasionally a restaurant will qualify the species. New Zealand has spent many years marketing its prime red deer venison in North America under the trade name of Cervena which sometimes appears on menus. Below are the European names of the most common species. The names are similar in closely related languages.












	ENGLISH

	FRENCH

	GERMAN

	ITALIAN

	SPANISH

	DANISH






	roe deer

	chevreuil

	Reh

	capriolo

	el corzo

	rådyr






	fallow deer

	daim

	Damhirsche

	daino

	el gamo

	dådyr






	reindeer

	renne

	Rentier

	renna

	el reno

	rensdyr






	red deer

	cerf, daguet,

	Rotwild

	cervo

	el ciervo or


	krondyr






	 

	
or biche (f ),

	 

	 

	el venado

	 






	venison

	venaison

	wild

	carne di cervo

	carne de venado

	viltkød






















1 This is forty different species of deer, not different breeds. So even though a red deer and a reindeer may both have antlers and look slightly similar, they are no more closely related than a cow and a sheep, which both have horns though they look rather more different. Normally only subspecies of deer can interbreed.

























2. The eating quality of venison


Tenderness, flavour, smell, succulence, juiciness and diet







Good eating quality comes from the perfect balance of tenderness, taste, smell, succulence and juiciness. Sometimes it is difficult to define exactly what it is that is so appealing: I have often heard people comment, ‘it tastes delicious – so tender’, yet tenderness is quite different from taste. Everyone’s priorities are different.


Carefully handled venison is a superb product, and now that wild game is being handled so much better, this is becoming the norm. Unfortunately, though, some less good meat still finds its way onto the market. Venison has far greater variability than other red meats due it its wide variety of sources, size, age and killing methods, and there is little point in thinking you can achieve the impossible with a really low-grade carcase. Few people would imagine that a cattle beast that had been pounding up and down the hills for fourteen years (or was wounded, or chased for a few hours, or stressed by poor handling and transportation) before being despatched, would make good beef. Why should it be any different with venison? You can certainly improve it, but never transform it into the best. These notes will help people to understand what makes their venison the way it is, and offers some suggestions for remedying any shortcomings, should there be any.





TENDERNESS


Tenderness is more important nowadays than it used to be; it is arguably the most important attribute of meat for some people. It varies according to the age of the animal and also the way it was killed. Any deer under three years old should be tender enough to cook without any further preparation and, in the normal course of events, correctly prepared venison will be more tender and finer-grained than premium beef, much to many peoples’ surprise and delight. If it isn’t tender at this young age, the most likely cause is stress at slaughter – if death is not instant, adrenalin can toughen meat. Or it could be that the carcase was chilled too quickly (this is called ‘cold shortening’ but is unlikely with wild venison). It is difficult to do much about either of these things other than long, slow cooking or processing. 
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Stressed deer produce adrenalin which can toughen meat 











After the age of three, although the actual red meat may remain tender, the sinews that run through and around it start to thicken up. Sinews shrink with fierce cooking and cause a joint or steak to curl and twist – they also harden into a rubbery layer, which someone aptly described as like eating knicker elastic. New Zealand trials show that venison from hinds remains tender up to the age of six so long as all the skin and sinew is completely removed. Stags start the toughening process after eighteen months. So careful butchery and trimming becomes increasingly important with older animals.
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Deer despatched peacefully yield more tender venison











Ways of tenderising venison include hanging the whole carcase, ideally in a dry atmosphere of -2°–0°C (28–32°F), with a fan to circulate the air. Under these conditions, a red deer carcase can mature for three weeks or more, whereas a roe carcase could achieve the same result in a week because it is so much smaller. Warmer temperatures accelerate maturation too; every 10°C (20°F) increase halves the time required. Marinating meat for a long time is a traditional way of tenderising meat; the spiced wines and oil exclude the air and prevent spoilage. However, acids in wine or vinegar can adversely affect the texture of meat (see p.49) and tenderising on its own can be achieved just as successfully either by using the correct cooking techniques or else by leaving the meat completely covered in oil for anything up to two weeks. Meat can also be matured in a vacuum pack or shrink-wrap. The wholesale market matures most of its meat like this. It is essentially the same process as marinating as it excludes all the air, but vacuum packing meat doesn’t produce the same kind of flavour change as either open hanging or marinating. Up to three weeks is usual, and some systems allow it to be kept fresh for as long as twelve weeks. This is how fresh meat arrives from New Zealand. A Chinese method of tenderising cheap tough cuts of meat commonly used in restaurants is bicarbonate of soda or baking powder mixed with sugar, wine and potato flour or cornflour paste. The natural enzyme found in fruits like raw pineapple and papaya can also be used to break down tough muscle tissue; it is either pulped and spread over raw meat, or cooked with it. Some people have even been known to use Coca Cola as a tenderiser. It does work. Naturally, some cuts are more tender than others, so making the correct choice of cut (see chapter 3) and even more importantly the correct method of cooking for that cut will determine the degree of tenderness of the finished dish.


FLAVOUR AND SMELL


Flavour and smell (closely related) can be affected for good or for bad by hanging, marinating, bruising, stress at slaughter, vacuum packing and the other ingredients used in the cooking process. Hanging enhances the flavour of a good carcase though damaged and bruised meat is not improved by it. Venison matured in cold dry conditions matures slowly, giving the carcase an attractive rich but bright smell and the venison a deep, rich mahogany colour – a sign that all is going well. If meat is matured in warm or moist conditions, moulds and yeasts can form. Some of these taste delicious but others impart a musty or acrid flavour with curious overtones of petrol. This is more likely (though not inevitable, of course) in carcases hung with the fur on because fur retains moisture. If hung with other damp game, venison can acquire musty, sometimes bitter overtones. Many people think this flavour, which is sometimes quite strong, is the natural taste of gamy venison. It isn’t, it’s the product of the environment it has been hanging in. (A good analogy would be the difference between a cheese that is kept in a musty fridge and comes out imbued with a mouldy flavour, and a cheese carefully ripened in optimal conditions by a skilled affineur. I know which I’d rather have!) However, so long as all the surface is carefully trimmed off without contaminating the inside meat, such venison can still make good eating. Marinating or spicing any meat introduces the flavours and perfumes of the ingredients used; see chapter 4 for more details. Bruising caused by bullet damage or poor handling gives a rich, livery, sometimes bitter taste to the meat, which always remains dark and rather bloody. Stress at slaughter affects flavour drastically by producing adrenalins which convert glycogen into lactic acid, reducing the pH of the meat. It also switches the blood flow into the muscle of limbs. This makes the meat dark with a bitter liver flavour and sour smell. Vacuum packing only affects the flavour if it has been kept in the pack too long, in which case it not only smells but also tastes sour (see p.272–273). Probably the most dramatic way of altering flavour is with the other ingredients used to cook the dish.


SUCCULENCE


Succulence comes from fat, or anything else that gives a slippery texture to meat. This could come in the form of a sauce surrounding small pieces of venison. It could come from minced fat or vegetables like mushrooms, aubergines, slow-cooked carrots etc. incorporated into made dishes – sausages and pies, for example. It could come from the gelatinous texture of slowly cooked shin, which lends fabulous succulence to a dish. Or it could be introduced by inserting fat (larding) into larger pieces like joints. There is more on larding on p.133 and 140. 


JUICINESS


Juiciness (moisture) can only be retained by cooking venison rare or medium rare. Venison has a high moisture content, so as long as there is still pinkness (blood) in the cooked meat, it is physically impossible for it to be dry – so simple when you think about it. Venison immersed in a liquid and cooked very slowly stays moist as long as it remains in the liquid, but the minute it is removed or cooled, it dries out. Meat cooked long and slowly will always have a slightly more fibrous texture.


VENISON FAT


It is often claimed that venison is very lean. When speaking of the red meat (muscle), this is generally true because venison is not marbled like beef, and young deer lay down little fat. But deer can become very fat indeed when fully mature and after a good summer’s grazing in preparation for the winter. The fat on deer is largely on the outside of the muscle, so is easily trimmed off if not wanted. Historically, people used to wax lyrical about fat venison, and many stalkers still relish it. But for those not keen on fat, it has to be admitted that venison fat is one of the least attractive, being hard and having a high melting point which means it congeals in the mouth. This is why many old books recommended serving venison on very hot plates, and why it used to be served up on special hollow dishes filled with hot water. However, when lean venison is served rare, the plates need only to be warm; scalding hot plates could risk overcooking it.


THE DEER’S DIET


People wax lyrical about ‘the flavour of the hills’: it conjures up a lovely image. But the disappointing fact is that a deer’s diet makes virtually no difference to the taste of its meat, unless it is very fatty (which mostly it isn’t). Ruminants, with their multiple stomachs, don’t seem to pass on the flavour of their food into the muscle tissue, but rather into the fats present. (Animals like pigs and poultry with only one stomach are quite different; diet affects their flavour considerably.) Cattle and sheep have plenty of fat distributed throughout the muscle meat, and of course milk contains fat. So flavours such as turnips, seaweed, heather or fish meal can be passed into both marbled meat and milk. But deer are so lean and unmarbled that diet doesn’t have a noticeable effect. I won’t say ‘no effect’, but it is so small as to be indiscernible. (Someone once turned their deer onto a field of surplus onions which did affect the flavour, but that was an extreme case). The other factors described above make so much more difference that they drown out the minute differences of diet. This sounds incredible, and is bound to disappoint some people, but several trials using professional tasters have shown it to be the case, and I have done dozens of tastings for people myself to demonstrate it. For example, if diet affects flavour, you would imagine that roe deer with their varied diet would yield a more complex flavour than red deer that had been eating just grass. But we found that roe deer, hung for only three days tasted insipid compared to the red deer that had been hung for three weeks. In other words, it was the hanging that made the red deer venison taste more interesting.
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3. Basics: The venison tool kit


Venison cuts, portion sizes, ingredients and information sources







In thirty years of working with venison, I have come across heartbreaking instances of consumers, writers, chefs and wholesalers talking at cross-purposes. For this reason I have broken down a venison carcase into its component parts with the correct names (including some international terms), highlighting the commonly mis-used ones. Chapter 16 contains more detailed information, of interest to the chef who needs to cost his purchases, and to those wishing to butcher venison.







WHAT TO BUY: THE CUTS OF VENISON


See chapter 1 for the different species and sizes of deer See chapter 2 for factors affecting the flavour and eating quality of venison.
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SUITABLE CUTS FOR COOKING METHODS


Grill/fry/stir-fry/fondue: loin, fillet, haunch Roast: saddle, loin, haunch (plus shoulder if young)Stew, casserole: haunch, shoulder, neck, shank Braise: haunch, shoulder


1. Shank/Shin


Shank joint, Ossobuco, diced shin, mince


2. Haunch


Bone-in haunch joint, boned and rolled haunch joint, rump (steak, joint), topside (steak, joint), silverside (steak, joint), thick flank (steak, joint), diced haunch


3. Saddle


Wholesale saddle, saddle joint, rack/French rack, chops, cutlets, striploin/sirloin, loin, loin eye, fillet/filet mignon


4. Flank


Rolled stuffed joint, processing mince


5. Rib/Breast/Brisket


Processing mince, rolled stewing joint


6. Shoulder


Bone-in joint, boned and rolled joint, diced shoulder, shoulder steak, mince


7. Neck
 Diced neck, mince





 SADDLE (BACK, SADDLE-BACK)





[image: ]

whole saddle










WARNING! SOMETIMES RECIPES ASK FOR SADDLE WHEN THEY MEAN LOIN (BELOW).





The saddle is the part of the back where you’d put a saddle. It is made up of the loin, the fillet (filet mignon), the skin and the bones all joined together into the best roasting cut of all. But as soon as you bone it out it stops being saddle.
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saddle roast
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2 loins (striploin, sirloin, loin eye, loin fillet, back fillet, backstrap)
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2 fillets (filet mignon, undercut, tenderloin)
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striploin/loin eye








LOIN (STRIPLOIN, SIRLOIN, LOIN EYE, LOIN FILLET, BACK FILLET, BACKSTRAP) The muscles that run along the top of the saddle from rump to shoulder are called the loin. It is beloved of restaurant chefs because it can be cooked in the time it takes for customers to eat their first course. Sliced loin may be called sirloin steaks, loin steaks, medallions, collops or noisettes. When sliced almost through and opened out, they are called butterfly or Valentine steaks. Loin and fillet (below) are the two best cuts and remain most tender when cooked past the pink stage. The front end of the loin parts into two muscles. 
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fillet








FILLET (FILET MIGNON, UNDERCUT, TENDERLOIN) This refers to the two small muscles on the underside of the saddle. The fillet is club-shaped with a double piece of muscle at the rump end and tapers away at the fore end. It also includes a thin muscle along its length. This ‘chain’ steak is sometimes trimmed off, though it makes good eating.
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fillets










WARNING! Some suppliers, writers and chefs incorrectly refer to the loin as fillet, perhaps because venison loin looks like a small beef fillet. And the true fillets from small deer are so very small that their loins are often wrongly called fillets. If the word fillet is used to describe loin, it should always be qualified by calling it a loin fillet or back fillet. It is well worth checking this with a supplier, because the real fillet is dramatically different from loin and cooks differently too. The true fillet is only half the diameter of loin and one third of the length, so a 500 g (18 oz) whole fillet is a completely different shape and thickness from a 500 g (18 oz) slice of loin. Equally, loins and fillets from different species are completely different sizes.
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French rack/chops








RIB (RIB ROAST, RACK, CROWN ROAST) The rib is the front part of a saddle after the best end containing the fillet has been cut off. On small species it usually includes both sides of the back; in large species it is split into two halves. When the halved rib has the backbone and all outer skin removed, and all the meat removed between the ribs it is called a French rack. This is time-consuming to prepare so is an expensive cut to purchase. Two racks sewn backto- back become a crown roast ready to stuff the centre. When sliced, the rack turns into chops (cutlets). Nearer to the rump are double loin chops which include the fillet, and Barnsley chops which are sliced across the saddle. Chops from roe and other small species are nicest cut with two or three rib bones per portion to give a good thick chunk of meat.
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French rack











[image: ]

chops








HAUNCH (LEG, HIND LEG, HINDQUARTER)


 





[image: ]

haunch
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haunch (original definition) sometimes called ‘pistol’








The haunch includes the whole back leg with the rump. A haunch from a large red deer or elk can weigh 12–15 kg (26–33 lbs) and is usually cut into smaller joints or boned out, whereas a whole haunch from a roe deer may only weigh 2–3 kg (4–7 lbs) and makes a delightful roasting joint. A haunch roasted on the bone makes a splendid festive joint, especially if the butcher has removed the awkward-to-carve pelvic bone. When referring to old cookery books, bear in mind that, until well into the twentieth century the term ‘haunch’ meant the leg and the loin together, as in the illustration here. This is still the dictionary definition. Once a leg is boned, it can be divided into four main muscles plus the shank. All four muscles can be further split into two smaller ones. Good quality offcuts of haunch make excellent stirfries, brochettes, kebabs, fondue, stroganoff and tagine.
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boned and rolled haunch
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haunch roast: bone-in
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rump








RUMP (POPE’S EYE, PAVÉ) The rump is the least easy part to cut neat steaks from, and also the muscle that has the greatest covering of fat on a mature animal. What meat there is, however, is good quality, being next to the saddle.
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Rump: whole muscle, parted into two muscles, and sliced into steak
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topside








TOPSIDE (TOP ROUND, PAVÉ) This is roughly triangular-shaped muscle, one of the best for steaks and roasting. Steaks off the topside are the largest of all.
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Topside: whole muscle, parted into two muscles, and sliced into steak
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silverside








SILVERSIDE (OUTSIDE, BOTTOM ROUND, PAVÉ) This oblong muscle is also good for steaks and roasts. When divided, the small chunky muscle is called the salmon cut (haunch fillet, side) and makes a good substitute for fillet. Silverside is sometimes a paler colour than topside, no one seems to know why.
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Silverside: whole muscle, parted into two muscles, and sliced into steak
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thick flank 








THICK FLANK (KNUCKLE END, FLESHY END, CUSHION) Nearest to the shank, this muscle is made up of five small muscles with sinew between, so is not suitable for steaks or roasts if from an old animal – it is better stewed. However, from a young/small deer, it makes good rolled roasts, frying steaks and stir-fries.
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Thick flank: whole muscle, parted into two muscles, and sliced into steak
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shank and Ossobuco








SHIN (SHANK, OSSOBUCO) One of the toughest parts of the haunch, but when very slowly cooked, the thick sinews turn into a fabulous gelatinous texture which complements venison beautifully. Can be cooked on the bone or diced into chunks. Thick slices of shin that include the marrowbone are called ossobuco. Watch out for the tiny pin-like bone near the marrow-bone – if you can, pull it out before serving.
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shank
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Ossobuco











FOREQUARTER (FORE)
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shoulder








NECK Makes excellent stock, soup and hotpots. Boned out and trimmed, it produces good diced meat for a stew if from young animals; if not it makes good quality mince for making into sausages, pies etc.




 





SHOULDER Can be roasted on or off the bone if from a young/small deer which won’t have thick sinews, otherwise it is best slowly braised, diced for stews and pies, or minced.
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boned and rolled shoulder
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section of shoulder roast








LOIN EYE (NECK FILLET) This is the front part of the loin that divides into two muscles with a sinew between them. It is not such good quality as the loin further back on the saddle but nevertheless makes good steaks or roast if from young/small deer.




 





BRISKET This can be rolled and/or stuffed for a stewing joint, or diced, or minced. At the end of the summer, some older animals’ brisket can be very fatty.




 





FLANK Generally minced for processing and can contain much hard fat on old animals, but on young/small animals it can be rolled into a slow-cooking cheap joint which benefits from stuffing.




 





SHANK See previous page. 


OTHER CUTS


LIVER AND KIDNEY It is crucial that both these cuts are very fresh. Equally important, neither liver nor kidneys should ever be used from mature and rutting males. However, from females and immature deer these are gourmet delicacies, rightly sought-after by discerning gastronomes. Although dark in colour because it is so rich in iron, venison liver at its best is wonderfully sweet, tender and mild, and has fewer tubes in it than other livers.




 





HEART Like liver, heart is best thinly sliced and very quickly cooked, or else very slowly braised for a very rich stew. It’s full of flavour.




 





TONGUE Deer tongues are very small and tender. Prepared and used in the same way as lamb tongues, they are a treat see p.209. Save up several in the freezer to cook at once.




 





SWEETBREADS (THYMUS AND PANCREAS) The thymus is difficult to obtain because it is only available from immature animals. The pancreas, though marginally less choice, is present throughout the animal’s life. Most cognoscenti never tell anybody else about them but greedily keep them secret, for they are delicious.




 





OBSCURE PARTS For the sake of interest, and also because I believe that once an animal has been killed then every part should be used, some people may be glad to know that, somewhere in the world, the following parts are eaten, drunk or turned into buttons, medicines, drums, clothing, tools, footwear, whistles, fishing flies, trophies, macrobiotic fertilizers, purses, hair shirts, leather burnishers and glue: hard antler, velvet antler, heads, skins, hair, tendons, intestines, stomach, pizzles, tails, scrota, lungs, cheeks, blood, spleens, feet and bones.


PORTION SIZES


It is difficult to give firm advice, because people’s ideas of ‘enough’ varies so much. It depends on the number of courses in the meal, the style of meal, the age of the diners and whether or not you want second helpings or leftovers. Venison is leaner, denser and more filling than beef, so most people are satisfied with about three-quarters the amount of venison, i.e. 225 g (8 oz) beef for a main course = 180 g (6 oz) venison. Most of the recipes in this book use 180 g (6 oz) of boneless venison (e.g. steaks, stew, small joints) for a main course portion. Light dishes and starters use about 100 g (3½ oz) per person. Cured and smoked venison is so intensely flavoured that 25 g (1 oz) is usually enough for a starter.


For venison joints on the bone, allow 350 – 450 g (12 oz – 16 oz) per person, to allow for second helpings, since a roasting joint is one of those things that lends itself to generosity and can be eaten cold at a second meal. For medium-sized boneless joints, allow 225–350 g (8–12 oz) to provide second helpings. Oddly, boneless roasts for large numbers (weddings, banquets, large dinners) can be reduced to 150 g (5 oz).


REDUCING THE USE OF FAT AND OIL


Being so lean, venison is perfect for people who wish to reduce the use of fat and oil in their diet. It is at its most succulent when served pink. However, many people following a low-fat diet use oil rather than butter to brown meat. But, especially when using very small amounts of oil, it often does not get hot enough to really brown the meat (especially small pieces like steaks or casserole chunks) before it overcooks. If you rub a very little salt over the meat, it draws out a small amount of blood, and this helps it to brown more quickly so the interior of the meat is left pink. Other suggestions for reducing fats can be found in chapters 6, 7, 8 and 13.


USING THE RECIPES


When cooking steaks and joints, the most important part is the general guidelines at the beginning of these chapters. Make sure that you read through them first, as the recipes assume you have done so. Some of the starters and light dishes are also easier if you have already read the guidelines for cooking steaks. Sauces and vegetables that go with steaks will work with roast venison too, and vice versa. The slow cooking section also has accompaniments that can be used with other dishes if wished, they are all there to be used as you wish. The suggested number of servings are a guide only, since appetites vary so much (see above).


Some dishes seem more likely to be cooked for two people whilst others are likely to be cooked for larger numbers, so that is how I have written them. But if you want to cook for larger or smaller numbers, it is very easy to increase or decrease the recipes. Unless otherwise stated, pepper in the recipes is freshly milled black pepper. Salt can be ordinary table salt, or fine ground sea salt unless otherwise stated. For browning meat, I use a half-and-half mixture of light olive oil and rapeseed or grape seed oil, though they can all be used on their own.


METRIC CONVERSIONS


Use either the metric or the imperial weights. In order to avoid cumbersome conversions like, for example, 500 g = 1 lb 2 oz, I have often translated it as 500 g = 1 lb+, i.e. a generous pound. Where I have done this, it really doesn’t matter whether the extra 2 oz is there or not. Equally, although ½ pint is 284 ml, I have rounded it up to 300 ml. If exact amounts are needed they are written exactly. I have used fluid ounces where exactitude is necessary but fractions of pints for more approximate measurements.


EQUIPMENT


Apart from the usual cook’s demand for sharp knives, the only piece of equipment I would recommend above all is a meat thermometer. It amazes me that people are prepared to spend substantial amounts of money buying superb meat and expensive kitchen equipment and then baulk at paying £5 or £6 for a simple piece of equipment that makes it so easy to cook meat successfully. See p.132.


STORE CUPBOARD INGREDIENTS FOR VENISON


OIL For browning food, use virgin olive oil, rape seed, grape seed or groundnut oil. Grape seed and groundnut have the highest smoking points and little flavour. Virgin olive oil is great for cooking as long as it is not too highly flavoured. Some oils cancel out the beneficial qualities of Omega-3 fats, but neither olive nor rape seed oil do this. Walnut oil doesn’t affect Omega-3 either, though it should not be used for high temperature cooking. It is wonderful for low-temperature cooking and superb for salads, as are most nut oils.




 





JUNIPER BERRIES (The classic seasoning) Despite their name they are treated like a spice (like whole cloves) rather than a fruit. Their strong flavour comes from the oil in the berries which should be moist enough to be squashed by your fingers or with the back of a spoon. They should immediately release a pungent aroma and remain slightly sticky. If they crunch up into a dry powder, throw them away - you might as well add dried sawdust to your dish. It is juniper berries that give gin its characteristic flavour, so it is quite logical to use gin in cooking venison. And sloe gin, as long as it is nice and tangy, is superb. Use juniper berries sparingly or they can be overpowering.




 





GINGER (Both dried or fresh root ginger) A complementary flavour for many venison dishes especially used with garlic as well. It’s particularly good in stir-fries, and also in superior home-made burgers, sausages, terrines and other ‘made’ dishes. In the old days powdered ginger was used to preserve venison haunches in transit. It acted as a fly-repellent and flavoured the joint pleasantly as well.




 





NUTMEG Good for rich stews and all ‘made’ dishes. If you can be bothered to grate your own whole nutmeg, you will be rewarded with an invigorating burst of aroma.




 





CLOVES Best used sparingly especially when ground, as it is a strong flavour. Cloves add a dusky almost-bitter richness to slow-cooked winey dishes. Cloves are dried flower buds of Syzygium aromaticum that grows in Indonesia, Madagascar and Zanzibar. When fresh, the tight little buds are bright scarlet. Only the round tip has real flavour; the ‘stalk’ is useful to spike it into onions.




 





MUSTARD Wholegrain mustard is great in sauces or added to the cooking liquid of a slowly cooked joint. If you cook with mustard, you can usually manage without using salt, which is a health bonus. Crushed mustard seeds used to be put into country peoples’ socks to keep their feet warm.




 





PAPRIKA For those wonderful fiery-red Hungarian venison dishes. There are different grades of paprika, all of which add their orangey-red colour to the dish. They range from very mild – essentially dried sweet peppers – to extremely hot chilli powder.




 





COCOA POWDER Not to be confused with drinking chocolate under any circumstances. Cocoa powder is pure ground cocoa beans and is unsweetened. It is a powerful, rich savoury flavour which adds a luscious velvetiness to rich stews and sauces. But it should be used sparingly, especially if there are sweet ingredients.




 





NUTS Pine nuts are a traditional accompaniment to venison dishes in Germany and France. I think almonds are brilliant almost anywhere, and both almonds and walnuts are wonderful fried, either plain or spiced, and scattered over a venison salad. All nuts lose vitality once shelled, so if you don’t use them quickly, the freezer is the best place to keep them, tightly wrapped. Chestnuts are also good added to a venison stew. You can buy peeled, vacuum-packed chestnuts now, which removes a lot of the work.




 





THYME AND ROSEMARY Both strong, oily flavoured herbs, and good in many venison dishes. Lovely in an oily marinade for a summer barbecue, but also punchy enough for winter stews and strewn on roasted potatoes. Their flowers are nice in a summer salad with smoked or cured venison.




 





LOVAGE (Lover’s parsley) With its strong celery-aniseed flavour, lovage needs using in moderation. It’s good in marinades. Not commonly sold, but easy to grow in the garden. It grows up to two metres (six feet), looking a bit like celery that has gone berserk.




 





SPICY SALAD HERBS AND LEAVES The deep rich flavour of venison needs more than just a plain lettuce salad. My salads for venison use barely 25% lettuce. The rest is a mixture of as many of the following as I can lay my hands on: marjoram, basil, chervil, chive flowers, parsley, garland chrysanthemum (shungiku), marigold petals, rocket, mizuna, wild garlic, nasturtium leaves. Salads made of perfumed herbs are almost a staple part of Persian (Iranian) cooking.




 





ORANGES As with many gamey dishes, the sweet-sourness of oranges makes them a good marinade ingredient, being only slightly acid.




 





PEARS These are a classic German accompaniment to venison. They are cored and halved and either baked or poached, then often served with redcurrant jelly.
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BERRIES Nearly all berries (except strawberries which are too bland) are good for making sauces for venison: raspberries, redcurrants, black currants, blackberries and their wild form, brambles. Blueberries and elderberries can be insipid and may need a squeeze of lemon juice added to enhance the flavour and acidity. Redcurrant jelly is used in many classic game sauces.




 





ROWAN BERRIES (The fruit of the mountain ash tree, Sorbus aucuparia) Many people think they are poisonous as the raw berries are bitter and not at all juicy, but the birds know better. Rowan berries make wonderful full-strength tart jelly for enriching sauces or as an accompaniment to joints and steaks (see below). The American equivalent, mayhaw jelly, is paler and sweeter by comparison. Many old Scottish houses have rowan trees nearby as they are supposed to ward off evil.




 





CRANBERRIES AND POMEGRANATES Both make excellent tart sauces and jellies for sauces. Many bought sauces are too sweet as you need astringency to make the sauce interesting.




 





STONE FRUITS: In both plums and apricots the dried form (prunes and dried apricots) brings out the slight acidity of the fruit, though grilled fresh plums are delicious with venison.
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CELERY, CELERIAC, BULB (FLORENCE) FENNEL, FENNEL SEED These are all especially good flavours for venison. If you particularly like their lightly aniseed taste, then add some fennel, caraway or aniseed to them as they cook.




 





CARROTS The sweetness of carrots, and their texture when well cooked, is perfect in many guises, whether puréed, cooked in large chunks and glazed to a slow buttery softness, mashed with other vegetables, or as a crisp, raw grated addition to a selection of salads. For the best flavour, don’t peel them, says my carrot-grower.
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