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This book is dedicated to my husband, who believes all recipes would taste better with hot sauce and bacon, and to my kids, who still call all types of protein “chicken.” Thank you for eating beef nearly every day for 3 months without any complaints.

And to my assistants, Tayler Ross and Holley Stack, who helped me stay sane during the process. And to my parents, in-laws, and sister, who provided unconditional support along the way.






A Beef-Lover’s Dream Come True


Imagine my delight when, after years of writing about food, I was given the opportunity to write an entire cookbook dedicated to beef. Since my early days as a food blogger, I’ve been an ambassador for the Certified Angus Beef brand, working with this nonprofit group to educate consumers about beef. They provided me with the opportunity to visit family-owned and family-run cattle ranches, where I was fascinated to learn about the genetics of beef cattle and the cycle of raising beef. Did you know that as many as 100 people and almost 2 years are dedicated to raising an individual cow? I also learned a great deal from professional butchers and chefs, and enjoyed developing recipes of my own.

Once I started working on this book, I quickly realized that I had far more information than pages available. For one thing, there are many more cuts of beef than chicken or pork. And while other proteins might be more easily interchangeable, each cut of beef has its own distinct characteristics and preparation methods. I overwhelmed myself researching the most popular beef dishes, which I had to whittle from 150 to a mere 50. I tried my best to provide myriad flavors and a wide variety of cuts while giving fresh takes on tried-and-true favorites.

These recipes just skim the surface of classic beefy meals. They may remind you of meals that your mom or grandmother prepared or even some old favorites that you had forgotten about. My goal was to bring back some memorable beef dishes but with a modern twist to reflect changes in home-cooking techniques and a greater acceptance of a variety of flavors. That means many of these recipes are associated with specific cultures, although I’m not claiming they are authentic. People often tell me that the Italian dishes I make from handed-down family recipes aren’t authentic, and I’m not sure how much more authentic it gets. With this book, I’m simply celebrating beef while embracing the beautiful diversity of cuisines that have influenced me.

And I want to share my passion and knowledge of beef with the home cook. I, too, am a home cook, just one who happens to make beef ALL. THE. TIME. I’m also a full-time working mom and wife. Everyone, even my young children, enjoys a good meal, but we don’t always have the time to make that happen.

Through the years I’ve developed four pillars that I live by in the kitchen: salt, seasonings, sauces, and swaps. Using these pillars means that every meal can be a standout, even if it’s just a matter of using the right salt (not all are created equal!) or a spice you may not have thought to add to beef before. Simple sauces can make or break a dish, and the knowledge of how to make easy swaps can save the day when you suddenly realize you’re out of balsamic vinegar.

I hope you will use this cookbook to bring beef to your dinner table more often, learn something new, and have a good time cooking.
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1Beef Up Your Knowledge


Whether you eat meat every day or just once in a while, beef deserves a place at your table. It’s a great source of protein, tastes delicious, and is incredibly versatile, able to take center stage or play a supporting role. But it can be confusing figuring out what the various cuts are, let alone which ones work best with which recipes. Here’s a quick introduction to the basics of buying and using beef.

As a postscript, I’m a firm believer that we should understand where our food comes from. Whether you buy your meat directly from a local producer, at a farmers’ market or butcher shop, or in the grocery store, take some time to learn about how it gets to your table.
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What Beef Should I Buy?


For many of us, buying chicken or pork is pretty straightforward, but beef presents a medley of confusing choices. So let’s begin with a discussion of what you might find for sale. For starters, all beef sold at retail is inspected for safety and wholesomeness by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). After a carcass passes inspection, the producer can request that it be graded and (literally) stamped for approval. The different grades of meat are defined as follows.


Prime is the highest quality and accounts for about 9 percent of all beef that is sold. This meat has abundant fat marbling like little snowflakes evenly dispersed through the cut. The high fat content makes for more tender and flavorful cuts.



[image: ]


prime



Choice accounts for nearly 75 percent of the meat sold in the United States, making it the most commonly available grade. These cuts have a moderate to modest amount of marbling, offer generous flavor, and are still perfectly juicy.
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Select meat is leaner and has the least amount of marbling. These cuts tend to need more work in the kitchen to make them flavorful and tender.
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Unlabeled beef, also known as “no-roll,” does not meet any of the standards above. It ranges in quality but is still perfectly safe to eat and can be prepared in a scrumptious meal.



How Much Fat?

Lean-to-fat ratio. All beef contains fat, although the amount of it varies from cut to cut. Meat that comes from a more muscular part of the animal, such as the shoulders and legs, has less fat, while cuts from the back and loin have more fat. (See here for an explanation of the many different cuts of beef and where they come from.)

Lean means that a 100-gram serving (about 3.5 ounces) contains less than 10 grams of fat and 4.5 grams of saturated fat.

Extra lean means that a 100-gram serving contains less than 5 grams of fat and 2 grams of saturated fat. A ratio of 80/20, which is common for ground beef, means that the meat is 80 percent lean, 20 percent fat.

Marbling refers to the lines and flecks of fat within the individual muscles. The amount of marbling directly impacts the juiciness, flavor, and tenderness of a cut of meat.
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Cuts Demystified


Most people know a few beef cuts by name, but they are often unsure which ones are best for a particular recipe or how to best prepare them. The more knowledgeable you are about various cuts, the more you can swap them out depending on what’s available and the more reliable your results will be. More information means better cooking!

Simply selecting a piece of meat that looks like the right shape for a particular recipe may not yield the best results. For example, a chuck roast and a bottom round look similar but cook very differently. The same is true with a flat iron and skirt steak, or even filet mignon and a mock tender steak, which is just a center-cut chuck roast.

Cuts of beef are broken down into two main categories: primal and subprimal. The first thing a butcher does is divide the carcass into eight large sections, based on the area of the body and the function of the muscle. These primal cuts are the shank, brisket, rib, short plate, flank, round, chuck, and loin. Each of these is processed further into subprimal cuts, which are what you see on the label when you buy beef. There are more than 100 subprimal cuts, and the names often vary depending on geography.
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Primal Cut


	
Shank





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Stew meat, beef shanks (center and crosscut), lean ground beef





	
Description/ Notes


	
The shank is located on the lower abdomen and leg. Because those muscles are in constant use, the meat is tough and lean, containing an average of 7% fat.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
Slow and pressure cooking, braising. These cuts tend to require manual tenderizing (with a meat mallet or grinder), marinades to help break down fibers and to impart flavor, and low and slow cooking methods to keep the meat moist.





	
Common Uses


	
Stew, soup, osso buco, curry, pot pie





	
Primal Cut


	
Brisket





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Brisket point and brisket flat (often referred to as “points” and “flats”). The point comes to a tapered end and is a little rounder with more marbling throughout, while the more common flat brisket has a thick layer of fat on top of the meat.





	
Description/ Notes


	
Brisket comes from the lower chest. It is a flat, highly utilized muscle that is fairly lean and will be tough if not prepared correctly.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
A properly prepared brisket is life changing, but they are known for being challenging. Both cuts require long, moist heat to create succulent bites, therefore moist smoking, slow cooking, and braising are the best methods.





	
Common Uses


	
Pastrami, corned beef, BBQ brisket, burnt ends





	
Primal Cut


	
Rib





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Prime rib or standing rib roast (prized for its marbling and tenderness; expensive, as there are only two per cow), ribeye steak (also pricey), back ribs (less meaty, with a high volume of cartilage)





	
Description/ Notes


	
The large rib section comes from the center back of the animal. These cuts tend to be highly marbled, naturally juicy, and superbly flavored.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
These cuts require quick, high, and dry heat, whether in the oven, smoker, or on the grill.

Prime rib, usually reserved for special occasions, is typically served rare to medium rare with a nice crust.

Ribeye steaks are best with a nice sear over fire, in a skillet, or even broiled in the oven.

Back ribs are typically dry rubbed and then smoked or grilled.





	
Common Uses


	
Steaks, rib roast, BBQ ribs





	
Primal Cut


	
Short plate





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Short ribs, skirt steak





	
Description/ Notes


	
This section is on the belly directly under the ribs, neighbored by the brisket and flank. These cuts have a higher fat content than the chuck or flank regions, and each requires a different cooking method.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
Short ribs are best prepared using a pressure cooker, braising, or smoking.

Skirt steaks are thin, can be marinated or rubbed, and are best cooked with a sear.





	
Common Uses


	
Recipes calling for thin strips of meat: stir-fries, fajitas, sandwiches, pasta dishes





	
Primal Cut


	
Flank





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Flank steak (a little goes a long way with this cut, making it an economical choice)





	
Description/ Notes


	
Coming from behind the short plate on the belly, this meat is lean, thick, long, and tends to be chewy.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
Flank steak needs manual tenderizing or a long stint in a highly acidic marinade to break down fibers. It can be cut thinly and against the grain, which shortens fibers and makes it easier to chew.

Preferred cooking methods are prepared on the grill or broiled in the oven.





	
Common Uses


	
Recipes calling for thicker strips of meat: salads, pasta dishes, tacos, sandwiches





	
Primal Cut


	
Round





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Sirloin tip, top round, bottom round (rump roast), and eye of round. These lean cuts tend to cost less per pound.





	
Description/ Notes


	
The round comes from the hind quarters. Because the meat contains little collagen, it does best cooked low and slow with added liquid.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
Braising, pressure cooker methods, and roasting tend to work best. These cuts aren’t very flavorful, but with careful marinating, seasoning, and a good gravy or sauce, they can become showstoppers.





	
Common Uses


	
Philly cheesesteaks, pot roast, roast beef





	
Primal Cut


	
Chuck





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Chuck roast (sometimes labeled chuck eye roast, chuck pot roast, mock tender steak, or chuck roll roast), top blade, flat iron, country-style ribs (boneless), shoulder cuts, ground beef





	
Description/ Notes


	
The chuck comes from the shoulder and lower neck. These muscles are highly exercised but still have a good amount of fat and connective tissue. When cooked properly, chuck is amazingly tender. Ground beef from this area is ideal for hamburgers as it is about 20% fat.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
Versatile and easy to prepare, chuck roasts are ideal for long, slow cooking methods that result in a rich, tender dish.

A top blade is a roast with a tendon running down the center. Cutting along the tendon produces two blade steaks; cutting in the opposite direction results in two flat iron steaks.

The top blade section is one of the tastiest cuts, requiring just a bit of seasoning and a quick sear over high heat.





	
Common Uses


	
Pot roast, chicken-fried steak, cube steak, BBQ ribs, shredded beef





	
Primal Cut


	
Loin





	
Subprimal Cuts


	
Top loin, bottom loin, sirloin, and tenderloin, resulting in more than 20 subprimal cuts, depending on the butcher. The most popular are porterhouse, T-bone, filet mignon, New York strip, sirloin steak, chateaubriand (beef tenderloin), and tri-tip, although I find that tri-tips are easier to locate on the West Coast.





	
Description/ Notes


	
The loin section, located on the lower back of the cow, is a low-activity area that produces numerous desirable cuts.





	
Optimal Cooking Methods


	
With between 20 and 30% fat and varying levels of marbling, these cuts require little preparation and quick, dry heat sources such as a grill or hot skillet to produce mouthwatering results.





	
Common Uses


	
Filet mignon, beef Wellington, grilled or seared steaks, kabobs, skillet meals requiring tender meat that cooks quickly









Shopping Guidelines


Fresh beef should typically be cooked and consumed within 5 days of being packaged; otherwise, it should be frozen. Most beef is sent to stores as larger cuts, which are then broken down for sale. Some cuts may be frozen for future demand; for example, prime rib is more popular around holidays. Most stores label meat with either a “packaged on” or a “sell by” date, which is later than the packaging date, but there is no federal mandate to do so. Be mindful of which date is on the package and treat the meat accordingly.
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Here are a few more tips for selecting beef.

Check for “good” fat. Depending on the cut, look for intramuscular marbling, meaning flecks of fat present throughout the piece of meat. Seam fat, also known as intermuscular fat, is the thicker, solid layer on the edge of a steak or other cut. Depending on the recipe, you might be asked to trim this before cooking, but you can also use this fat to baste and flavor during the cooking process and then carve it off before serving.

Pay attention to the color. Freshly butchered beef is a deep burgundy color. Vacuum-sealed beef that was packaged directly after processing might be close to this color. Within a few minutes, however, oxidization and chemical changes in the myoglobin cause the meat to become the bright red you usually see at a store. After a few days, the meat will turn grayish brown. This doesn’t necessarily mean that the beef is spoiled, but it should be used or frozen soon. Changes in color are normal.

Look for liquid. The blood is drained from the carcass before butchering, so any red juice in the packaging is water combined with proteins. It is harmless but indicates that the package has been in the meat case long enough for the meat to have lost moisture.

Take a whiff. Meat with a funky smell might be nearing the end of its safe window for consumption. And while it isn’t possible to touch meat before buying it, if you have beef at home that has a tacky or slimy surface, toss it.



Storage and Handling


When you’ve made your selection, place the package of beef in a plastic bag, usually provided at the meat counter, to catch leaks and prevent potential cross contamination to other foods as you transport it. As much as possible, avoid letting it sit at room temperature. Keep meat cool by placing it with other cold-storage items in insulated bags or a cooler in your car and put it in the refrigerator as soon as you can.

According to the USDA, for the safety of all foods, refrigerators should maintain a temperature lower than 40°F (4°C), with an ideal holding temperature of 38°F (3°C). Anything above 40°F (4°C) is considered the “danger zone” where pathogens that cause foodborne illnesses can grow. Do not allow beef to sit out of the refrigerator for more than 2 hours before cooking. (See The Myth of Room-Temperature Meat.

Meat should be stored in its original packaging, in a plastic bag or airtight container to catch possible leaks. Keep it on the bottom shelf and toward the back, where the temperature is the coldest and isn’t as affected by the opening and closing of the doors.
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