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INTRODUCTION


Whether you wish to find ways of preserving your excess produce, saving money or just making something delicious, learning how to cure and smoke your own food is great fun. This book explains what is possible and offers encouragement: we want to give you the confidence and knowledge to get together the necessary materials and start experimenting with ingredients you may well already have in your fridge and larder.


THE BENEFITS OF CURING & SMOKING


Cured and smoked foods, with their distinctive flavours and textures, are part of our history, and in the days before supermarkets offered fresh food seven days a week these preserving methods were essentials skills. So why have a go at smoking and curing food today? Preparing smoked and cured food at home is not always cheaper than buying it from a shop (although it frequently can be), but the satisfaction alone is a good enough reason – the pride you feel putting your own cured produce on the table for your family and friends to enjoy is immense. What you produce will not taste exactly the same as the mass-produced equivalent; it will be unique and truly amazing. Our main motivation is the quality of the food we make.


It all starts with the raw ingredients. The humble salami, for example, is nothing more than pork meat, fat, flavourings and salt. Given the amount of effort you put in and the time it takes for the product to mature, it seems counterproductive to use anything other than the best ingredients you can possibly source. (For us that means rearing our own organic pigs – it’s an awful lot easier to buy the pork from a good butcher, but anyone who has reared their own pigs will understand the satisfaction we feel.) Keeping it simple allows the essence of the food to come through. Be in no doubt that any added ‘flavouring’ on a food label should set off warning bells – does ‘apple woodsmoke flavouring’ mean that a piece of meat or cheese been smoked in apple wood? Sadly not; it will probably have been rubbed in a smoky-tasting, orange-coloured chemical.


Just because we have moved from a rural-based, agricultural society and most of us now congregate in towns and cities doesn’t mean we can’t produce our own food. Anyone with even the smallest kitchen or yard can do a surprising amount of curing and smoking. We’ve been smoking cheeses and curing meats and fish for more than 20 years in modestly sized spaces, and it was only when we moved to our smallholding in 2005 that we started rearing our own meat. By that stage, we had honed our skills and had acquired the confidence to try anything and everything.


WHERE TO START


This book will encourage you to try all facets of curing and smoking to see what you enjoy. We show you all the key methods, as well as giving you ideas and recipes so you that can make a dish with your produce as the star. Keeping food for long periods does require a degree of common sense, so we point out where you should take care and when to be cautious. Once you have mastered the principles, treat the methods and recipes as guides and experiment.


Before you launch into one of the projects, it is worth taking stock of what you are trying to achieve. Quality, cost, flavour and availability are all valid motivators: our initial attempts at cold smoking came about because smoked cheeses were both expensive and difficult to find. Today they are much more plentiful, but the quality still leaves a lot to be desired. We love the fact that we can make a batch of smoked cheese – we can do up to 10kg (22lbs) at a time – for the cost of a bucket of sawdust (usually it’s free, but it’s only fair to give the carpenter who gave it to us some home-made produce in return) and the cost of the cheese. Rather than using a very basic cheese, as most commercially produced smoked cheese tends to be, we buy local mature cheeses when they are on special offer or will use a specialist cheese that takes our fancy. We also control the type of smoke we use to smoke it and exactly how smoky we make the finished product. As we have all these variables in our control we are able to make a unique product that is special to us – when was the last time you saw a beech-smoked Stilton or a chestnut-smoked Brie in the shops? They are both great, by the way, especially with a slice of nice crisp apple. We also love hot-smoked chicken as the mainstay of a salad, but had problems finding it. That was all the incentive we needed to learn about hot smoking, and now we can have organic hot-smoked chicken whenever we want.


CREATING SOMETHING SPECIAL


The pork we rear is of the highest quality and relatively expensive per kilo, as our pigs are much older than most that are reared commercially. For purely commercial reasons, farmed pigs are kept for the period of maximum growth and then slaughtered. Our pigs, however, are slowly grown and each piece of meat has taken a lot of effort. We could fill our freezer with joints of meat, use them carefully and savour every mouthful, but we like to find a way of adding value. When we cure or smoke our meat the resulting product is worth a lot more – for example, an air-dried leg of pork will be about 5 times the price per kilo of fresh leg of pork. So the air-dried pork we eat would have cost us a small fortune had we not made it ourselves. If you are not rearing your own meat, then find a good, independent butcher. You can follow recommendations, but it’s worth going and having a chat – though it’s best to try and avoid a busy Saturday if you want to spend some time understanding how the butcher’s meat is sourced.


Traditionally, people had a well-stocked larder to see them though the lean winter months. While few people are motivated to cure and smoke by the thought of having no food in the short, dark winter days, having your own stores does give you the flexibility of harvesting and gathering food when it is readily available and in season. There is, of course, the slight problem of having a large enough larder, so before you turn into a curing and smoking demon, it’s best to make sure that you have somewhere to store your hard work. As well as being a talking point over dinner, the home-made food you have put such effort into will be a treat for those who are constrained by what they can buy in the shops.


Flicking through this book, you will, we hope, have seen photographs of food you know you would enjoy, but you may not be convinced that you are capable of making it. You are! There is nothing in this book that is not completely achievable. We believe you will find curing and smoking your own food as rewarding, enjoyable and, above all, delicious as we do. It’s just a matter of having the desire to give it a try.
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PREPARING TO 
CURE & SMOKE
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When you set out to learn any new skill, you are faced with a mind-boggling number of choices. The main problem can be deciding when – and where – to begin. Most of the projects in this book can be started very quickly – you may need to take a shopping trip for some raw materials, but you will probably be able to get your hands on enough ingredients that are already in your kitchen to have a go at something straight away.


WHAT METHOD TO TRY FIRST


We suggest that you start by making what you love the most or what you cannot find in the shops. If you have ever been disappointed by bacon you bought thinking it was ‘premium’ quality and yet when grilled it lacked any flavour other than saltiness, do something about it and have a go. If you find the white residue that is released into the pan when you cook your cured meat a little worrying, take charge of your own destiny and make your own. We started with smoking cheese simply because we loved it and good smoked cheese was hard to find.


BRINING


Curing meat is an ancient skill, and brining is the most widely practised and fundamental of the methods. This wet cure is very forgiving and requires very little specialist equipment: a food-grade plastic container is all you need to get started. You will need some space in the fridge for your container of brine or at the very least a cool store. Try a basic cure first, then you can go on to vary the ingredients. If at first you do succeed, don’t be fooled into thinking you have mastered the art: you are immediately faced with lots of decisions. Do you make the same cure again to show how clever you are? Do you change the cut of meat and keep the same method. Do you vary the cure and add your own aromatics? There is no right answer, but the fun lies in the experimenting. Keep a notebook, and as well as writing down the date and details of what you did, make some tasting notes. It’s surprisingly easy to forget which of your many delectable dishes was your favourite.


DRY CURING


Dry curing can be a method in its own right, or the forerunner to air drying or smoking. The container required for dry curing can be as simple as a crock pot or a plastic food container. Using a hardwood box or barrel is the ultimate in traditional dry curing, and such items are sometimes available to buy, but start by using a simple tub. If you pop a couple of extra items into your trolley next time you are in the supermarket you will be able to start dry curing the moment you get back home.


Making gravadlax was one of our first forays into dry curing, which involved making a press (see Make Your Own Press), although you can improvise one. One day a side of salmon was on offer at the fishmonger and having bought it, we decided to ‘add value’, as gravadlax is probably three or four times the price of fresh fish. If we are completely honest, the press has never really saved us money, as we tend to eat a lot more of this delicious dish than most families. Not that we are complaining.


AIR DRYING


Most people love the idea of air drying meat – imagine having hams in the loft or salami and chorizo in an outbuilding – but trying to determine the perfect location for their maturing produce can stop them from having a go. It is worth remembering that there is more to air drying than legs of meat hanging up for all to see – air-dried foods range from bunches of herbs to beef jerky. By all means start by hanging up your excess chillies to dry in the kitchen, but there is something special about curing meat. You do not need specialist equipment to make salami, but this method does require some patience because the food takes time to mature as it dries out. You may as well be patient in the preparation, too: equipment can be expensive if you go out and buy it immediately, but hand mincers or sausage machines come up for sale on the internet or in the classified ads in the paper. Keep your eyes open and think ahead to improve your chances of spotting a bargain. And you can always improvise – we have made some very acceptable sausages on board a boat using a bicycle pump.


HOT SMOKING


With hot-smoked goods widely available in delis and supermarkets, you will already know if you like the flavours before you even make your first batch. Be prepared to be very pleased with yourself – ‘made at home’ is always better than ‘bought in a shop’! There are a number of rules to follow when hot smoking, so take the time to read about how to do it properly: at certain temperatures, microbes and bacteria can grow to dangerous levels (see Guidelines and Timing & Temperatures for more detailed information). A stove-top smoker is the usual place to start, as it is all but foolproof and can be improvised from items found in most kitchens. That said, with some rudimentary DIY skills you can build an impressive smoker that offers plenty of flexibility and allows you to expand your repertoire of smoked foods. Commercially produced domestic hot-smokers are readily available on the internet. If you are not keen on DIY, they are a functional, reliable solution.


COLD SMOKING


We have worn out several cold-smokers. Ours have always been based on oil drums, but any container that holds smoke for long enough to infuse your food will work. Cold smoking is probably one of the easiest ways to produce very tasty food that will surprise those around you, and as long as your chosen smoking box does not get warm enough to allow bacteria to grow, you will succeed. Before you begin, you will need to source some sawdust and wood shavings. Make sure they are pure apple wood or oak or whichever type of wood you prefer, otherwise you will fail to get the wood’s typical characteristics and flavours. Half a bucket is more than enough for one batch, but it’s best to source sacks so you can repeat and experiment with flavours. It is worth having a collection of different sawdusts so you can present a platter of flavours. Make sure you let people know you need the sawdust or shavings to smoke food, because they will be interested and well disposed towards helping you out. Letting them try your produce will stand you in good stead in the future.


EQUIPPING YOURSELF


We don’t like spending a lot of money on our equipment, but we do like good-quality items that will last a long time. If you decide you are going to make your own curing box or smoker, take the time to make something that does exactly what you want it to – not only is that satisfying in itself, but it will also become a family heirloom. It is also worth keeping your eyes peeled for second-hand equipment, but make sure the items are functional and not those that have been treated to make them attractive. If you know anyone else who cures or smokes food it is always worth asking them for advice, as most people are happy to share their ideas and experiences.
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1. BRINING





BRINING




INTRODUCTION TO BRINING




Brining is one of the most effective ways to preserve food. The great thing about this method is that it keeps the meat or fish moist, perfect for use in a variety of dishes. Adding strong flavours to a saline solution with a selection of herbs and spices means they really penetrate the meat or fish and enhance the taste. Brining takes a long time to do – normally 24 hours or more, so plan ahead and be patient. It’ll be worth the wait!


HOW BRINING WORKS


Brining is a simple process. Meat soaked in a mixture of water and curing agents becomes tender and stays moist, as the salt not only starts to break down tough muscle fibres but also interacts with the proteins in the meat so that the cells draw and retain water.
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GUIDELINES




	Use 500g (1lb) of salt for every 5 litres (8¾ pints) of water.


	Use at least 50% brine to meat; for example, 1kg (2lb) of meat will need a minimum of 500ml (17fl oz) of brine.


	Either use a bag to brine in or a container that is all but the same dimensions as the meat, adding more brine if necessary to immerse the meat.


	Always use at least the advised percentage of salt in the saline solution.


	Change the solution regularly if you are curing a large cut of meat.


	Always keep your food submerged and properly refrigerated, below 5°C (41°F).


	Never re-use a brine solution.





THE BRINE SOLUTION


You need salt and water to brine food. You can use any type of salt: table salt is inexpensive and easy to come by, while kosher salt has a cleaner flavour and dissolves more easily. Generally, brining is achieved with a large proportion of salt and a little sugar. However, you will find that some recipes require you to carry out a sweet brine cure after the initial brining (for example, see Pastrami). This is because sugar can also be a great way to cure meat and fish if it is used in the right proportion. Not only does sugar help with reducing the salty flavours but it also increases the growth of lactobacillus – a bacterium beneficial to the curing process.


TESTING THE BRINE


If you have a salinometer you can measure the saltiness of your brine exactly. As a rule, the best brine strengths for different types of meat are:
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