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PREFACE


I AM ENAMORED OF THE NATURAL WORLD. Beyond cooking, I like to be a part of the harvest and dream of what to do with the glorious produce, seafood, meat, or whatever else it is I am collecting. Even in densely populated urban environments such as New York City, where I live, it’s possible to have a strong connection to the wilds where food comes from.


I find chamomile growing in sidewalk cracks, mulberry tree limbs hanging heavy with ripe fruit, ginkgo nuts in front of million-dollar town houses and in rough-and-tumble public parks, and lonely quince trees holding ground in front of new developments. I get so much satisfaction from taking the bounty and preserving it to enjoy later. How nice it is to go into my pantry before I begin making dinner for my family and find inspiration in a jar of pickled mushrooms or anchovies cured with garlic and olive oil. Then, when I think about using my collected bounty in a dish, I’m contemplating not only the flavors and which cooking methods to apply, but also the natural landscape from which the ingredients were taken. When harvesting food in this manner, it’s important to keep responsible stewardship in mind. As much as I am tempted to gather everything I find, the anticipation and hope for plentiful seasons to come remind me to not deplete a source beyond its ability to bear again next cycle. Take some, give some, leave some: it’s all a part of mindful foraging.


Because I live in New York City and not in a cabin in the woods, the Union Square Greenmarket is usually where I find inspiration and the raw resources for my restaurant’s menu. When I’m trolling the Greenmarket for treasures, I’m most often seduced by what others walk past, such as “wild hearts of palm” (otherwise known as cattails), a basket of angelica, or off-parts, such as the offal, heads, and bones that farmers have tucked away in coolers. I wear my excitement on my sleeve, and the farmer usually succeeds in selling me way more than I can possibly use. My solution is to preserve and to cure, to put up the bountiful now to enjoy with thrift later.


I didn’t grow up with a pickling and preserving tradition; that came later in life. I was most influenced by my wife and her family from Slovakia. They eat compotes with certain kinds of meat and pickles with others, and a walk through the woods to forage for the ingredients for these treats is, depending on the season, part of their weekly, if not daily, routine. Routine, but never mundane: there’s always a certain amount of ceremony to the anticipation and excitement of twisting a lid off a jar of preserved sloe plums or slicing up a link of homemade kielbasa. It is truly a celebration of seasonal food.


These occasions of wonder and joy have become a part of my tradition at home, providing context and meaning to the seasons. What could be more appetizing in the middle of February than frying up a chicken and serving it with a peach compote, or slathering a piece of hearty black bread with rose hip jam? Plan ahead by taking advantage of the season and capturing its essence, and later you’ll have the unexpected joy that comes from the spur-of-the-moment decision to pull out your last jar of homemade maraschino cherries to serve on top of a hot fudge sundae.


My fascination with curing and preserving was preceded by a love of food and its connection to our natural year. I went to Ohio University in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, where the farmland rolls along in gentle waves. During my junior year, some friends and I moved to a farmhouse about 20 miles out of town. It had a beautiful garden plot and a grape arbor. I was an English major and spent my days reading, writing papers, and cooking feasts for the whole house. I dabbled in wild yeast starters and got geeky-happy baking my natural-starter loaves.


Simultaneously, I fell in love with old herbal texts and began to see the world in a new light. So many remedies lurk in our landscapes, and so much beauty lies in the folk traditions of the herbal apothecary. I fell in love with the idea of food as medicine, and my favorite class became a science lab that focused on the medicinal foods of the southeastern Ohio valley. I vividly recall walking through the woods with this crazy-hippie professor — he’d do things like grab a big bunch of poison ivy, rub it all over his body, and then grab jewelweed (the natural remedy against poison ivy) and rub it wherever he’d put the poison ivy. Jewelweed is filled with an aloelike jelly, and after coating himself with the sticky nectar, he never did get that unsightly rash and fearsome itch. One of the course’s suggested readings was Euell Gibbons’s Stalking the Wild Asparagus, which is about foraging and using the resources that naturally grow in abundance all around us. It floored me, and I’ve never looked at the natural world the same way since.


The following winter, I did what all seniors do: wonder what the hell I was going to do with my life after college. I was taking a roast out of the oven when it hit me: I was happiest in the kitchen, cooking. My plan became to go to culinary school in New York City and live for a year in the country’s culinary capital. I wanted to learn to cook in a great restaurant and then open my own small auberge in the countryside. But the vitality of New York City captured me, and fifteen years later, I’m still here.


I graduated from Peter Kump’s (now the Institute of Culinary Education/ICE) and staged at Larry Forgione’s American Place, the best spot I could have landed, and perhaps the most influential American restaurant in the mid-1990s. I chose it because it had an amazing culinary reputation, but it wasn’t until I got into the kitchen that I realized what a great match it was for my style and all of the nascent ideas I had about food, harvesting, and honoring tradition and culture.


Larry was a font of stories and my first real culinary mentor. The research he brought to the kitchen regarding historical recipes and traditions and the partnerships he forged with local farmers and growers are foundations I call upon daily in my own restaurant kitchen. I stayed with Larry and his restaurants for three years and then went to Quilty’s to work with Katy Sparks, followed by a stint at Tribeca Grill and then Porcupine. It wasn’t until I worked alongside Peter Hoffman, at Savoy, however, that I truly felt at home. I knew how I wanted to cook, what I wanted to say, and finally I had found a simpatico kitchen where I could express myself. I worked with Peter for three years, and I’m indebted to him for expanding my knowledge of the hows and whys of food. Years later, our dialogue about the natural world continues, usually midmorning over a farmer’s table at the Greenmarket.


When it was time for me to move on, I accepted an incredible offer to run the kitchen at Inside Park, the restaurant adjoining St. Bartholomew’s Church, a historic landmark in Midtown. It was a space in which I could explore my growing fascination with the time-honored traditions of curing, pickling, and preserving. Inside Park is run by Sodexo, one of the largest food companies in the world, responsible for feeding hundreds of thousands of people on a daily basis. Working for Sodexo has expanded my knowledge of global food systems and our impact on the planet, and now, in my current role as a culinary director for the company, I find immense pleasure in extending my reach farther to make connections among the farms, people, traditions, and the foods we all partake of every day.


That’s my global perspective, but when I’m in my kitchen in New York City, I think of our microsystem here in the Northeast. I plan menus mindful of the season, with dishes inspired by the ebb and flow of urban surroundings, woodland, meadow, and seacoast. For example, when I find a plump, early-spring brook trout, as I think about how to serve it, I envision myself standing knee-deep in ripples of water with my fishing rod and satchel. I imagine what surrounds me — maybe cattails and fiddlehead ferns — and then I begin to picture the dish: fire-grilled trout, gently pickled cattails, and butter-sautéed fiddleheads.


Like the saying “What grows together goes together,” there’s a natural rhythm to the pairings. Fish from a brook served with greens and other plants that grow streamside makes sense on a plate and makes sense on the planet. I hope to capture this feeling in these pages, which is why I organized chapters according to natural environment: freshwater, saltwater, field, forest, and cultivated garden. Each setting offers a new journey. Through old-fashioned storytelling, a little history and lore, some cold, hard facts about preserving and curing, and my passion for these traditional folkways, I hope you’re enticed to go out into the world, pick something, and put it up in your cupboard. Enjoy not just the taste but also the memory of its discovery.


— MATT WEINGARTEN
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PRESERVING & CURING: HOW & WHY


FOR MILLENNIA, PEOPLE HAVE BEEN pickling and preserving as a way to extend the harvest and provide food and comfort during the cold winter. Before there were the catchphrases “seasonal,” “locavore,” and “farm-to-table,” what these words describe was the everyday reality of survival.


Today, what with refrigeration and freezing as well as vacuum-sealing and industrial canning, preserving the bounty of the season isn’t a necessity, but it sure is delicious and fun to do. In this book, I call on different methods to preserve food. I pickle, pack into jars and hot-water-process, cure with salt or oil, pickle with vinegar, smoke, and sometimes preserve in high-octane hooch. What follows is a brief tutorial into the hows and whys of each method. The rules are basic and the principles clear: Approach canning and preserving with joy and excitement, not trepidation and fear. (That said, there’s nothing wrong with checking the playbook for a gameplan. For the most precise rundown of USDA guidelines for canning and curing, check out the National Center for Home Food Preservation at http://nchfp.uga.edu.)


The Methods


Boiling-water-bath processing. Fruits or vegetables are packed with liquid into sterilized jars. The jars are submerged in boiling water and held there to destroy any microorganisms and to expel air (necessary for microorganisms to live). The jars are removed from the water, and as they cool, the lids compress and create a vacuum seal, preserving the integrity of what is inside.


Salt curing. Salt curing involves coating a large piece of meat or fish with salt and spices to draw out moisture and eliminate an environment friendly to bacteria. Note: Some recipes call for part salt, part sugar, to achieve a more tender, less salty product.


Sugar curing. This method of preservation, which is used most often for fruits, also draws out moisture. The process is slightly different, however, in that the moisture (in the form of sugar syrup) is almost always reintroduced to the fruit. This gives a more intense and pure flavor in the finished preserve.


Oil curing. In oil curing, items already cured are covered with oil or natural animal fat to seal in flavor and create an impenetrable barrier against microbes, moisture, and air. This is a great technique to use for duck confit, fish, and vegetables. It is crucial that whatever you plan to submerge in oil is thoroughly cured beforehand, as some forms of spoilage, specifically botulism, thrive in an anaerobic (airless) environment. (This explains health regulations dictating never to store raw garlic in oil: garlic is known to harbor the botulinum toxin.)


Pickling. This method of preservation involves packing raw, blanched, or cooked food into jars and covering the contents with an acidic salt solution. (Bacteria and molds don’t grow in a high-acid environment.) Sometimes pickled foods are further heat-treated in the jars by processing in a boiling-water bath (see above), which extends their shelf life.


Smoking. Often used in conjunction with dry curing, smoking inhibits spoilage through dehydration and the creation of a smoke covering that consists of the natural oils of the wood as well as carbon. This combination creates a hostile environment for microbial growth.


Picking Fruits, Vegetables, and Proteins


Fruits and vegetables should be unblemished, meaning no bruises, soft spots, holes, or gashes. They should be as fresh as possible. Fruits and vegetables intended for pickling are best slightly underripe; and for jamming or preserving, they’re best a hair overripe. Always wash and dry fruits and vegetables before using. Meat and seafood should also be as fresh as possible, preferably butchered on-site and at the moment of purchase. Try to purchase a whole fish and have the fishmonger fillet it for you before wrapping it up. The same applies to whole joints: If you don’t plan to bone the muscle at home, ask the butcher to do it for you. The idea is that the more surface area exposed to air, the more likely it is that bacteria will latch on and grow. Limiting the exposure slows spoilage.


Extending Shelf Life


The preserving liquid, be it a sugar syrup or a brine, is naturally balanced by the processes of cooking and reducing or curing. Any introduction of foreign matter might contaminate the whole lot. Follow these measures, and your preserves and pickles will last a long time.


1. Make sure anything the food is going to come into contact with, such as knives, bowls, plates, cutting boards, hands, and all surfaces, is thoroughly clean. Hot soapy water is the tried-and-true method to accomplish this; you can also add vinegar andor bleach to the water.


2. Sterilize all equipment. Immerse glass jars in boiling water for 10 minutes or run them through the dishwasher. Keep them under hot water or in the dishwasher until you’re ready to fill with the item to be preserved — hot glass ensures that a jar won’t crack when you fill it with a hot liquid. Prepare lids according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


3. After the food has been preserved, once you open a jar, the food within will last much longer if you don’t introduce bacteria. Thus, when removing from a jar or crock anything preserved in brine or sugar syrup (sauerkraut, dill pickles, or maraschino cherries, for example), always use clean tongs, fork, or chopsticks.




Equipment for Boiling-Water-Bath Canning


You don’t need much to start canning, but a few key tools will make the process easier, cleaner, and more enjoyable.


Mason jars. Get at least a half dozen in an assortment of sizes (half pint, pint, and quart are the most commonly used). You can reuse the jars after you empty the goodies inside, but buy new twist-on rings and lids for every canning session: they’re what make the vacuum seal.


Large pot with well-fitting lid. Available at most hardware stores and many a tag sale, the one you want should have thin sides and a massive capacity. Whatever the size of the jars you’ll be using, you must be able to cover them with at least 1 inch of water in the pot plus 1 inch of airspace between the top of the water and the lip of the pot (so the water doesn’t boil over). Make sure the canning pot has a lid.
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Canning rack. This rack fits inside the canning pot. Its function is to hold the jars safely in place so they don’t bump around and crack (or even worse, break) while in the boiling water.


Canning tongs. These rubber-lined tongs make removing boiling hot jars from the pot a cinch.


Lid wand. A plastic stick with a magnet at the end, a lid wand is used for retrieving lids and bands from the hot water after they have been cleaned or sterilized.


Funnel. This makes transferring hot fruit or liquid into a jar a simple and mess-free production.


Clean kitchen towel. Use to wipe the lip of a jar before securing its lid and band.


Digital scale. With this, weighing fruits and vegetables for exact measurements will be easy.


Food mill. A food mill is great for removing skins and seeds, and for giving a smooth consistency to fresh pulpy fruits.


Candy/jelly thermometer. Unlike a standard kitchen or meat thermometer, a candy thermometer is able to read very high temperatures.


Cheesecloth. You’ll need this for making spice sachets and for lining a sieve before straining.


Permanent markers and labels. It’s always wise to label your preserves: what you’ve got and when you made it.






Canning Step by Step


1. For canning jams, pickles, and other items to be stored in glass, fill clean jars, using a funnel. (It’s a good idea to have one extra sterilized jar ready just in case you need it for an extra juicy or leggy batch of preserves or pickles.) Leave enough headspace in the jar so that you’ll be able to boil the ingredients without them exploding. Follow these guidelines:


for vegetables, 1 inch of headspace


for fruits and tomatoes, ½ inch


for jams and jellies, ¼ inch


Clean the rim of the jars with a clean kitchen towel before covering with the lids. Fasten the lid and band.


Set up a hot-water bath and submerge the jars, placing them gently on the canning rack, and taking care to cover with at least 1 inch of water, at least 1 inch below the rim of the pot. Bring to a boil and boil for as long as recommended in the recipe.


2. When the processing is complete, use the canning tongs to transfer the hot jars to a kitchen towel–lined surface. Listen for the pops of the seals as the jars cool.


3. The next day, test the seal by pressing on the center of each lid. It shouldn’t bounce back. (If it does, the jar wasn’t properly sealed. Simply put that jar in the fridge and use right away.)


4. Store in a cool, dark, dry place, preferably between 50°F and 70°F, for up to a year. Although preserves are often fine beyond a year, their flavor, texture, and nutritional value may be compromised. Besides, after a year, the cycle begins again with a fresh batch of produce.



A Few Notes Regarding Other Methods of Preserving


Other methods of curing are fairly straightforward. Here are some points to keep in mind when salt curing, sugar curing, and smoking.


Salt curing. Always use a nonreactive vessel, such as a stainless-steel pot, food-grade plastic, or a ceramic crock. Salt not only pulls moisture from food, but it also extracts soft metal from pans, and that’s why aluminum pans are frowned upon. The taste of metal in your lovingly made preserves is highly undesirable, not to mention unhealthy. Salt curing will produce a dehydrated product that sits in a pool of its released juices. With some exceptions, you’ll be discarding the salt solution. The exceptions? Sauerkraut juice (see page 121), a great immune system–boosting tonic, stays, as does the maceration liquid of garum (see page 44), which is, in fact, the product you’re going for.


Sugar Curing. As with salt curing, use a nonreactive vessel (stainless steel, food-grade plastic, or ceramic). And just as salt does, sugar draws out moisture. (This explains why sweet drinks aren’t thirst quenching!) Unlike with a salt cure, however, the sweet sugar syrup is usually cooked down and reintroduced as the final step in making a preserve.


Smoking. There are two methods for smoking food, and the only difference between them is the temperature at which the food is held.


A hot-smoked item usually starts from the raw state and enters a smoke chamber set at a temperature between 125°F to 350°F. With this method, the food becomes fully cooked and is ready to eat right after the smoking.


Cold smoking is a much gentler method and is used either to softly infuse with smoke flavor a food that will be consumed within a few days, or to flavor a food that has already undergone a curing process.


High Elevation


If your kitchen is at an elevation above 1,000 feet, you must adjust the time for boiling-water processing of preserves:


1,001–3,000 feet increase processing time by 5 minutes


3,001–6,000 feet increase processing time by 10 minutes


6,001–8,000 feet increase processing time by 15 minutes


8,001–10,000 feet increase processing time by 20 minutes


In both methods, the word smudge describes the amount of smoke in the chamber, how aggressive the smoked flavor is, and the vibrancy of color at the end. You can control the smudge by two methods: by adding more damp wood chips or pellets to the fire or by regulating the baffle (vent) to the chamber to increase or decrease the amount of smoke filling the chamber.




Equipment for Smoking


Meat thermometer to determine when meats and fish are done.


Rack for putting meats and fish inside the curing chamber.


Smoke sticks for threading whole fish so they can be suspended in a smoke chamber (or over a live fire) or elevated horizontally over a pan in a smoker. Also useful for fitting lots of sausages in a smoker, way more than with meat hooks; hot dogs are traditionally smoked with smoke sticks.


Smoking chamber, where you’ll smoke the food. From an old-fashioned stone smoke-house or shed in which you build a small fire in the center of the room and allow the smoke to build up, to a large cabinet-size box with digital controls to release wood pellets onto a hot plate, to a more primitive barrel-shaped grill model fueled by indirect live fire, a range of smoking chambers get the job done. It’s a matter of how much control appeals to you.


Stainless-steel meat hooks to hang from a rack or smoke stick to elevate fish, joints of meat, and sausages, so that air can freely circulate around them to promote an even cure, drying period, or smoking.


Twine to hang the meats and fish.


Wood to make the fire and smoke. Usually a combination of fruitwood, such as apple and peach, for example, and hardwood, such as oak and ash.


NOTE: For some suppliers of specialty equipment, see Resources (see page 247).
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1 COASTLINE: GIFTS FROM THE SEA


OCEANS ARE THE ORIGINAL FORAGING GROUNDS and perhaps the last frontier for truly wild food. It takes very little effort to take a net, throw it in the water, and pull out whatever tasty bits live just beneath the surface. Standing at the edge of lapping waves and confronted by a seemingly never-ending horizon, I’m awestruck by the infinite possibilities.


Going back to ancient times, a port’s strength was the result of its access to the ocean: for defense, for trade, and for sustenance. Most people today focus on fresh fish; however, curing, salting, smoking, and drying seafood — including sea vegetables such as kelp, moss, and sea beans — once enabled civilizations to exist and empires to expand.


Figuring out ways to preserve a big haul for leaner times, as well as for transport and trade, was critical. Edibles from the sea are highly perishable; I imagine the first salt curing happened when someone pulled a cod from the sea, gutted and scaled it, dipped it back into the ocean to get a nice salty coating, and then left it to dry in the sun. This is one of the most basic and simplest methods of curing (and also one of the best).


Whenever I cure food from the sea, I’m reminded of the link between ancient civilizations and us, a connection that goes back to the dawn of man. We’ve managed to explore the skies, to send cameras to distant galaxies, but close to home, our own oceans and seas remain a mystery. Who knows how many species are yet to be discovered among underwater mountain ranges and huge coral metropolises?


The vastness of the ocean, the rhythm of its waves and how they echo the ebb and flow of life, its rich and teeming ecology, its connection to the moon: it all gives me pause.


Every year I try to get to a warm place in the winter, a place where I can put on a mask and fins and dive deep into the sea. Losing myself underwater, without gravity and sound, is as close to perfection as I can imagine. All the elements that existed to bring forth life are still elementally in this landscape, this primordial soup. The ocean is the source of life on this planet, making it all the more important that we use its resources responsibly and respect the wisdom that exists within its waters.



Arctic Char


ARCTIC CHAR IS A MOSTLY FARMED COLD-WATER FISH with a mild, sweet flavor reminiscent of its cousin the salmon. It’s smaller than a salmon, but its cool habitat ensures that its meat is still full of rich fat that is especially well suited to a good cure (cure a lean piece of fish such as cod and you end up with hardtack: brittle, chewy, and inedible without special handling).


With the ocean’s welfare in mind, I developed this recipe for Arctic Char Gravlax because there are steadily fewer good salmon to buy in markets. Arctic char is a great, sustainable choice that is often also quite a bit more economical than wild line-caught salmon from a local fishmonger. However, if you have the good fortune of being able to fish in the Northwest and catch one, by all means use salmon in this recipe instead.
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