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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





Introduction





Lidgate’s is a fifth-generation butcher’s shop in the leafy streets of Holland Park, west London. As part of the proud tradition of British family butchers, it is a magnet for cooks, chefs and dedicated carnivores, who come in search of anything from a lunchtime sausage roll to a magnificent rib of grass-fed beef for a dinner party.





We’ve written this book to share Lidgate’s specialist knowledge with meat-eaters everywhere. It’s a collection of recipes, often developed in our own kitchen, that suit every occasion, from a midweek supper to a Sunday lunch, from a casual barbecue to a special celebration. It will also help you to discern a good butcher, choose the best meat, find out how to cook it and learn how to cut and carve it.


From past to present


Alexander Lidgate founded the family business in 1850, and was succeeded by his son Charles. It was hard work and the hours were long, but butchery is a sociable business. The family story goes that Charles would buy from Smithfield, London’s wholesale meat market, have a few beers afterwards with colleagues, and his horse could lead the meat-laden cart back to the shop unaided.


The business opened a new chapter in 1959 when 19-year old David Lidgate was thrown in at the deep end, having to manage the shop after his father retired due to ill health and then died young. David was a passionate rugby player, but suddenly had to focus his energy on the family shop – indeed, to ensure it survived. It’s said that an instinct for good meat is in the blood and he quickly developed a sense for good quality. He also studied the fine meat traditions on the Continent, and had an epiphany whilst visiting a village in Austria. Here he found a tiny shop run by an immaculately dressed butcher with gleaming knives. Pieces of meat were carefully set out on a wooden block, like items of jewellery, and behind the shop he discovered £10,000-worth of the latest butchery equipment. Nothing was wasted: every scrap of meat was turned into an astonishing range of high-class sausages. The days of spit and sawdust were over.


Once back home, David converted a room above the shop into a well-equipped kitchen, and Lidgate’s started to make sausages, pies, charcuterie and ready-to-eat dishes. Within a week of employing a cook to undertake some of this work, the shop display changed to ensure that passers-by stopped and shopped.


The rise of Lidgate’s as a modern butcher came at the time when meat-graders cared more about size and standardization than flavour. From 1981, beef had to be priced according to a European grading system that favoured fast-growing Continental breeds fed on cereals, rather than British cattle nurtured on grass that provided high-quality meat with relatively little maintenance. David thought this trend as ridiculous as pricing wine according to its bottle. A marker of this trend was that the renowned Perth Bull Sale went from selling nearly all native breeds to virtually none.


As farming and retailers headed largely in one direction, Lidgate’s went in another, deciding to prioritize the breed, feed and slaughter of the animal, how the meat was hung and cut, and all the other details that go into acquiring the best possible quality. Taste was all important – a standard they upheld in a retailing world that favoured quantity over quality. Now the pendulum has swung back, with chefs and meat fans also favouring native breeds, grass-fed animals and top-notch quality. Discerning shoppers are once again appreciating what they can get from a specialist independent outlet.



Danny Lidgate, David’s oldest son, now heads the business. Like his father, he regards meat not just as raw cuts, but as food on a plate. As boys, he and his brother Ben glazed hams, helped carry customers’ bags to their cars, and handed out mince pies and mulled wine to the long Christmas queue. From the age of 17, he trained for four years in the Smithfield Unit of Walthamstow College, and worked in different places, from a cheap-and-cheerful London shop to Denmark’s first organic butcher. He went back to the family shop with a broad perspective and took over the reins from David in 2009, at the age of 30, with Ben as company secretary – the fifth generation of Lidgate butchers.


Go into Lidgate’s today and you will see many signs of the traditional business it has always been: an old-fashioned clock above the door, a framed horseshoe from the days when Lidgate’s salesmen took a horse-and-cart around the neighbourhood to drum up business, customers being served by butchers sporting boaters and deliveries made by drivers wearing ties. People still pay for their purchases at a separate cash desk at the end of the narrow shop, and here they can ask yet more questions about how to cook their meat. Yet there’s a youthful energy from all the comings and goings in this early Victorian building, with its warren of rooms. There is the larkiness of butchers, but also serious craftsmanship and a great respect for their meat.


In the main cutting room behind the shop, a rotation of some 20 butchers uses the latest kit to turn carcasses into cuts that are ready to cook. In the kitchen above the shop, three or four cooks develop and cook recipes that make the most of the cuts and offcuts, including Lidgate’s versions of classics such as chicken and ham pie and Cornish pasties. A specialist sausage-maker turns out more than 20 different varieties of banger, all made freshly each day. Downstairs, the butchers think up new ways of making the most of meat, such as unusual kebabs and specially stuffed and tied roasts.


Some of the skills being passed down to apprentices go back to the old traditions of high-quality butchery established in the West End. Then as now, butchers learnt from working in a number of shops, and some Italian and French butchers put down roots in London and introduced their Continental practices. A spirit of cooperation and learning is fostered today by Lidgate’s membership of the Q-Guild, a group of UK craft butchers that strives to uphold standards and encourages visits to other shops. David Lidgate was instrumental in starting this organization in 1987 because he noticed how skills and knowledge were haemorrhaging from the trade as fewer family butchery shops were passing from father to son.


Like London itself, Lidgate’s is cosmopolitan and a hub of world food. The shop’s 34 staff come from many different places, including Brazil, Japan, France and Eastern Europe, and each brings his or her own particular crafts, ideas and recipes into the mix. As a specialist retailer, Lidgate’s must move with the times to survive and thrive.
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The butcher’s trade


It is commonly said that a butcher is only as good as his customer’s last meal, and reputation is key. That’s why Lidgate’s places top priority on quality – they want to satisfy their customers and keep them coming back for more. They also have to get them into the shop in the first place, so every morning, a fresh window display spreads out a feast of chops, pies, trussed birds and handsome roasting joints. Head-butcher Alan dresses the window using not just meat but top-quality fresh vegetables from Michanicou Bros, the greengrocer around the corner. He’s been nicknamed ‘the Art Director’ by one of the customers, and his flair for detail makes as much difference to a window as a designer does on a page. Customers bring questions and shopping lists. Vans drop off meat from a network of family farms; delivery boxes are packed for customers around London and Britain. As people sit down to eat that evening, the shop is cleared and swept, and the process starts again the next morning.


Selecting meat


The first job of a good butcher is to choose the meat. The quality will vary according to how each animal has been fed and exercised, as well as its breed and genetic make-up. This choice, made a long way from the plate, is crucial to the success of good food.


Every Monday, Danny Lidgate goes to Smithfield wholesale meat market as early as 4am to select beef, lamb and veal. Here he judges by touch as much as sight, using his decades of experience to choose the best. This meat is delivered before the shop opens at 7am.



Other beef and lamb, plus pork and poultry, is sourced from farms all around the country and delivered throughout the week, with game (when in season) coming from specialist dealers. The butcher and the farmer have a direct relationship: some meat may be rejected if there is not enough fat, or too much, or the meat isn’t up to scratch in any other way. The on-going conversations mean that both butcher and farmer understand how the eating quality of meat is affected by such factors as feed and this helps to maintain standards.
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Hanging and ageing


The period of time during which carcasses are left to mature before being eaten is known as ‘hanging’. Meat is 75 per cent water, and maturation is done so that some of the moisture evaporates. It also develops and concentrates the flavour, as well as making the muscles more tender. Lidgate’s has its own hanging and dry-ageing rooms, where the meat is kept at the right temperature and humidity. The rows of prime beef darken with age, the outside forming a seal as the meat ages within. Long lines of lamb, each carcass subtly individual, mature in a separate room.


The dry-ageing aspect of hanging is crucial. There has been a tendency over the last 30 years to vacuum-pack meat, both carcasses and cuts, as it makes for easier transportation, handling and storage. Craft butchers, however, dislike it because ‘vac-pac’ sucks the juice, including the sugars, out of the meat. The subtle sweetness is part of the magic of the meat’s flavour, so losing that can lead to a slightly bitter, metallic taste.


The beef at Lidgate’s tends to be hung for around 28 days, and the lamb for 7–14 days. Pork and chicken are eaten fresher, and game birds are no longer hung until ‘high’, but all undergo some degree of development so that they are at their best by the time they are sold.



Cutting


Dividing a carcass into different pieces is as skilful as a tailor cutting cloth for a suit. Lidgate’s butchers use super-sharp knives and a bandsaw to get the cleanest of cuts with no bone splinters. They also cut for tenderness, to make the meat the best it can be on the plate. The tenderest parts come from the centre and hindquarters of the animal, and these are divided into roasting joints and quick-cooking pieces, such as steaks and chops. The rest of the animal, mostly the tougher forequarter, will go into cheaper joints and cuts suited to slow cooking, such as stewing steak. Nothing is wasted; offcuts go into mince and sausages.


Allied to cutting are other specialist skills, such as boning birds so that they can be stuffed and carved easily, and French-trimming racks of lamb so that they are free from scrappy bits of fat and meat, and everything found on the plate is tender and delicious. Given notice, a craft butcher will gladly do these things for you – they are all part of their service.


How a butcher helps the cook


A well-arranged butcher’s counter gives you the chance to look at all the meat properly and to ask advice about what is best on the day or for a particular dish. The two most common questions at Lidgate’s are: ‘How much do I need?’ and ‘How long do I cook it?’ Both quantity and cooking time will vary according to your budget and preferences, and the appetite of those you are feeding. As a general rule, we allow 200–220g (7–8oz) per person, and more if the meat is cooked on the bone. Some may want less than this; others will want more, particularly if catering for guests who might like seconds. Remember that leftovers can always make another meal, and some of the most delicious dishes come about that way.


A butcher can always suggest alternative cuts if you want to buy more meat for less money. Throughout this book we highlight butcher’s favourites, which are often the cheaper cuts, and not just because they are generally what the butcher takes home, having sold the prime meat. Buying from a butcher’s counter makes it easier to ask advice about how to eat your way around an animal, discovering how to get good value from tasty, lesser-known pieces.


Then there’s all the preparation that a butcher can do for you, such as mincing particular fresh cuts for you, which makes a real difference to taste. They can make roasts look neater and easier to carve by careful trimming and tying. Such meat may be slightly more expensive but there’s less wastage. Similarly, they can butterfly a leg of lamb, which involves removing the bone and opening out the meat, which makes it good for marinating and quick cooking. There’s a wealth of things a good butcher can do for you, some of which are described in this book so that you can have a go yourself.



Many butchers now sell ready-to-eat dishes. If they are made in the shop, the meat in pasties, pies, sausages, marinated stir-fries and other preparations will come from the same animals that are also being sold as premium steaks and roasts. In fact, the best dishes are made with the same ingredients that you might use in your own kitchen; Lidgate’s uses Maldon sea salt, for example, because it has a subtler flavour than standard cooking salt.


The cooking advice you get from a butcher depends on who you talk to. Just as some farmers do not give a great deal of thought to the eating quality of the meat they produce, so some butchers don’t necessarily translate their craft to the table. Lidgate’s view is that the next generation of successful butchers will increasingly tend to be cooks, who will have a real enthusiasm for what’s on offer and a sound first-hand knowledge how to cook particular pieces of meat. In the shop, we find that the younger butchers cook at home, watch food shows on television and get tips from YouTube. Some of them are trained chefs with several years’ experience in professional kitchens and are full of ideas that find their way to the counter.


Meat-buying basics


At a butcher’s counter you’re looking not just for the best standards of cleanliness, but for meat that has a fresh and supple appearance, free of dryness or cracks. Meat kept on the bone retains its freshness for longer. Once it has been cut off into pieces, it begins to dry out, so a butcher is trying to get a good throughflow of customers and to have enough meat to fill the counter but to cut as much as possible fresh each day. (That’s why butchers make other food products, such as pies and sausages – its allows us to use up what we don’t sell quickly.) When buying chops or steaks, also look for meat that has been cut evenly so that it cooks evenly.


Like everything we eat, meat has its seasonal aspect. Animals grow and change, and certain meat recipes suit different times of year. In springtime small, rosy cutlets of new-season lamb appear in Lidgate’s counter display. Summer brings a wide variety of kebabs and marinades for the barbecue. From the arrival of the first grouse in August onwards, game birds sit among a display of feathers. From November, when some of our customers celebrate Thanksgiving, through to Christmas and New Year, the shop window is resplendent with turkeys and magnificent eight-bone ribs of beef. It’s good to notice and celebrate the way meat changes in this way. The best lamb, for example, outlines the way lamb varies over the year and according to its age.


It also makes sense to buy meat that is going to suit a particular recipe or method of cooking. For a quick supper, for example, get a tender piece of meat that can be fried quickly, or one that has been minced or cut thinly, such as an escalope or minute steak. Prime cuts, such as muscles from the loin or back of the animal, are also good for fast cooking but tend to cost more. These are the most celebrated pieces of meat, such as fillet, loin and leg. Some cheaper cuts can be used in quickly cooked dishes as long as the meat is minced or cut across the grain, which shortens the meat fibres and makes them easier to chew. Again, a good butcher will advise you.


To choose the right cut for a recipe, it is helpful to know what the muscles are used for and to have a basic grasp of the relationship between exercise, texture and flavour. With four-legged animals, such as cattle, sheep and pigs, the muscles in the forequarter get the most exercise, just as a human does when crawling, pulling themselves along on their arms rather than their legs. The muscles that do the most work tend to be tougher, so are much cheaper than the more tender muscles on the back. However, the more worked muscles also have loads of flavour, which can be harnessed by careful cooking that also tenderizes them. ‘The nearer the ground, the sweeter the meat’ is a butcher’s saying, and cuts such as lamb shank and beef shin at the end of the forelegs and back legs are especially tasty. Again, the lower leg does more work – think of the whiplash power that comes from a sprinter’s leg.


For the most part, tougher cuts are best cooked low and slow so that the connective tissue melts into succulence, and the fat adds even more flavour. Quite often, these tougher muscles have a distinctive texture when cooked, which is looser, and more skein-like than, for example, the meat on the shoulder and belly. This texture carries sauces and flavours very well, making it successful in braises, stews and pies. Such slow-cooked dishes can be made in advance and quickly reheated, making them convenient as well as delicious.



All meat, be it a roasting joint, chops or a côte de boeuf steak is better for being bought and cooked on the bone because extra taste and juiciness is imparted (‘The nearer the bone, the sweeter the meat’ is another butcher’s saying). A butcher will also sell you bones for stock, or marrowbones for roasting to make a form of ‘bone butter’ to go with steak.


Fat has been regarded as a nutritional no-no, but recent studies have shown that natural animal fat, particularly from grass-fed animals, gives not just energy but also useful nutrition. We need some fat in our diet, and the higher quality it is, the better. A good proportion of meat’s flavour is found in the fat, which has a subtle sweetness. Furthermore, external fat and internal fat marbling baste the meat during cooking and protect it from dryness, making it even more delicious on the plate. If you want to minimize your fat intake, you can always cook the meat with the fat on, then cut it off before eating. Similarly, if you cook a stew and leave it overnight, the fat will solidify on the surface and can be easily lifted off before the dish is reheated.


Storage & hygiene


The principles of meat hygiene are the same as for any good food: buy it fresh, store it well and don’t let it sit around for too long.


On the whole, it is good to eat unpackaged meat within a couple of days. Butchers often use special wrapping paper that allows the meat to ‘breathe’ so it doesn’t become slimy, and that doesn’t let liquid seep out. If your meat isn’t in butcher’s paper, take the meat out of its packaging when you get home, place in a dish, cover with clingfilm or greaseproof paper and put it in the fridge. You want to keep it dry and away from the air to decrease the risk of dryness and spoilage. (Pre-packaged meat has what is called ‘modified atmosphere storage’, which means the oxgygen around it is replaced by nitrogen and carbon dioxide. This reduces the growth of bacteria, so the meat lasts longer without taking the steps just mentioned.)


Some customers buy a lot of meat at one time and freeze a proportion of it. We don’t advise doing this, particularly if the meat is bought for a special meal, as we think freezing causes a slight deterioration in quality. This is due partly to the loss of blood sugars as it thaws, and therefore a loss of the subtle sweetness and flavour they otherwise give. On the other hand, freezing can be very convenient as it stops meat from going off and means you can always have some to hand. For the best results, don’t freeze meat for more than three months, and always thaw it slowly in the fridge.


Meat has a distinctive aroma but it shouldn’t smell tainted or off. You can use your senses to decide if meat that has been in the fridge for a while is past it. In traditional French markets, poultry sellers used to offer the buyer a sniff of the back of a bird before they bought it, to show that the bird is fresh and good quality, as this is where it first starts to decay.


To avoid any risk of contamination, it is best to store raw meat at the bottom of the fridge, which is the coldest part, and on a different shelf from cooked meat and food that will be eaten raw. The fridge temperature should be below 5°C (40°F), so cool leftovers quickly and store them in the fridge.


All types of food can cause food poisoning, but there are particular issues to be aware of with meat because it carries bacteria that can be harmful if they are allowed to grow fast for a long time and are not then killed by heat. Storing meat in the fridge and cooking it properly are the basic principles of food hygiene. The UK government’s Food Standards Agency (www.food.gov.uk) advises that to kill bacteria the core of the meat should reach 70°C (160°F) for at least 2 minutes. Rare or even medium-rare beef and lamb are cooked to a lower temperature than this, as you’ll see if you use a probe thermometer. If you are feeding the elderly, the very young or anyone with a weak immune system, you might want to cook meat well done.


The greatest risk of food poisoning comes from cross-contamination, when raw meat comes into contact with food that isn’t going to be cooked, especially if it is sitting in a warm kitchen where the bacteria can multiply. Poultry commonly has campylobacter, so you need to take extra care and ensure the meat is thoroughly cooked. The advice is not to wash meat, as has long been a tradition in some households, because it will actually spread the bacteria.



Even in the midst of cooking a meal, do wash the chopping board, knives and other utensils used for raw meat straight away, or put them to one side, so that there is no risk of using them for cooked items, or food that is to be eaten raw, such as salad. It’s all too easy to chop up your chicken and then use the same board and knife to chop some herbs for stirring into the end dish.


One of the main risks for food poisoning comes at barbecues. Keep separate utensils and plates for raw meat and cooked and plan this beforehand so it doesn’t get muddled up amidst the smoke and beer.


As for stuffing, in recent years, the advice has been not to put lots of bready stuffing inside birds. It warms up, but doesn’t cook as quickly or as well as the outside of the bird and can cause a problem. The moisture inside the cavity also encourages the growth of bacteria that may already be present in your stuffing ingredients.
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Home butchery


To understand more about meat, it’s good to get stuck in yourself. There are a number of optional step-by-steps in this book that range from simply turning a chicken breast or thigh into a thin escalope to more elaborate techniques, such as preparing a Pesto saddle of lamb. For most of these, you’ll need just a knife and a chopping board, plus perhaps some skewers, string and a butcher’s needle.



Butchery can involve cutting between joints, removing a bone, or tying or skewering a piece of meat. Our step-by-step pictures are a guide, but it only really starts to make sense once you handle the meat. With practice, you will get neater and quicker. Take it slowly and carefully at first and always use a sharp knife.


There are several reasons for having a go at home butchery. The first is cost, as meat can be less expensive if you do some of the pre-cooking preparation. For example, it is often cheaper to buy a whole chicken and joint it yourself than to buy it as pieces, and you also end up with the carcass, which is great for making stock. Cheaper cuts, such as flank steak and lamb breast, can be transformed into dinner party centrepieces by adding a bit of stuffing, then rolling and tying them (see Flank steak pockets with herbs, horseradish & garlic butter and Breast of lamb stuffed with almonds & apricots.


Certain preparation techniques also make meat quicker and easier to cook and carve. A boned and butterflied leg of lamb, for instance, can be cooked in just 30 minutes or so, rested for about 15 minutes, and is then a cinch to carve. A spatchcocked poussin or chicken employs a similar flattening technique so that the bird cooks quickly and carves easily. Even the simple technique of taking pheasant breasts off the bone makes the meat much easier for you and your guests to eat.


Among the more complex step-by-steps in this book is a technique for cutting the middle of a pig to make a porchetta joint. This can require a saw, though you can also ask a butcher to prepare the meat up to this point and then carry on with the rest yourself.


Home butchery is really satisfying, and the more complex preparations are an interesting challenge that get easier with practice. Even if you rarely joint a chicken or bone a leg of lamb again, trying to do so will give you a better understanding of the structure of meat. It will also make you more confident about ordering prepared meat from your butcher.


Whatever degree of butchery you do, don’t be afraid to make a mess, and always remember that nothing beats hands-on experience. Whenever you are learning something, it doesn’t matter if it takes five minutes or an hour: take your time and all will be well.
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Equipment


It is not necessary to spend a lot of money on home-butchery equipment, but it is a good investment to buy the best you can afford. Here are what we consider the essentials, listed in approximate order of importance.



Knives


A good set of knives lasts a lifetime and is easier to handle and use than old implements that have been rattling around in the kitchen drawer for years. That said, you don’t need to break the bank when investing in decent knives. Many butchers use Victorinox, a good brand that isn’t especially pricey. The best knives are made from a single piece of metal so that blade continues into the handle, which makes them stronger and more durable than those simply attached to a handle. Plastic or metal handles last longer than wood.


Butchers tend to use steel knives as these are excellent quality and easy to look after. Some people prefer carbon steel as it stays sharper for a bit longer, but these knives must be washed and dried straight after use or they rust. Ceramic knives also keep their edge for longer.


There are two particularly useful knives to have in your kitchen. The first is a large, well-weighted cook’s knife with a blade about 20–25cm (8–10in) long. This is a useful knife for chopping bones and cutting up meat, and preferable to a chopper, which tends to splinter bone. The second is a rigid boning knife, which gives good control when slicing flesh away from bones. At Lidgate’s we favour butcher’s knives with a slightly curved tip and a 13–15cm (5–6in) blade. This is used to follow lines in the meat with the same sense of touch as a pointed finger.


The best way to hold a boning knife is in a closed fist, like a dagger. This gives you more control and force, but should be used with a small, stroking action rather than big slashing movements. As you work, turn the chopping board or meat around so you can get the best angle for cutting.


Sharpeners


Keeping knives sharp is crucial. A blunt knife is much more dangerous than a sharp one because you need to apply more pressure and the blade can then slip and cut where it shouldn’t. A sharp knife will slide through the meat and make your task much easier.



It is a good habit always to sharpen a knife on a steel before using it to ensure the edge is keen. A steel is a metal rod that you run the knife over at an angle of about 15–20 degrees, going downwards and backwards. Among the different kinds, the most common is a ridged steel, though ceramic steels are excellent and worth considering if you are a keen meat cook. Diamond-coated steels are also very good but need to be used properly or can damage the knives. Note that all steels lose their effectiveness over time, and eventually need to be replaced.


If a blade is used for too long without being sharpened, it will lose its edge and need to be brought back by using a grinder or whetstone. If you don’t have one of these at home, you can take your knives into a butcher, who will restore their sharpness for a small charge. It’s a good idea to get knives sharpened from time to time, but this does take life off the knife so it is better to maintain the edge as much as possible by using a steel. In addition, butchers are fussy about using knives just for meat rather than for chopping vegetables and other kitchen tasks as we think this helps maintain their sharpness.


Carving fork


Control is essential when wielding knives around meat, and a carving fork definitely gives you more control. It holds the meat steady, allowing you to cut neat, thin and even slices rather than ungainly chunks. Ultimately, it also means you get better value for money, as well-carved meat goes further.


Needle and string


Boned and rolled joints need to be held together firmly yet neatly, and a butcher’s needle helps to do this. It has a big eye that can be easily threaded with string. You can simply just tie up a joint with string, but if you use a needle to sew up the meat in a seam on the underside, you get a neater appearance on the table and there is less string to cut through. It doesn’t matter if you do a less-than-beautiful job, or don’t do it at all; this is part of a butcher’s craft and they can do it for you. Roasting bands, skewers and cocktail sticks are alternative ways of holding meat together. Skewers are also useful for keeping flattened meat in shape.



Thermometer


Digital temperature probes have long been used by chefs, but are now becoming popular for home use as well. They are particularly helpful when trying to assess whether meat is rare or medium rare. We’ve given temperature guides in recipes where you may well want the meat to be cooked in this way. It’s important to put the probe into the thickest part of the meat and to leave it there until the temperature reading settles. Be careful not to push the probe through towards the roasting tray, or take the reading near the hotter outside of the meat; both these will skew the reading.


Butcher’s Plastic


We use special plastic to cover the meat when we are doing such work as flattening chicken breasts into escalopes, in order to stop the meat sticking and becoming untidy. You can use good clingfilm or greaseproof paper instead.


Poultry shears


If you are preparing a lot of birds, poultry shears make easy work of cutting through small bones and skin, but knives and good kitchen scissors will also do the job.


Tenderizer


Butchers have a small, pronged piece of kit called a tenderizer, which is used for making holes in pieces of meat that you want to marinate and cook relatively quickly, such as kebabs. Alternatively, you can use the tip of a small sharp knife.


Mallet


Butchers call this piece of kit a ‘fat-basher’. It’s a wide-headed plastic mallet that is used to flatten fat and also meat so it is thin and even. You can use a rolling pin or even a heavy-based saucepan instead.


Food-grade saw


If you get really into home-butchery and start to buy half or whole carcasses, you’ll need to buy a saw to deal with bones.
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Equipment









	
1 Meat thermometer


2 Food-grade saw


3 Meat tenderizer


4 Wood and bamboo skewers


5 Sharpening steel


6 Large cook’s knife




	
7 Small boning knife


8 Mallet


9 Roasting bands


10 Burger press


11 String


12 Butcher’s needle


13 Butcher’s plastic
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Traditional breeds & pasture-fed meat


Despite market trends, Lidgate’s has kept faith with traditional farming methods and the meat produced by people whose priorities are good stockmanship and the eating quality of meat.


Before taking on suppliers, we ask detailed questions, and within five sentences can tell if we’re on the same page or not. We’re not just looking for really tight operations that offer consistency, but also for people with a thought-through ethos of quality. In general, butchers are good friends to British farmers. They appreciate the care taken over their meat and the feedback on its eating quality, and we act as a buffer between them and the vulnerabilities of increasingly international markets.


Amongst the many things we ask farmers is what they feed their animals, as it makes a huge difference to the quality of the meat. To arrive at the best feed takes years of understanding and patient work; there isn’t a silver bullet or single magic ingredient. The work put into improving the pasture itself is painstaking, involving analysis of the soil and time and effort spent getting the most from nature.


Some of our farmers raise their cattle and sheep almost entirely on natural pasture, perhaps with some additional natural feed in the winter before the grass starts to grow again; a handful of good hay or sileage can smell like summer – no wonder when unploughed pastureland can contain as many as 70 types of plant. Such a diverse diet is as good for animals as it is for humans, and leads not just to better-tasting meat, but to better health and less need for medication.


Natural pasture farming is one of Britain’s great strengths. We’ve got a long, narrow island and the sea blows over it in such a maritime climate, giving the best circumstances to grow good grass. British pastureland is a treasure trove, and it’s not easy to replicate, which is why Britain has long been famous for meat. If you look at our island from above, you’ll see it scattered with ‘jewels’, such as water meadows that are regularly flushed with fresh nutrients from rivers or streams. Some of these are used for grazing, just as they have been in centuries past; some are neglected, and it’s sad that we don’t always use our best assets.


The trend towards grain-fed, fast-growing breeds has taken a grip of the marketplace, but good butchers still stock pasture-fed beef and lamb, chickens that have roamed outside and eaten plants and bugs as well as chicken feed, and pork from pigs that have been allowed to lead a natural life rather than being intensively farmed.


The breeds farmers raise are a good indicator of quality. British cattle breeds, such as Aberdeen Angus, Herefords, Dexters and others have it in their bones to know how to take the most nutrition from grass; they cover the ground better than the Continentals, such as Charolais, which were developed to finish their days on grain. The best native beef animal on the hoof looks as though it has ‘a leg on each corner’ – a solidity and low, four-square shape like a table. The fat of pasture-fed beef tends to be a creamy yellow rather than white, and the meat is full of rich flavours and better nutrition. Breed alone is not enough to ensure the best meat. The crucial combination is breed plus feed. The same is true for sheep. These creatures have mostly resisted the worst of intensive farming, but some have a much more varied diet than others, especially uplands breeds and those that feed on heather and other wild plants, including those on salt marshes.


Pasture-fed meat is now seen as nutritionally superior. We’ve done a comparative analysis between standard beef and Lidgate’s organic, grass-fed beef, from both Judith Freane’s Perridge Farm in Somerset and from HRH The Prince of Wales’ farm at Highgrove, managed by David Wilson, and the organic meat was found to have higher levels of micronutrients – 37% more iron, 65% more omega-3 fatty acids – and the same has been shown for lamb. Meat is a powerful food, with plenty of minerals that are important to health. There is an ever-growing awareness of the nutritional element of food, and towards school exam time we get more parents than ever coming in to buy good-quality meat for family suppers. Clearly, health as well as taste is part of the shopper’s agenda. To understand the source of this, you need to go back to the farm and the farmer; and to access this sort of meat, you can go to a traditional butcher’s.






[image: illustration]








1 Beef


Flank steak pockets with herbs, horseradish & garlic butter


Beef & Burgundy pie


Rossella’s lasagne


Seared beef salad with watercress, chicory & pink grapefruit


Cottage or shepherd’s pie


Oxtail in cider


Blood orange ossobuco with gremolata


Slow-cooked featherblade


Texan barbecue shortribs


Uncle John’s steak & kidney pudding


Fillet-tail teriyaki


Highgrove burgers


Veal & Gruyère meatballs in tomato sauce


Cornish pasties


Thyme & rock salt-roasted picanha











Many customers go to a butcher’s specifically for the beef, whether to get the best possible steaks from a well-hung carcass, or a Sunday roast that is second to none. Richly satisfying and with a wide variety of textures, from butter-soft fillet to juicy rump, beef is one of our most interesting, delicious and versatile of meats.










This chapter includes recipes for some of the classic beef dishes, such as Beef & Burgundy pie, Cottage pie, Steak & kidney pudding, Cornish pasties and Lasagne. Then there are recipes for dishes that are gaining in popularity, such as US-style Shortribs, Japanese Beef teriyaki and Brazilian salt-roasted Picanha.





Beef can be pricey, so this chapter focuses mostly on how to make the best use of cheaper cuts to serve family and friends. Prime cuts are covered in more detail in the guide to steaks, and there are further recipes for them in the Special Occasions chapter.





Over recent decades, when retailing and farming increasingly favoured lean, large Continental breeds, at Lidgate’s we kept faith with native breeds. Their fat – sweet from the varied plants they graze on traditional pasture – keeps the meat moist, and their slower growth means plenty of flavour and texture. In particular, we favour the often jet-black Aberdeen Angus that hailed originally from the counties of Aberdeenshire and Angus in the east of Scotland, both noted as areas of outstanding grass-fed beef production. Many of the pure breeds of Aberdeen Angus went abroad to countries such as Canada, where their qualities were appreciated. Now they are coming back to the mainstream of British farming.





Other natives, such as Hereford, Sussex, Dexter, Belted Galloways, Devon Red Ruby and Highland cattle, have also made a comeback. In recognition of this, supermarkets, as well as butchers, name beef by its breed. However, be aware that breed alone is not a guarantee of quality; it depends also on how the animals are kept and fed, and how the meat is hung.





Another kind of beef Lidgate’s favours is British grass-fed Wagyu. This Japanese breed is genetically predisposed to have meat that is instensely marbled. When cooked, the soft fat melts to create a luscious flavour and texture. Our Wagyu comes from Earl Stonham farm in Suffolk. The animals live mostly outdoors, feeding on grass, before being finished with a cereal mix that the farmer came up with after visiting top-notch producers in the USA.





Young beef, known as veal, is particularly popular with many of our Continental and American customers, who are fond of its subtle flavour and fine texture. It is altogether more delicate than meat from older animals, so needs to be eaten fresh. For a real treat, try our recipe for ossobucco with blood oranges, or our melt-in-the-mouth veal meatballs with Gruyère cheese.
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Beef Cuts



Bones – an advantage of going to a traditional butcher is that you can get a variety of bones for making stock. Oxtail, with the meat on, will give superb deeply flavoured stock. The same is true of shin bones, especially with some meat, and the marrow within provides extra flavour. Lengths of marrowbone can be roasted just until the marrow has melted, and it can then be eaten with steak. You can also serve the roasted marrowbone with a sharply dressed salad.






Brisket – this breast muscle, underneath the neck, has a unique texture that is flaky and tender when cooked long and low. Brisket is sold mainly off the bone and either flat or rolled. It is great slow-cooked (or even slow-barbecued) in one large piece, and is often cured and thinly sliced for deli-style salt beef sandwiches. Salt brisket is often trimmed of fat, but we prefer to keep this on for the flavour.






Cheek – muscle that develops a superb fall-apart texture when used in slow-cooked dishes.






Chuck – a continuation of the rib-eye muscle, this is the best part of the shoulder, with excellent flavour when cooked long and slow in pot-roasts and stews. You can ask your butcher to cut big slabs rather than small cubes because they are easier to brown for a stew and, once cooked, can simply be pushed apart with a spoon. Some chefs like their burger mince to be a half and half mixture of chuck combined with perhaps brisket, featherblade or steak offcuts to get a variety of flavours.






Featherblade – delicious and good-value meat from the shoulder, which has some of the gelatinous qualities of shin. Although it may be trimmed of fat, we think it’s best to leave some on. The meat can be cut into flat iron or feather steaks, cubed for stewing, or braised in one piece to a beautiful skeiny texture.
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