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			To Barbara


			The smoke that scents my brisket. The spice that lights up my sauce.
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			Introduction


			About this book


			Brisket has been part of my life almost from the moment I started eating solid food. For decades, braised brisket was the centerpiece of the Sabbath dinners that took place at the home of my grandparents Ethel and Sam every Friday night. No holiday dinner was complete without my aunt Annette’s magisterial brisket made sweet with dried fruits and kosher wine and enlivened with chunks of fresh lemon and freshly grated horseradish. 


			As a teenager, I ate my fair share of corned beef and pastrami at Baltimore’s landmark delis. And at college I had the good fortune to work for a delicatessen that did all its curing and smoking on the premises. After college, I moved to Paris to study the history of cooking and modern French cuisine, and there I experienced a different sort of brisket—slow simmered with red wine and root vegetables and served by the stylish name of boeuf à la mode. 


			Back in the US, I became the restaurant critic for Boston Magazine. My beat often took me to Chinatown, where I discovered red cooked brisket (braised with soy sauce, rock sugar, and star anise). As a roving freelance food writer, I ate ropa vieja (“old clothes” literally), brisket stewed in cumin-scented tomato sauce in Miami’s Little Havana, and bollito misto (a two-brisket boiled dinner) in Italy’s Piedmont region. From there it was on to what we then called Saigon (today’s Ho Chi Minh City) as a travel writer for National Geographic Traveler to report the pleasures of Vietnam’s brisket-rich beef noodle soup, pho.


			My immersion in the most famous brisket culture of all—Texas barbecue—came relatively late. The year was 1994—I just started work on the book that would change my life (and I hope many of yours): The Barbecue! Bible. I crisscrossed Texas, feasting on briskets the color of coal, cooked in metal and masonry pits that look like relics of the Industrial Revolution. Said briskets not only smelled of smoke—they were the essence of wood smoke, just as the meat was the quintessence of beef. Tender? Let’s just say that no knives were provided and none were required. If this was brisket, what had I been eating all these years? I wanted in, and I wanted more. 


			This book tells the story of my brisket obsession and education. And it’s written in the reverse order of how brisket came to play such a significant role in my life. 


			We start with the reason many Raichlen readers and viewers will pick up this book—barbecued brisket—in all its glorious manifestations, from Texas Hill Country packer brisket to Kansas City burnt ends, and from obscenely rich Wagyu brisket to a fiery Jamaican jerk. And—gasp!—there are two briskets you actually cook in minutes directly on the grill. Chapter 2, “Brisket Barbecued and Grilled,” is by far the longest chapter in this book, just as barbecue casts an oversize shadow on America’s culinary landscape.


			The next chapter deals with another distinguished branch of the brisket family tree—cured brisket. In it, you’ll find that triumvirate of great brisket deli meats: corned beef, pastrami, and Montreal smoked meat—all of which owe their rich umami flavor and inviting rosy hue to a curing salt called Prague Powder #1. (Later on, you’ll learn how to use these meats to make the ultimate deli sandwich: the Double-Down Reuben, lavished with both pastrami and corned beef.) And you’ll learn about corned beef’s lesser known, but eminently worth discovering cousin: Irish spiced beef.


			In subsequent chapters, we’ll explore brisket braised (including those steaming slabs of beef I grew up on), brisket boiled, brisket sandwiches, brisket appetizers, brisket side dishes, brisket for breakfast, the best sauces and rubs for brisket, and, yes, even a brisket dessert. Together we’ll circumnavigate the globe, just as I have done many times in my pursuit of the world’s best barbecue. 


			But first (in chapter 1), we’ll master the brisket basics, from how to buy, trim, cook, carve, and serve this majestic cut of beef to the necessary cookers and gear. 


			So fire up your smoker and haul out your stockpot and Dutch oven: The Brisket Chronicles is about to begin. 
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			Chapter 1


			A Crash Course on Brisket


			Brisket. Few words have the power to make you palpitate, salivate, and levitate. Whether smoked in a pit, braised by a Jewish grandmother, or simmered for half a day by a Vietnamese pho master, brisket ranks among the world’s most revered meats. Corned beef, pastrami, Montreal smoked meat, or bollito misto all start as brisket. 


			Brisket is easy—Texas barbecue, for example, requires only three flavorings: salt, pepper, and wood smoke. But easy doesn’t always mean simple. Brisket comes in a bewildering range of grades and cuts. Its chemistry and physics would daunt an honors student. Myriad are the ways you can cook it, but each involves insider knowledge and techniques. Fear not—you’ll find all the basics, plus some fascinating history and culture, explained here.


			


			WHAT IS BRISKET?


			Picture a steer. We’ll call him Sam. Born of Angus stock and weighing 1,400 pounds, Sam just celebrated his 16-month birthday. True, he’s less the man he was at 6 months, when a cowhand relieved him of what we politely call Rocky Mountain oysters, but he’s still a barnyard bad boy. Sam leads a good life, spending his first year grazing on grass under a big Texas sky, rollicking with his buddies. More recently, his diet switched to grain, and Sam feels bigger and stronger than ever. Hey, you know the saying: When a boy fattens up, he gains muscle. When a man bulks up, he gains fat. 


			Unlike a human being, Sam walks on all fours and, unlike us, he lacks shoulder blades. But he definitely has chest muscles. In a human, they’re known as pecs (short for pectoralis major). In Sam, we call them brisket. 


			Brisket Anatomy


			Actually, two muscles comprise Sam’s brisket. The first is a flat rectangular muscle nestled against Sam’s breastbone under the first five ribs and known as the pectoralis profundus. Butchers and brisket lovers call this the flat. 


			On top of the flat (but lower and more forward on the steer’s undercarriage) is a second muscle, this one thicker at the shoulder end, thinner at the other, and generously marbled with rich veins of fat. This second muscle, the pectoralis superficialis, goes by the name of the point. (In delicatessen circles, it’s called the deckle; we’ll use the term point throughout this book.) Connecting the two is a thick seam of pearl-white intermuscular fat called the seam fat. 
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			Each of Sam’s untrimmed briskets (he has two—a right and a left) weighs 12 to 18 pounds. This represents just 3 percent of his edible meat, but that 3 percent serves an outsize role in Sam’s well-being. They help Sam move—striding toward food, running away from danger. They enable him to stand up—and get up after he lies down to rest. Most important, they support his not inconsiderable weight—roughly 350 pounds per brisket.


			As a result, Sam’s well-exercised briskets have a very different composition, texture, and taste than one of his lazy muscles, such as the psoas major (beef tenderloin) or longissimus dorsi (prime rib). No, the brisket is as bad-boy as its owner. It’s a lot denser and tougher than steak, but when properly cooked, it has a rich, beefy flavor that just won’t quit. 


			Brisket Physics


			Being such a load-bearing, hardworking muscle, Sam’s brisket is laced with a connective tissue called collagen. Collagen consists of amino acids wound together in triple helixes to form elongated fibers called fibrils. Collagen (named for the Greek word for “glue,” of which it was an early ingredient) gives the brisket muscles their strength but also their toughness when cooked. 


			On account of this collagen, if you tried to cook Sam’s brisket like a steak—quickly over a hot fire—you’d wind up with a mouthful of shoe leather. That makes brisket a poor candidate for grilling (with one exception—the paper-thin-sliced Korean grilled brisket). But the same collagen makes it an excellent candidate for slow, low, moist-heat cooking methods, like barbecuing, boiling, and braising. (More on that here.)


			As you cook a brisket, this tough collagen gradually turns into tender gelatin—a process that begins at around 160°F. At the same time (at around 140°F), the fat starts to render (melt). For both transformations to take place, you have to raise the temperature sloooooooowly; otherwise the meat fibers will contract and toughen. That’s why barbecue pit masters insist that you have to cook brisket “low and slow.” 


			Brisket History


			Brisket’s big flavor and historically affordable price have made it a popular meat throughout history. The word bru-kette first appears in an English-Latin dictionary published in 1450. Over the centuries, you could read about brusket, briscat, and brysket. In the seventeenth century, brysket referred to the chest of a horse as well as a steer. (Sam would not be amused.) In 1709, we learn from a period tabloid called The Tattler that the Black Prince (one Edward of Woodstock) was “a professed Lover of the Brisket.” The first printed brisket recipe appears in The Experienced English Housekeeper by a Mrs. Raffald in 1769. (That’s seven years before the founding of the United States! You’ll find the original recipe on the facing page.) In colloquial British English, if you’re angry at someone, you might punch him in the brisket. 
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			The first brisket recipe appeared in this book in 1769.
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			Beef in the nineteenth century. Talk about smoky!


			


			Pork appears extensively in the culinary literature of Colonial America. Brisket does not. Nor does it surface in the nineteenth century, but here’s how writer Charles Frazier imagines it in his Civil War novel Cold Mountain: 


			When Ruby finally returned, she carried only a small bloody brisket wrapped in paper and one jug of cider. . . .


			Not hardly four pounds, she said. She set it and the jug on the ground and went to the house and came back carrying four small glasses and a cup of salt, sugar, black pepper, and red pepper all mixed together. She opened the paper and rubbed the mixture on the meat to case it, and then she buried it in the ashes of the fire and sat on the ground beside Ada. . . . 


			After Mars had risen red from behind Jonas Ridge and the fire had burned down to a bed of coals, Ruby pronounced the meat done and dug it from the ashes with the pitchfork. The spices had formed a crust around the brisket, and Ruby put it on a stump butt and sliced it thin across the grain with her knife. The inside was pink and running with juice. They ate it with their fingers without benefit of plates and there was nothing else to the dinner. When they finished they pulled dry sedge grass from the field edge and scrubbed their hands clean. 


			Brisket’s golden age in America wouldn’t arrive until the twentieth century. First with Jewish immigrants from Romania who pioneered the brine-cured, spice-rubbed, smoked, then steamed brisket we enjoy today as pastrami (see here). (They introduced it at an equally revolutionary new type of restaurant where you could eat it—the delicatessen.) Their Canada-bound cousins branded the preparation “smoked meat” and made it a Montreal sandwich icon 

			(see here). Around the same time, Irish immigrants brought brine-cured, boiled brisket to Boston and New York, where corned beef became an indispensable symbol of St. Patrick’s Day. 
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			Brisket debuts on a Texas menu. No, it wasn’t barbecue.


			

			THE OLDEST BRISKET RECIPE 


			Based on linguistic evidence, the English have enjoyed brisket for more than six hundred years. The earliest brisket recipe appeared in a cookbook called The Experienced English Housekeeper: For Use and Ease of Ladies by one Elizabeth Raffald, published by an R. Baldwin in 1769. 


			It’s a splendid, surprisingly modern preparation that uses bacon to moisten a brisket flat’s inherent leanness. Oysters may seem like an odd touch—until you consider the popularity of Worcestershire sauce (which contains anchovies) and fish sauce, which remain popular brisket flavorings and condiments to this day. Red wine becomes the base for the “gravy” (read: barbecue sauce). They even serve it with pickles, as do twenty-first-century pit masters, to counterpoint the fat. 


			The only note that would be jarring to modern taste buds is nutmeg—an enormously popular seasoning in eighteenth-century Europe (perhaps because earlier papal authority had proclaimed it a cure for the plague). But nutmeg does turn up in some modern barbecue rubs—used in moderation, it adds a pleasing musky sweetness. 


			You’ll recognize the method as braising (in red wine), so cook it in a Dutch oven. The instructions are easy to follow; the result is out of this world. 


			To make Brisket of Beef a-la-royal 


			Bone a brisket of beef, and make holes in it with a knife, about an inch one from another, fill one hole with fat bacon, a second with chopped parsley, and a third with chopped oysters, seasoned with nutmeg, pepper, and salt, till you have done the brisket over, then pour a pint of red wine boiling hot upon the beef, dredge it well with flour, send it to the oven, and bake it 3 hours or better; when it comes out of the oven take off the fat, and strain the gravy over your beef; garnish with pickles and serve it up.


			


			You may be surprised to learn that Texas-style barbecued brisket is a relatively new phenomenon. Undoubtedly, Texans have been eating brisket ever since Lone Star State pit masters first put meat to fire—but it was part of a barbecued whole animal or forequarter. According to Texas Monthly barbecue critic Daniel Vaughn, the first written mention of smoked brisket occurred in 1910—it was served not at a barbecue joint but at the deli counter of two Jewish-owned grocery stores: Naud Burnett in Greenville, Texas, and the Watson Grocery in El Paso. Watson’s clients, for example, could choose among “cooked brisket,” “smoked brisket,” and “corned beef.” 


			

			How Brisket Makes People Happy Around the World
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			It wasn’t until the late 1950s that Black’s BBQ in Lockhart became the first Texas barbecue joint to offer brisket as a barbecue specialty in its own right. Prior to that, pit masters would smoke the entire beef forequarter. If you wanted “lean” beef, they’d serve you shoulder clod; if you wanted “fat,” you’d get brisket. 


			Vaughn credits brisket’s ascension to barbecue Valhalla with two different technological revolutions in the meatpacking industry. The first was the publication of the Institutional Meat Purchase Specifications (IMPS) in 1958. For the first time, butchers and meat purveyors had a precise universal definition of the various beef cuts, including brisket. (In case you’re curious: the IMPS number for a packer brisket is 120; the flat is 120A, the point is 120B.) Prior to this time, butchering was done at community meat markets, with scant concern for uniformity. But large customers, like the military—and eventually grocery and restaurant chains—required a consistently recognizable product, and here the IMPS provided invaluable guidance. 


			The second advance was the advent of boxed beef in the 1960s. “In the old days, we bought our meat as hanging beef [half carcasses],” recalls octogenarian pit mistress Tootsie Tomanetz of Snow’s BBQ in Lexington, Texas (more on Tootsie here). “We’d butcher it in-house and grind the brisket into hamburger.” Boxed meat (cut into consumer cuts and packaged at the processing plant) brought uniform, neatly butchered briskets in vacuum-sealed plastic bags to meat markets and restaurants. Gradually (and surprisingly recently), brisket became the most revered barbecue in Texas. When Snow’s opened in 2003, for example, they typically sold a half-dozen briskets on the one day of the week they’re open to the public: Saturday. Today, they cook ninety briskets and can barely keep up with demand.


			If there’s one person responsible for the modern brisket craze, it’s Aaron Franklin of Franklin Barbecue in Austin. (Read all about him here.) Franklin transformed brisket from a regional Texas specialty to a cult meat prepared in places where you wouldn’t necessarily expect it, including Brooklyn, Los Angeles, and even Paris. This once Texas-poor-man’s beef earned Franklin highbrow acclaim in the New York Times and the New Yorker magazine, culminating in an unprecedented James Beard Award for best regional restaurant in 2015. 


			

			A Brief History of Brisket


			1400s


			The first written appearance of brisket (bru-kette) in the English language.


			1500s and 1600s


			Brusket, briscat, and brysket enter the lexicon. 


			1700s


			Mrs. Raffald publishes the first printed brisket recipe in The Experienced English Housekeeper. 


			1800s


			American food writing of the period is strangely silent on the subject of brisket, although Texans, Kansas Citians, and other Americans surely ate this versatile, flavorful cut of meat.


			1900s


			The first wave of brisket mania in North America, as European immigrants introduce pastrami, corned beef, and Montreal smoked meat. 


			1910


			The first written mention of smoked brisket in Texas—it is served at the deli counter of two Jewish-owned groceries. 


			1950–1960s


			Texas barbecued brisket makes its debut at Black’s BBQ in Lockhart and begins its ascension to cult status.


			2000s and beyond


			Destination barbecue joints such as Snow’s, Fette Sau, and Franklin Barbecue elevate barbecued brisket to the culinary stratosphere. 


			


			

			BRISKET SPEAK: At a Barbecue Restaurant or Competition


			Bark: The exterior of a barbecued brisket. When a brisket is properly cooked, the bark will be dark, salty, smoky, and crusty. 


			Burnt ends: Traditionally, the crisp, tough, fatty brisket trimmings pared off before the meat is sliced and served. Pit masters, like the late Arthur Bryant in Kansas City, would give them away for free to the customers waiting patiently in line for the restaurant to open. In modern parlance, “burnt ends” have come to denote cubes of smoked brisket (typically brisket point) that are slathered with sweet barbecue sauce and smoked again. These are burnt ends you pay for. (See the recipe here.)


			Deckle: What butchers call the fatty tissue between the brisket flat and the rib cage. It’s normally removed at the packing house. Note: In Jewish deli parlance, deckle is another name for the point (see below).


			Fat cap: The thick layer of waxy white fat atop a brisket. Some of this will be removed during trimming, but always leave at least ¼ inch. The seam fat is the thick layer of fat between the point and the flat.


			Flat: The lean, flat, trapezoid-shaped muscle that comprises the “bottom” of a brisket (although in fact, it’s anatomically located higher up on the steer, next to the rib cage—see Brisket Anatomy. This is the cut used to make lean corned beef.


			Packer brisket: A whole brisket with both point and flat intact. After trimming and cooking, 40 to 50 percent remains edible meat. 


			Point: The fatty muscle that sits atop the brisket flat. On a steer, the point is located on top of and forward of the flat. The brisket point tends to be more tender, luscious, and fatty than the flat. 


			Smoke ring: A subcutaneous band of reddish pink found at the periphery of a slice of barbecued brisket. It results from a chemical reaction between the nitrogen dioxide found in wood smoke and the myoglobin found in the meat. Historically, this was the telltale mark of a properly smoked brisket, but it can be replicated by rubbing the outside of a brisket with a curing salt, like Prague Powder #1 (sodium nitrite). See the box on the smoke ring here. 
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			Brisket Speak: At a Delicatessen
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			Corned beef: Brisket that has been cured in a brine with sodium nitrite and pickling spices. It is boiled, then sometimes steamed, but not smoked—at least not usually. (Here you’ll find a Brisket Chronicles first: smoked corned beef brisket.)


			Montreal smoked meat: Canadian pastrami. Unlike American pastrami, it’s cured with dry seasonings, not in a brine. 


			Pastrami: Brisket that has been cured in a garlicky brine with sodium nitrite, onions, and aromatics. Next, it’s crusted with coriander, black pepper, and other spices, then smoked. The final step is steaming. 


			“Cold”: Chilled pastrami, corned beef, or brisket. Chilling allows you to slice the meat paper-thin, which is the way I like it. (So did the character Leo McGarry on the political drama West Wing.)


			“Lean”: Lean pastrami or corned beef sliced from the flat section of the brisket. 


			“Fat”: Super-well-marbled pastrami or corned beef sliced from the point section of the brisket. Some people think of this as Jewish foie gras.


			“Hot”: Pastrami, corned beef, or brisket served hot from the steamer. Must be sliced thick or it will fall apart.


			


			Brisket Around the World


			Back to our steer, Sam. His brisket will probably wind up as barbecue in Texas or Kansas City, or at a delicatessen in the form of pastrami, corned beef, or smoked meat. 


			• If you’re Jewish, you likely grew up with brisket braised with aromatic root vegetables and/or dried fruits as the centerpiece for Rosh Hashanah and other holiday dinners. Or perhaps you ate it chilled and sliced paper-thin on rye bread slathered with mustard (or if you were a Raichlen, mayonnaise—heresy for everyone else), a deli platter classic.


			• In Ireland, brisket is “pickled”—cured in a brine flavored with salt, cloves, allspice berries, mustard seeds, and bay leaves, then boiled to make an electric pink meat enjoyed the world over. Traditionally, the salt came in grains the size of barley corns, so the meat became known as corned beef. 


			• The French braise brisket (poitrine de boeuf) with onions, carrots, bacon, and red wine to make a bistro classic: boeuf à la mode. 


			• In Germany and Austria, brisket braised with caramelized onions and beer becomes a comfort dish called Bierfleische (“beer-meat”). The Belgians and the French have a similar dish called carbonnade. 


			• Italians also braise brisket (both beef and veal) with red or white wine to make a soulful stew called stracotto. In Venice and Rome, they chop it and pile it on crusty rolls to be eaten as panini. In the Piedmont region in northern Italy, bollito misto reigns supreme. Picture brisket (again, both beef and veal) simmered for hours with chicken, beef tongue, and sausage and served sliced with tangy salsa verde (caper herb sauce). Traditionally dished up from a special silver trolley with great ceremony, it’s the world’s most elegant boiled dinner. 


			• Brisket is also beloved in the Spanish Caribbean and Central America, where it’s boiled, shredded, then simmered with cumin-scented Creole sauce to make the colorfully named dish ropa vieja, “old clothes.” Cubans deep-fry shredded boiled brisket with onions and garlic to make the equally poetic vaca frita, “fried cow.” 


			• Farther afield, brisket turns up in Kashmir, where it’s stewed in a thick paste of ginger, coriander, cardamom, and other spices to make a dish equally beloved by Pakistanis and Indians, nihari gosht. 


			• Koreans simmer it with glass noodles to make a rib-sticking soup called sulungtang. They also defy brisket physics by slicing it paper-thin and direct-grilling it like minute steaks (see here). 


			• Singaporeans simmer it in stews; the Chinese “red cook” it with soy sauce and fragrant star anise (see here). 


			• And more than 8,000 miles away from Sam’s pasture, brisket becomes another national dish and cultural treasure, pho chin nac (colloquially referred to as pho in the West)—the beef noodle soup eaten just about any time of day or night in Vietnam. 


			In other words, brisket has achieved culinary cult status around the world, and the multiplicity of dishes—soups, stews, sandwiches, and smoky slabs of meat—attests to its universal appeal. 


			Brisket Today and Tomorrow 


			Like any cult meat, brisket and how it’s cooked continue to evolve. Consider that epicenter of Texas barbecue, Austin: On a recent trip there, I enjoyed brisket ramen and 

			brisket “hot pockets” at the Asian-Texas fusion restaurant Kemuri Tatsu-ya. Aaron Franklin and Tyson Cole (who is the owner of Austin’s renowned Uchi restaurant) serve 

			kettle corn with brisket bits at their sizzling Asian smokehouse, Loro. In Austin, you could start your day with 

			brisket breakfast tacos at Valentina’s and snack on 

			brisket tots at EastSide Tavern. What’s next—a brisket dessert? It’s already here in the form of the 

			brisket chocolate chip cookies served by Evan LeRoy at his LeRoy and Lewis food truck. 


			Why Brisket, Why Now? 


			So what is it about brisket that inspires such reverence and mystique, that makes it such a culinary icon and—dare I say—fetish? 


			Well, first there’s the flavor and texture. Like all well-exercised muscles, brisket possesses an extraordinarily rich, soulful, beefy flavor. When properly prepared, it becomes tender, but even when smoked or braised for the better part of a day, it retains a satisfying chew. 


			Then there’s its versatility. You can braise it, boil it, bake it, and, yes, even grill it. Served by itself, it dominates the meal, but it also makes a welcome addition to sandwiches, soups, stews, and stir-fries. 


			Price is a factor, too, and while brisket costs a lot more than it used to, it’s still a relative bargain compared with, say, prime rib or beef tenderloin. 


			And there’s no discounting good looks, for few food sights have the majesty of a whole, crusty, dark brisket hot out of the smoker. Or a steaming, kaleidoscopically colorful bowl of Vietnamese pho. 


			Finally, there’s the sheer challenge of barbecuing a brisket and the unabashed sense of triumph you feel when you nail it. Aaron Franklin puts it this way: “Ribs cook in a few hours. Pork shoulder is virtually impossible to screw up. But brisket requires fifteen hours of constant attention and supervision, and, believe me, there are no shortcuts. People know what you had to go through to get it right.”


			This book is about brisket in all its multifarious glory. Brisket cooked outdoors in the best American barbecue tradition. Brisket cooked indoors in Dutch ovens and stockpots. Brisket cured to make corned beef, pastrami, and smoked meat. Brisket used to enhance everything from baked beans and baked potatoes to scones. Brisket may seem simple (many recipes require only the meat, plus salt, and pepper), but it isn’t always easy. In the following section, you’ll find everything you need to know about preparing brisket, from buying and seasoning it to cooking and serving it. 


			HOW TO BUY BRISKET—GRADES AND CUTS
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			Choice versus Prime? Grass-fed or Wagyu? Point versus flat? Brisket comes in a wide range of grades and cuts. The first step in brisket mastery is understanding them and buying the right cut for you. 


			Cattle Breeds


			There are more than 250 recognized breeds of cattle in the world. Popular breeds here in the US include Angus, Hereford, Texas Longhorn, and Brahman. Farther afield, you find Jersey and Aberdeen Angus in the UK, Charolais in France, Chianina in Italy, Charbray and Brangus in Australia, and Japanese Black and Red (Akaushi) in Japan. Most North American brisket masters use Certified Angus Beef, colloquially known as CAB. 


			Making the Grade


			Once processed, the beef is graded according to the amount of intramuscular fat (marbling) in the rib eye between the twelfth and thirteenth ribs. The quality of the final brisket varies with the cattle breed, how it’s raised, what it eats, and how it’s graded. In descending order of richness you find the following:


			Prime has the most marbling (and correspondingly, the highest price), with fat ranging from “abundant” to “moderately abundant” to “slightly abundant.” (Quotes indicate USDA language.) Only 3.8 percent of the beef sold in the US merits the grade Prime. Look for Prime brisket at high-end butcher shops and meat markets. A small but growing number of barbecue restaurants, like Franklin Barbecue in Austin, serve only Prime brisket.


			Choice beef has a “modest” to “small amount of marbling.” This is the grade sold at most supermarkets and served at many barbecue restaurants. It may lack some of the fat of Prime, but it still has plenty of flavor.


			Select beef has a “slight” amount of marbling, but costs less than Prime or Choice. Most of it goes to food service, but you sometimes find it at the supermarket. Before you dismiss it outright, know that Select is the grade served at Snow’s BBQ in Lexington, Texas. 


			Choice Plus/Top Choice/Upper Choice, etc.: Many packing houses reserve their best Choice briskets for restaurants and institutional customers. They sell them under proprietary brand names, like Ranger’s Reserve, Boulder Valley, Seminole Pride, and so on. You may see these referenced on restaurant menus—or occasionally sold at meat markets. Expect a brisket with a little more marbling than Choice but less than Prime. 


			Wagyu: Native to Japan and now raised worldwide (including in the US), Wagyu beef is prized for its exceptionally generous marbling. A great Wagyu brisket will all but ooze with fatty goodness when you bite into it, with a buttery richness that lingers on your tongue long after you’ve swallowed it. But much Wagyu brisket sold in the US isn’t much richer than conventional Prime beef. 


			American Wagyu beef is rated by its BMS (beef marble score), with 3 being the lowest and 12 being the highest. Sometimes you’ll hear Wagyu referred to as A5, which designates a BMS of 8 or higher. This is extraordinary beef—some of the best on the planet. Picture white lace over a red tablecloth and you get a good idea of what A5 Wagyu looks like. Lower-ranked Wagyu is more on par with USDA Prime beef (which rates 4 to 5 BMS). This fatty goodness does not come cheap: Wagyu brisket typically costs two to four times as much as Choice brisket. Two good sources are Mister Brisket (misterbrisket.com) in Cleveland Heights, Ohio, and Idaho-based Snake River Farms (snakeriverfarms.com). 
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			Wagyu brisket. Now that’s what you call marbling!


			


			Kobe: Refers to Kuroge Washu and Tajima breed steers raised according to strict guidelines in Japan’s Hyogo Prefecture. Only a handful of restaurants are allowed to import and serve it in the US. Be very wary of brisket labeled “Kobe” in this country. I can almost guarantee you it’s not the real McCoy. 


			Grass-fed: Bos taurus (the domesticated cow) evolved as a grass eater. Grass-fed brisket has a distinctive flavor that ranges from herbaceous to minerally. Here in America, most grass-fed beef tends to be pasture-raised on small family farms. So if you’re concerned about eating humanely raised beef that’s free of antibiotics and growth hormones, grass-fed brisket is your ticket. (Food activist Michael Pollan would approve.) On the downside, grass-fed brisket tends to be leaner and tougher than grain-fed, making it more challenging to cook. One good source for superlative grass-fed brisket is Strauss Meats (straussdirect.com). Note: If you happen to live near or visit Charlotte, North Carolina, Vance Lin and Lindsay Williamson of the Farmhouse BBQ catering company (goodforyou.com) serve excellent grass-fed barbecued brisket at local fairs and farmers’ markets.
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			Grass-fed brisket: lean meat, great flavor


			


			Craft beef: A new term coined by the online beef marketing company Crowd Cow to refer to “beef produced by small-scale, independent farms with an emphasis on unique flavors and high ethical standards.” In other words, it’s the opposite of the feedlot commodity beef found in most American supermarkets. I can tell you firsthand, it’s great meat. For more information and ordering, visit crowdcow.com.


			Grain-fed: Corn-fed cattle grow faster and bigger than grass-fed, and their meat has a rich, appealing mouthfeel. Virtually all industrially raised beef is corn-fed—a diet that often requires treating the steers with antibiotics to keep them healthy in the feedlot. From a strictly taste-centered point of view, most Americans prefer grain-fed beef. One compromise is to buy grass-fed, grain-finished beef—ideally from a local or family farm that raises its cattle humanely. Remember: How your meat is raised matters as much as how you cook it. 


			Wet-aged beef/dry-aged beef: Freshness matters for seafood, but if you were to try to cook meat from a freshly slaughtered steer, you’d be surprised by how tough and dry it tastes. Aging improves the texture and flavor of all beef, and that aging can last anywhere from a few days in a vacuum-sealed plastic bag (wet aging) for typical supermarket beef to four to six weeks or even more unwrapped in a meat locker (dry aging). Aging produces the most dramatic results in the tender muscles that give us steak. According to Dr. Jeffrey Savell, Distinguished Professor of Meat Science at Texas A&M University, aging does not significantly improve a tough muscle like brisket. I can’t recall experiencing a single dry-aged brisket on my travels around Planet Barbecue. 


			Veal brisket: Nearly all of the brisket cooked in North America comes from steers, but in Italy, people love veal brisket. Here you’ll find a recipe for Venetian braised veal brisket. The bollito misto contains both veal and beef brisket. You’ll probably need to special-order veal brisket from a butcher. One good mail order source is straussdirect.com.
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			Veal brisket: Note the lighter color of the meat.
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			A 4-pound section of brisket comprising both the flat and the point
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			The brisket flat


			


			

			[image: ]


			The brisket point


			


			The Cut


			As we have seen (here), brisket is comprised of two muscles: the pectoralis profundus (the lean flat) and the pectoralis superficialis (the fatty point). Together they comprise a packer brisket. This is a full brisket—12 to 18 pounds—and it’s what the pros smoke at the great barbecue restaurants in Texas, Brooklyn, and beyond. Supermarkets rarely display full packer briskets in the meat case (unless you live in Texas), so you’ll likely need to order one ahead of time from the meat manager or your local butcher. Note: Sometimes meat markets sell partially trimmed packer briskets typically weighing more in the neighborhood of 10 pounds. 
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			A whole packer brisket


			


			More often, what you will find at the supermarket are brisket flats, often cut into 3- or 4-pound sections, or on rarer occasions, fatty brisket points. The markets where I shop typically sell 4- to 8-pound sections of packer briskets that include both flat and point. Use these sectioned packer briskets or whole points for barbecuing. Four to 6 pounds is ideal—unless you’re up to smoking a whole packer brisket, which is even better. (It’s difficult to barbecue a brisket section weighing less than 3 pounds—it dries out before you get it fully cooked.) 


			Use brisket flats or smaller sections for boiling, braising, and stewing—or barbecuing draped with bacon (as described here) or in the style of 

			Kansas City. 


			Curiously, brisket changes shape slightly from season to season, depending on market conditions. When brisket flats are at a premium, a packer brisket may come with more point and less flat. Brisket points are in high demand in Korea, so often this part gets exported, with the lean flat remaining in the US. Brisket prices tend to spike just before St. Patrick’s Day, Rosh Hashanah, and other holidays at which brisket is traditionally served. 


			Bottom line: Buy Prime brisket when you can; Choice or Choice Plus when you’re on a budget; and Wagyu when you’re feeling really extravagant. Look for NHTC (non-hormone-treated cattle) and avoid beef treated with antibiotics or HGPs (slow-release hormone growth promotants). Ask questions—you’ll get better brisket and your butcher will respect you more. 


			TRIMMING BRISKET


			You can imagine that there are many opinions on the proper way to trim a brisket. Some restaurants, like Snow’s BBQ, trim quite radically (a 14-pound packer gets trimmed down to 6 to 8 pounds). Other restaurants hardly trim at all. In Kansas City, they routinely separate the point from the flat and smoke them separately, serving the point as burnt ends and the flat thinly sliced for sandwiches. 


			Aaron Franklin of Franklin Barbecue in Austin has turned trimming into high art. He starts by squaring off the long sides, then trimming the fat on the top and bottom. He cuts off the thin edges, which would burn in the smoker. (Some restaurants turn these flap pieces into chicken fried steak.) His briskets have rounded edges—the beef equivalent of an Airstream trailer. “Smoke and air don’t move in a linear fashion,” explains Franklin. “An aerodynamic brisket just cooks better.” 


			My own trim style loosely follows the Aaron Franklin method, but with a little more fat removed from the seam between the point and the flat. See step-by-step photos for details.


			But however you trim, always leave at least a ¼-inch-thick layer of fat on the meat to keep it from drying out. When in doubt, err on the side of more fat. 
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			1. Trim one slender edge off the flat section of the brisket.
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			2. Trim the slender edge off the other side of the brisket flat.
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			3. Trim the excess fat off the top of the brisket, but leave at least ¼ inch of the fat.
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			4. Cut out some of the seam fat between the point and the flat.
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			5. Cut out most of the hard lump of fat at the top and end of the point, again leaving a ¼-inch layer of fat. 
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			6. Trim off the hard pocket of fat on the underside of the brisket under the point. 
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			7. You can see how lean the underside is, and you can see the tight grain of the brisket flat. 
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			8. Hang on to the fat trimmings—you can use them to grease the grill grate or to make Brisket Butter.


			


			

			Brisket Hack: Brisket is easier to trim when it’s cold. Place it in the freezer for 30 minutes before trimming. 


			


			COOKING BRISKET—The OVERVIEW


			Brisket is a tough, flavorful cut loaded with a chewy connective tissue called collagen. Over the centuries and around the world, brisket lovers have relied on moist, low-heat cooking methods to make it tender. If you live in Texas or Kansas City (or elsewhere in America’s barbecue belt), for example, you likely cook your brisket outdoors in a smoker or barbecue pit. If you live in Latin America, Europe, or Asia, you probably use a Dutch oven, stockpot, or wok. Here are the traditional ways to cook brisket, plus one that proves the exception to the rule. 


			Barbecuing/smoking: For many Americans (and Raichlen readers and viewers, of course), this is the only way to cook brisket. You fire up your smoker (offset, water, drum, pellet, electric, what have you—see here). You burn wood or charcoal (or a combination of both), working at a temperature between 225° and 275°F for a cooking time that typically runs 12 to 14 hours for a whole packer brisket (somewhat less for flats). You wrap the brisket in butcher paper two-thirds of the way through the cook. Once it’s cooked, you rest the brisket in an insulated cooler for 1 to 2 hours before carving. The result? Crusty bark and luscious meat, with smoke, salt, and spice in perfect equipoise. 
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			Texas-style brisket—barbecued


			


			Braising: If you grew up in a Jewish family like I did, this was probably the first way you experienced brisket: braised in a covered pot with aromatic vegetables or dried fruit (or both) in a generous amount of liquid (ranging from water to wine to Coca-Cola). Braising takes its name from the French word for embers (braises). In the old days, you’d braise in a Dutch oven in your fireplace, the pot nestled in the embers, with more embers on the lid. Today, most of us braise in the oven, but the fiber-penetrating steam and low, moist heat still render the toughest brisket fork-tender. Added advantage: You make a sauce right in the pot. 
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			Holiday brisket—braised


			


			Stewing: Cut the brisket into smaller pieces and simmer it in considerably more liquid and you have another popular method for cooking brisket: stewing. Spanish Caribbean and Central American cooks stew shredded brisket in a cumin-scented tomato sauce to make the colorfully named ropa vieja. Stewing is generally done in a deep pot on the stove. 
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			Ropa vieja—stewed


			


			Boiling: This is the simplest method of all for cooking brisket: You place it in a pot of water (usually flavored with aromatic vegetables, fragrant herbs, and pungent spices) and boil it into submission. It sounds simple-minded—even boring—until you pause to remember that boiling produces three of the world’s most revered brisket dishes: Italian bollito misto (mixed boiled meats), 

			Vietnamese pho (beef and rice noodle soup), and 

		Korean sulungtang (brisket glass noodle soup). Nor should we forget New Zealand’s “boil up” (brisket or pork boiled with aromatic vegetables). Boiling is often done in two stages, starting with an initial boil called blanching, which removes the surface impurities. (Blanching typically takes 3 minutes of boiling, after which you rinse the meat, discard the boiling liquid, and wipe the pot clean.) A second boil (or more accurately, simmer) in fresh water does the cooking. Boiling actually serves two purposes. It cooks and tenderizes the meat, of course. But it also transfers the rich beefy flavor of the brisket to the broth. Note: In Cuba, boiling is combined with deep-frying to make a crispy shredded brisket dish called 

		vaca frita (“fried cow”). 
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			Pho—boiled


			


			Grilling: Normally, direct grilling a tough cut like brisket would be a recipe for disaster. Well, here’s a shocker: At Korean grill parlors, they routinely direct grill brisket on tabletop braziers. The secret is to freeze the brisket, then slice it paper-thin on a meat slicer (or in a food processor). Grilled brisket has a completely different texture and flavor than smoked brisket. I love its crisp, fatty, beefy richness. (Try the recipe here.)
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			Korean brisket—grilled


			


			BRISKET Cookers and gear


			Here in North America, the most popular way to cook brisket, of course, is barbecuing. You do it outdoors in a barbecue pit, smoker, or grill (set up for indirect grilling—or direct grilling in the case of the Brisket “Steaks” and Korean Grilled Brisket in chapter 2). But while barbecued brisket is king in the US, much of the world’s brisket is cooked indoors on the stove or in the oven. Indoor brisket includes Irish corned beef, Spanish Caribbean ropa vieja, Jewish braised brisket, Italian bollito misto, and Vietnamese pho. 


			Here’s what you need to cook brisket indoors and out. 


			Indoor Cookers


			[image: ]


			Dutch oven: Thick-walled and heavy-lidded, and twice as wide as it is tall, this is the quintessential pot for braising a brisket. A tight-fitting lid is essential for holding in the steam, which in turn is essential to cooking and tenderizing the meat. Three good brands are Staub, Lodge, and Le Creuset. 
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			Stockpot: A waist-high stockpot dominates the kitchen at Pho Hoa Pasteur in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, where brisket, oxtails, and aromatic vegetables simmer for the better part of a day to make pho. You won’t need a stockpot quite that big, but choose one that holds at least 3 to 4 gallons, with thick walls to distribute the heat. It’s also useful for making Italian bollito misto and boiling the brisket for 

			ropa vieja. 
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