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 ALSO BY GEORGIA PELLEGRINI

Food Heroes: 16 Culinary Artisans Preserving Tradition






For T. Kristian Russell

Without you, there would be none of this.






So long as there is lead in the air, there is hope.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT

 Prologue

“Oh my Lord, oh my Lord,” Hollis whispers.

In the next field we can barely make out a set of dark crimson tail feathers moving through the high grass. We move quickly toward the wild turkey, along the levee with our backs bent low, in single file, three of us: a farmer named George Hollis, a man they call “the Commish,” and me. We are an odd group, me half their size, trying to keep up in too-large-for-me, full army camouflage that I borrowed from my brother’s closet—remnants from the days he played paintball with his adolescent friends. The others are in proper hunter’s camouflage with 12-gauge shotguns slung over their shoulders, a couple of plastic turkey decoys dangling from their backpacks, turkey callers clenched between their teeth. They climb up the hill beside the field; I stumble after them in the oversize rubber boots that they bestowed upon me to save me from the snakes. We sit panting behind a tree trunk while Hollis unwraps a piece of camouflage fabric attached to plastic stakes and positions it in front of us as a blind. We wait.

“Okay,” the Commish says. “This bird’s gonna get to meet Miss Georgia. He’s gonna have Georgia on his mind . . . ”
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You may be wondering how I ended up here. It was a series of serendipitous introductions, really, a divine aligning of the stars that introduced me to a man named Roger Mancini, a larger-than-life entrepreneur from the Arkansas side of the Mississippi Delta. I had cooked for him from time to time in Nashville, where we have mutual friends, and always found myself reaching deep into my bag of four-star tricks to impress a man so worldly, yet so distinctly a product of the American South.

During one of those dinners, as I glazed a series of Roger’s freshly hunted wild duck breasts with orange gastrique, he overheard me telling a friend that I wanted to hunt. “Hold on now, Georgia,” he said as he sauntered over with a wide-eyed, soulful look, a cigar pressed between his thumb and forefinger, which he pointed at me now, saying, “I’ve got just the man to teach you. My first cousin; we call him ‘the Commish.’”

Roger went on to explain that “the Commish” takes his nickname from the governor-appointed position he has held for many years: commissioner of fish and game for the State of Arkansas, and that he would be honored to introduce me; and then, in the same breath, he moved past me, intent on finding three perfect tomatoes for the Panzenella Salad he had been talking about for some time. It was then that his wife, Betsy, leaned over to me, a glass of Bollinger balanced in her left hand, and said conspiratorially, “Down there, the Commish is a bigger deal than the president of the United States.”

Many months later in early spring, I was introduced to the Commish at an Arkansas hunting camp, the night before a turkey hunt. He was sitting on a tree stump, holding a large Styrofoam cup filled with ice and whiskey in one hand, and cradling a thick cigar in the other, staring into the fire with a serious expression.

He looked up as they introduced me to him, paused, then offered me a drink and a seat by the fire. He had silver hair and his face bore the faint traces of his Lebanese ancestors who had first inhabited this place a century ago.

“You ever shot a gun?” he asked, still staring into the fire, his voice settling onto his words like molasses.

“Um, no, not really,” I said, glancing sideways, feeling the other men at the camp peering at me curiously.

“This twenty-gauge should work pretty well,” he said, opening the shotgun leaning against his chair to look down the barrel. “My daughter Ashley learned on a four-ten because it doesn’t kick, but it’s hard to kill anything with it. The first thing you gotta decide, do you want an automatic or an over an’ under, which is a double barrel—the classic hunting bird gun. Quail hunters, they all shoot over an’ unders, that’s just kinda the old European influence. For you I would use a twenty-gauge. It’s a good turkey gun if you can get ’em close.”

“Okay, that sounds good,” I say, wanting to fit in as much as possible but clearly failing simply by the way I looked in my button-down shirt and J.Crew blue jeans.

We didn’t talk much after that. We just sat there and sipped from our Styrofoam cups and chewed on the crushed ice.

“I’ll pick you up at five tomorrow morning,” he said as I finally got up to leave.

Then he paused and gave me a sober look from his dark eyes through tinted spectacles.

“Are you sure ’bout this?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m sure,” I said, my voice unrecognizably high pitched.

“A’ right then. I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.
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Now through the turkey caller set between his tongue and the roof of his mouth, just twelve hours later, George Hollis lets out the cluck of a female turkey. The male gobbles back from the brush across the field. George calls again and the old turkey calls back again.

“He’s responding well,” I whisper.

“You know what you’re supposed to say?” the Commish asks.

“What?” I ask.

“He’s gobblin’ his ass off.”

Hollis chuckles.

“You’re hanging out with a bunch of old men now; you gotta remember that,” the Commish says.

As he speaks, a thin red and black head appears through the clearing on the opposite side of the field. I put my head down into the barrel of the gun and look through the scope to get a better look.

“It’s such a little head they have, though,” I say, my voice shaking. “How am I supposed to hit it?”

“You don’t have to get it exactly on him. You just get it close and the spread of the shell pellets will do the rest,” the Commish says.

I feel my hand tighten as the old turkey begins to strut toward the plastic decoys that Hollis has dropped onto the field. The bird has begun his mating march—stepping forward regally with his wings behind him, displaying the purple and green shimmering colors of his tail feathers, his red wattle and long, wiry beard swaying to and fro. He keeps coming forward, step by adrenaline-inducing step, but then instead of going toward the decoys to my left, he suddenly moves right.

“Hold on,” the Commish says. “Just hold on a second.” I obey, my head and heart pounding in unison.

“Get your head down on the gun,” he continues. “Can you see the red dot on the end of your shotgun?”

“Yeah,” I reply. But I can’t see the turkey. “What happens if I miss the first shot?” I whisper, trying to veil my rising panic.

“Don’t worry about it,” the Commish says, guiding my gun as I look through the scope like a blind man in a maze, with no idea of what is beyond the camo blind or where the ol’ gobbler is doing his dance. I see nothing but the makeshift fence, the cluster of trees and the field, and beyond that the Mississippi, the color of mercury, moving languidly in the distance.

There is a moment of stillness and utter silence when the world seems to be on mute, and then suddenly, hardly 10 yards away, the turkey appears in my scope, so close he is almost in my face. I let out a gasp.

“Do you see him? Do you see him?” the Commish whispers, showing the first signs of real emotion since I’ve met him.

I lean forward and look down the rib of the shotgun toward the red dot at the tip of the barrel, and position it on the head of the bird only a few yards away, my hands shaking, my heart feeling almost certainly too large to fit in my chest. I wait for my breath to become at least a bit more steady, I squint, and then I slap the trigger. The sound echoes through the woods and the field below us and I feel a thrust into my right shoulder as the gun kicks back. The ol’ gobbler jumps into the air, in a moment of confusion, levitates higher, toward the trees, and then finally . . . out of sight.

I look at the Commish and feel my cheeks turn hot.

Hollis jumps out of his seat and howls, “Is that a turkey hunt or what?!” as I sink my head down further in embarrassment.

“What did he do there, Georgia?” the Commish asks, grinning.

“He gobbled his ass off,” I say, suppressing a smile. Hollis howls with laughter.

“That ‘responding well’ works in upstate New York, but down here it doesn’t. We’re not letting you go back to be a Yankee; you’re from the South now, Baby. Anyone who can put on camo and go hunting with a bunch of rednecks is my kind of girl.”

It was at that moment, my cheeks burning with a strange new cocktail of shame and exhilaration, a feeling of determination rising slowly in my chest, that I knew I had just been indoctrinated into a brave new world.

Little did I know, this was just the beginning.






Civilized life has altogether grown too tame, and, if it is to be stable, it must provide harmless outlets for the impulses which our remote ancestors satisfied in hunting.

—BERTRAND RUSSELL

The Beginning


Watching the orange bobbin float by under the willow tree was a kind of pleasure I didn’t know existed until it stopped. Feeling the soil slip under my nails was, too—especially when it ended with a fat worm between my fingers. The bobbin bounced just so over the tiny rivulets of the creek, beneath my feet dangling from my regular boulder. I can still recall the pangs of glee I felt as a six-year-old when the trout pulled on that orange bobbin, and the tug-of-war we played as I pulled on the line and the trout’s brassy color began to reflect the light. The fish pulled my rod down in a sharp arc and its white belly flopped and its dots sparkled and shined and my father’s hands came down to help me reel it in.

I foraged, too, inspecting mushroom guidebooks with scholarly interest; and I painted, using only wild berries and crushed grass as my ink. I hung from vines until they fell and then made vine wreathes that I studded with dandelions and rosehips. I shoveled chicken manure and collected eggs, and made dolls from dried cornhusks. I made jams, as taught to me by an old woman who lived on the bank of the Hudson River, and soon declared myself the Wild Raspberry Queen. I pickled green tomatoes and climbed apple trees to get the very finest fruit. I learned the names of plants with my great-hunched-over-aunt  as my guide—and helped her protect her budding flowers from an overabundance of marauding midnight deer—on the land we called Tulipwood.

My mother, on the other hand, was the perennial standard bearer of animal welfare. She was known to bring road-kill deer home in the trunk of her car to give them a proper burial, and to nurse in her home office ailing chickens from our coop. It wasn’t uncommon to trip over a diaper-clad bird named Lorenzo on my way to the kitchen.

During grade school I often visited the Fairy stream and sat on Indian rock. I collected salamanders and slipped them into my pockets for no reason other than their fluorescent green bodies enchanted me.

I preferred not to wear shoes. Or if I had to, then I preferred not to wear anything but shoes. Sometimes I’d sit outside and play the cello in the grass, with just shoes on.

Once, I made the mistake of saying that school was too easy, which prompted a trip from Tulipwood in the Hudson Valley to Manhattan, which prompted a uniform fitting, which prompted early-morning commutes to a rigorous girl’s school in the city. Soon I was penning history notes next to Ivanka Trump by day and shoveling chicken manure by night.

Suddenly I was hopping back and forth between two worlds, divided only by the George Washington Bridge and sizeable trust funds. Suddenly I was spending time with kids during the week who had drivers in sleek black town cars, and on the weekend I was riding along in my dad’s old black stick-shift pickup to get horse manure from the dump.

The seams of my home life began to unravel as I got older. I moved farther away from manure and raspberry jam on the quest for prestigious degrees and prestigious jobs, which were the logical next step after Manhattan prep school. They took over: the heavy books, the ivy walls, the promises of success and fulfilled potential; and I took the path of least resistance into a corporate life. It was a life that nourished my bank account but never my soul, and I found myself looking up one day, while on the trading floor of Lehman Brothers, and saying, “This can’t be the answer.” I wanted to smell fresh air again, to feel the dirt in my fingernails, to collect eggs and stir ruby-colored jam in a pot and watch it grow thick. And so I left, with the taste of hope in my mouth and soon-to-be worthless stock options in my bank account, determined to nourish my soul again.
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Two years later I found myself only miles from Wall Street, but a world away, working at an award-winning farm-to-table restaurant on a Rockefeller estate. I had just graduated from the French Culinary Institute and had given up my apartment on Sutton Place in favor of a rented solitary room in Westchester, with no hot water. I had left behind the trappings of the city—the cars and bars and boys—and traded in my laptop for a set of good knives.

The funny thing was that I was working the same hours that I had as a financial analyst, but I was now feeding the same people with whom I had once crunched numbers—feeding them such things as delicately smoked trout, carefully plucked baby greens, dainty golden beets—creating small, precious flights of fancy in the center of big white plates. I was throwing out (or at least composting) anything that didn’t look perfect enough to conjure a certain kind of money from their wallets. Sometimes I wondered how far from the dens of Wall Street I had really come.

One morning the chef gave me an unusual order. Pointing out over the sloping hill of the estate at a herd of turkeys drifting and pecking through the morning, he told me that I was going to slaughter five of them for the kitchen. With this assignment came a revelation. Although I had always eaten meat, and even considered myself an adventurous meat eater—embracing the strange cuts and unusual parts found in outdoor markets and Asian butchers—I had never killed an animal with my own hands. A thin, clear piece of fishing line in my hands had always played the intermediary. But if you knew the chef I was working for, you would know that there was no going back.

I put on a clean apron and walked up a sloping hill, where they stood at the top, calm and stunning, feathers fanned out, their high-pitched gobbles echoing into the woods and over the creek. I stood paralyzed as the other cooks chased them down. There was indeed that proverbial window through which I momentarily peered and contemplated life as a vegetarian.

But there was blood in the meadow that morning. One person pinned down a bird while another cut its windpipe. We held the five down until their bodies went limp, then carried them by their feet back down the hill, past the woods where a 900-pound pig named Boris snorted in his pen; he, too, would soon become part of a Bolognese. I stopped just outside the kitchen doors of the restaurant, grasping my bird’s gray feet. I dunked her body in boiling water and plucked her. White feathers filled the air and floated off like a cloud in the sunlight. I thrust my hands deep into her cavity. It was still warm. I slid my hands high up the inside of the breastbone and felt the windpipe and heart and gizzard and intestines and pulled them out in one handful. I severed her feet and head and removed the yellow gland at her tail. I sliced open the gizzard and pulled out the sack of grain she had eaten that morning, the grain still whole. I spread it back out onto the field for the other turkeys to eat.

That day, I used every edible part of the animal and treated it with integrity from the field to the plate. The experience awakened a dormant, primal part of me, and more so, it made the kind of sense to me that I could feel deep in my marrow. As I went on to work in other four-star restaurants in New York and in France, I still wanted to know more, and soon found myself going one step farther down this path, away from the grocery aisle and into the wild.




 The Girl Hunter 

In Roman mythology, the master of the hunt was the goddess Diana. She was praised for her strength, athletic grace, beauty, and hunting skills. In Freemasonry, she was a symbol of sensibility and imagination, of poets and artists. Shrines were erected in her honor; stags followed her wherever she went; she ruled the forest and the moon.

I like to think that Diana’s influence has never entirely waned, that hunting was never just about men getting together in the woods. Hunting is an extension of our being both humans and animals—our first work and craft, one of our original instincts.

We are what we are—omnivores. We were meant to participate in nature rather than keep it at arm’s length. I see evidence everywhere that we have become so self-conscious in nature that we now designate areas where those “wild” traits are allowed to be expressed, to the point that the wilderness has become the last great zoo. And it turns our natural human instincts into an abstract condition, rather than a natural human state. Humans have less potential in these contrived landscapes than they do in places, cultures, and behaviors closer to our evolutionary beginnings. Modern life conceals our need for diverse, wild, natural communities, but it does not alter that need.

Often in response to this people tell me, “I don’t think I could do it.” The good news is that you don’t have to. But if you want to feel what it is like to be human again, you should hunt, even if just once. Because that understanding, I believe, will propel a shift in how we view and interact with this world that we eat in. And the kind of food we demand, as omnivores, will never be the same.

Now that I have revealed the cornerstone of my food philosophy, I am going take you on a wild and often bumpy ride from field to stream to table.

In a single year, I set out to discover if it is truly possible today to live off the best your hands can produce. Is it possible to eat only the meat that you kill? And is that kind of kill more humane than the rest of it? This is my road trip, my ride on the back of an ATV chasing wild hogs along the banks of the Mississippi; my dove hunt with beer and barbecue; my visit to the birthplace of the Delta Blues, a cigar and Scotch at dusk, smoked hog and molasses, all in the name of knowing and understanding what it means to be an omnivore in this modern world that we live in.

The people that you meet along the way—the men, and the occasional woman—were generous with their invitations and all of them were my teachers. Their names have been changed to protect their privacy and respect their generosity. You’ll see the good, the bad, and the ugly on this journey, including my ill-advised fearlessness, and hopefully will learn as I learned. Most important, you’ll see the transformation of a stiletto heels–wearing girl who, yes, lived close to the land while growing up, but had never truly lived close to the land. You’ll see it’s possible for absolutely anyone, no matter how strapped to city life, to change, to become more one both with nature and with being human.1


The pleasures of eating are trumpeted loudly in today’s society and that is a wonderful thing. But the pleasures of knowing what occurred on the journey from the field to the table are just as important, because the food tastes so much better that way....






I do not hunt for the joy of killing but for the joy of living, and the inexpressible pleasure of mingling my life however briefly, with that of a wild creature that I respect, admire and value.

—JOHN MADSON

1

 The Beginning and the End


They say you always remember your first time. For me it was that turkey hunt four years ago, early on a Saturday morning deep in the Arkansas Delta, in a place they call the Village. It was after a spring night spent drinking aged Scotch and smoking cigars on a wide veranda with some of the most gregarious and unpretentious Southerners I had ever encountered. They were well-heeled country folk who liked to live large and take no prisoners when it came to what they stood for and the life they prized. Good food was a huge part of that life, and on that particular evening before the hunt, there were rows of silver-haired men smoking cigars, mud caked to their leather boots, before a granite table bearing endless stacks of cheese and freshly baked bread, and a mound of salad that could feed a regiment. Meats—cacciatorini, salami, ham, pork belly, catfish, and other de-lectables, too—were piled high on platters, and, of course, we had collard greens with white macaroni, and chips and dips. And there was plenty to wash it all down: red wine, beers in large tubs with ice  spilling out over the edges, and then the whiskey before the meal and after, too, when everyone moved gradually into the smoking room by the fireplace and the guitars emerged, and the loose, hard notes of the blues drifted beautifully overhead in a haze of Cuban cigar smoke, a sort of bacchanal to welcome in the warmth of spring and summer and, more important, the start of turkey season.

 



After I missed my first turkey in the Delta, I spent many afternoons in a shooting range at home among fathers and sons, blasting clay pigeons, while an elderly man named Walter gently adjusted my stance and raised my elbows just slightly and taught me what it meant to get my head down on the gun. Now in retirement, Walter released clay pigeons at the trap range as his pastime, and we had a Friday afternoon date of sorts. It was among these kindly men and their adolescent sons that I learned to “pattern” a shotgun, to make sure the spread of the pellets was even on a target, and that not all ammunition was called bullets. It was with Walter and my other unlikely tutors that I learned shotgun ammunition was called shells; and rifle ammunition was called cartridges; and a 20-gauge shotgun was lighter than a 12-gauge, and they continued to become lighter as the numbers went up. It was also where I learned to sight in a rifle to make sure the scope was accurately mounted, and that I could spend years studying all of this and still not know it all. So I just figured out what I needed to know, and after trying out all the guns like Goldilocks, decided that a 270-caliber rifle and a 20-gauge shotgun were just right.

 



Now still, so many seasons later, so many hunts later, the arrival of the wild turkey in spring marks the beginning of certain things for me, and also the end. The earth has begun to warm; I can smell it just as much as I can feel it. It is the last hurrah of the hunting season, when the earth erupts in color and rain. The light starts to come up along the edge of the trees to the east earlier than it has for months, and I can hear the sounds of nature slowly rolling out of bed—rustling, squeaking, groaning, stretching.

There is so much waiting in a hunter’s life, so much silence and space between the lines, and in that space a whole world exists. It is rare to know how much time passes by while you are in this world, but wild turkeys mark the end of your time there, because they are the last big hunt before the season ends and the long summer months begin.

Now, as I drive along the Sonoma California coast toward a mid-morning turkey hunt, that is what I think about, that this is the end for a while. It is the last chance to hear the owls agitate the turkeys at daylight—and to hear the turkeys gobble back as the house wakes up.

My hunting partner is a man named Sean who was born and raised on the Sonoma coast. His girlfriend, an enthusiastic follower of my blog, has volunteered him to me and so he waits for me warily in Bodega Bay, leaning against the end of his pickup, watching the salmon boats come in. He is tall and lean and in his early thirties. He is dressed in beige canvas workpants, heavy boots, and a faded T-shirt that suggest he wears these every day, as if they have become part of his very form, an extension of his lifestyle. Sean is an expert underwater hunter—he often dives for his food, fetching abalone and salmon with a spear among the great white sharks of the Pacific. Through the years he became such an expert at underwater hunting that he began to lead expeditions in the Pacific and in Mexico. It was his ever-growing passion for eating what his own hands could procure that eventually led him to hunt on dry land as well. Hunting was a process of discovery that became a natural extension of his lifestyle.

“It just felt so natural to me. It made sense,” he says as we drive along the winding road in his truck. “I grew up fishing with my dad, but it wasn’t until I befriended some locals here who took me under their wing, that I started hunting game. And then it became the primary source of my meat eating. I don’t have a taste for store-bought meat anymore.”

Befriending the local landowners was essential. Sean admits that the ranch families here are very different than he is, in many ways, in  terms of their values and politics. But they discovered that they had something to offer each other—Sean could teach them about hunting in the sea, and they could teach him about hunting the lush Sonoma land. As he says this we turn into a dairy farm to meet one of these locals, Marcus Scruggs, whom Sean describes as a “man’s man.”

Scruggs looks as if he could be a street fighter—scrappy, medium height, with a permanent scowl etched into the contours of his face. He gives me a keen once-over before he begins to talk, a look that I have gotten more times than I can count by now. “Are you ready to hunt some turkeys?” he asks with more than a hint of skepticism. “Yep,” I reply. He walks away without responding.

The three of us squeeze into Scruggs’s two-seat pickup and drive to a local sheep dairy to seek out wild turkeys. “I’m a coyote hunter,” Scruggs says as we drive. He stops several times to survey the rolling hills with his binoculars, to see if there are any coyotes lurking among the cattle. By day, and when he is not coyote hunting, Scruggs builds bridges. But there’s something about coyotes that really get him talking.

As we turn into the sheep dairy, a large tom, a male wild turkey, fans his tail in the field next to the truck. “That’s a beauty. Look at that beard,” Sean says, eyeing the cluster of wiry feathers that grow from a male turkey’s chest.

“Yeah, it is,” Scruggs says. “The domestic birds these days are like Orange County women. Their breasts are really big but at some point you have to ask yourself why.”

I decide not to shoot the ol’ tom. It doesn’t feel very sportsmanlike without some exertion on my part. Besides, I think he is too close to the road. So we drive further into the dairy land.

The air is wet as we drive past steaming piles of sheep dung, through the perfume of eucalyptus, then high into the green hills. Finally we come to the rounded peak of a short grass hill, and we slow to survey the scene. As we step out to walk, the sky is changing, and dark clouds are stacking.

“It won’t rain,” Scruggs says. “You need a south wind for it to rain.”

We walk farther, through the sweet dirty smell of hay and past an occasional cow blocking the muddy road, running wildly ahead of us, then off the road in a frenzy of flying saliva and guttural snorts.

In the silence of this alternate wilderness, you almost see the gentle rhythm as things happen—condors descend majestically on their prey, squirrels run frantically, golden eagles hang-glide above our heads, dipping and then reemerging with rabbits clutched in their talons. It all unfolds like a well-thought-out ballet, a logical pattern of energy being transferred from one organism to the next.

 



And then it begins. “Jakes!” Scruggs shouts in a whisper, grabbing my shoulder and spinning me around, binoculars suctioned to his eyes. I feel a heavy stillness, thick and promising, as I step higher onto the hill and see three jakes—the young male turkeys, the best-tasting wild turkeys you can hope to hunt during a California spring, when hens are off-limits and old turkeys are tough.

“They don’t have very big beards,” Scruggs says, squinting through his binoculars again.

“I don’t care about size,” I say. He looks at me and gives me that keen once-over again.

“You don’t?” he says with an eyebrow raised.

“No.”

He pauses to contemplate. “Okay, then follow me.”

The three of us walk farther along the green pasture and tread along the edge of a gully, watching them from the shadows of the brush, languidly selecting insects and digging for worms with their undeveloped spurs, moving through the clover and crabgrass. One jake begins his mating march—dragging his wings behind him, fanning his colorful tail feathers, making a low spitting and drumming sound like a gong. He keeps dancing forward, like some fine-feathered Fred Astaire.

Sean and Scruggs begin to fall behind as I creep along the brush. In part it is because they expect me to shoot now. (For some reason, men always expect me to shoot earlier than I ever do.) But I keep  crawling along the bushes with one of Sean’s 12-gauges clenched in my hands. It takes a long time to move just a few yards. I freeze again and again as the jakes look straight at me. Some say that if their sense of smell were as acute as their sight or hearing, we would never be able to catch them.

Wild turkeys are the ultimate test for a seasoned hunter. They teach you things—that the hunt itself is the great thing, not the amount of game you take home. There are many times when you leave the woods empty handed, and all you can do is salute an ol’ gobbler for outsmarting you.

I keep inching along, watching the jakes’ dark crimson tail feathers move through the high grass, as they flex their muscles for the hens they hope to attract. When I reach a small clearing in the brush, where the hill meets the gully, I finally sit and watch them strut. I don’t know where Sean and Scruggs are anymore; my head is a kaleidoscope of adrenaline mixed with visions of turkey Tetrazzini.

I feel my hand tighten on the shotgun as they begin their regal dance. I raise my right knee just slightly to stabilize my shot. Then two jakes move toward each other in the clearing, their identical silhouettes bobbing in the sun. And as two of the heads come together and become one, I slap the trigger of my shotgun and the silhouettes disappear.

Sean and Scruggs appear at my side, and I hear Sean shoot as the third jake runs up and over the crest of the hill.

“She got two!” Scruggs says somewhere behind me as the adrenaline quiets its coursing hum and stillness overtakes us.

“I think one of them was Sean’s,” I say. As I approach I can see the jakes now, lying in the tall crabgrass right where I had last seen them.

Scruggs shakes his head. “Two in one shot.”

I can see that they are young, their beards not fully developed and their spurs rounded rather than sharp. Despite their youth, they are heavy, very heavy, as I lift them by their leathery feet and carry them off the field, their crimson feathers fanned out and enveloping me like parachutes for the world to see. “She got two,” I hear Scruggs say  again behind me, that skepticism in his voice gone now. “I think one of those was Sean’s,” I repeat. But he ignores me. “So where are we hunting next?” he asks.

[image: 005]

Back at Sean’s house we take the two turkeys into a wooded area and begin to pluck them, a few feathers at a time so that the skin doesn’t tear. Sean’s girlfriend, Ree, bursts through the kitchen doorway, her long, curly brown hair flying in her wake. She is ecstatic at our success, wanting to know the details and snapping photos as we pluck.

“Do you want to have this experience?” I ask her, smiling. “Yes!” she says, rolling up the sleeves of her plaid shirt. I step away from my half-plucked bird and let her pluck.

“Whoa,” she says after a few plucks. “It’s not that I’m grossed out . . . it’s just that I definitely come from a grocery store kind of family.”

Next we sever the wings at the first joint, then the head and feet. We cut a slit below the tail and remove the intestines, heart, and gizzard in one handful. From the top we cut another incision and remove the crop, all of the grain the bird has eaten in a day. “Eww,” Ree says. “But in a good way.”

In this moment, with the turkey warm in my hands, it all feels strangely familiar. Like the beginning. Like the very first time I killed a turkey on the softly sloping hill of a restaurant, the moment I felt the warm heart of a turkey in my hand and realized what it meant to be an omnivore. That was the moment that led to this one, the moment that made me a hunter.

There have been so many other moments between then and now, so many strange, primal, and transformative experiences. But I know much more now than I did that day when I harvested a domestic broad-breasted white with only a knife and my hands. Even though I had spent many hours at a stove, learning the highest forms of culinary creativity in esteemed restaurants, it was nothing like the education I found in the woods. I know now that turkeys, when given freedom in  the wild, are like ghosts—if they’re not vocal, you’d swear there aren’t any within 100 miles. I know that subtle changes in barometric pressure or the weather make animals act differently. I know that distinct natural feeling of tapping into my original human instincts. Today I am much closer, perhaps as close as I will ever be, to where my food comes from, but it wasn’t always this way. In fact, getting here it was more difficult than I expected.




 Wild Turkey Schnitzel 

Serves 6 to 8

Schnitzel is an Austrian breaded cutlet, thin and fried. The Austrian woman who first cooked it for me served it with lingonberry sauce, but it would also go well with cranberry relish or your favorite chutney. It could also be served with gravy, mashed potatoes, or on a sandwich with tomato sauce.


1 turkey breast, cut thinly into slices, on the bias against the grain 
1 cup all-purpose flour 
1 teaspoon dried oregano 
1 teaspoon garlic powder 
1/4 teaspoon red pepper flakes 
1 egg 
1 cup panko 
1/2 teaspoon paprika 
1/2 cup grape seed oil (see Note) 
Salt and pepper 
1 lemon, cut into wedges 
Cranberry relish (page 228) or lingonberry sauce



1. Set three plates and one wide bowl on the counter. Place a sheet of plastic wrap on the counter and lay one turkey cutlet on it. Lay a second sheet of plastic over the turkey and pound it gently with a rolling pin, meat pounder, or wine bottle until it is thin and even. Set the cutlet on the first plate. Pound the remaining cutlets and add to the first plate.

2. Place the flour, oregano, garlic powder, and red pepper flakes on the second plate and mix. Place the egg in the bowl and beat it lightly with a fork. On the third plate, combine the panko and paprika.

3. Heat the grape seed oil on medium heat in a skillet until a sprinkle of flour into the oil sizzles. Lay a turkey cutlet first into the flour mixture, then the egg wash, then the bread crumbs and place directly in the hot oil. Cook for about 2 minutes on each side and transfer to a rack set over a sheet tray or paper towel. Sprinkle with salt and pepper to preserve the crispness. Serve immediately with a wedge of lemon and cranberry relish or lingonberry sauce.


Also try: wild boar, antlered game, upland game birds, rabbit, duck

 



 




Note: Throughout this book, you’ll notice my singular affinity for grape seed oil. This is a holdover instinct from my days in professional kitchens. Grape seed oil, like other vegetable oils and unlike olive oil, has a relatively high smoke point, which makes it good for cooking. But what I like most about grape seed oil is its light, clean taste that is less assertive than that of many of the other oils and therefore doesn’t affect the flavor of the final dish. That said, you can use other vegetable oils if they are what you have on hand. If you are looking to simply “finish” a dish post-cooking, high-quality extra virgin olive oil is best.




 Wild Turkey and Oyster Stew 

Serves 8

This dish is a play on spring and all of the wild ramps and fresh peas that pop up during the turkey season. If you can’t find wild ramps in your area, green garlic, green onions, or leeks are a nice substitute. The key is to use the fresh spring ingredients indigenous to your area. This is also a great way to use the carcass and leg meat of the turkey, which can be tougher and is best cooked for a longer time. In addition to cubing the leg meat, you can add the carcass with the breasts removed and let the meat fall off into the stew, then remove the carcass at the end of cooking.


1 head of garlic 
1 tablespoon olive oil 
6 tablespoons butter 
All-purpose flour 
Salt and pepper 
2 cups wild turkey leg meat, cubed, plus leg bones and carcass if available 
1 cup ramps, green onions, or leeks, sliced into 1-inch lengths 
1/2 cup poblano pepper, diced 
1 cup oyster mushrooms 
1 cup dried shiitake or porcini mushrooms 
2 slices lemon 
3 bay leaves 
1 cup Marsala 
6 cups turkey stock (page 214) 
2 cups leafy greens, such as kale or Swiss chard, chopped 
1 cup fresh peas 
1 cup fresh flat-leaf parsley leaves 
1 cup raw oysters, either canned or freshly shucked, then diced 
2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce



1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the head of garlic in tinfoil and drizzle with olive oil. Close the tinfoil and place in the oven. Cook until the cloves are soft, about 1 hour. Remove from the oven and squeeze the cloves out of the garlic skin. Mash with a spoon on a cutting board and set aside.

2. Melt half of the butter in a large heavy-bottomed stew pot over medium heat until it is frothy and bubbling. Dust the turkey with flour, salt, and pepper and brown in the butter on both sides, about 5 minutes total. Transfer the turkey to a plate and set aside.

3. To the same pot, add the remaining butter, ramps, poblano pepper, and mushrooms. Season with salt to help release the juices and let sweat until tender, about 5 minutes more.

4. Add the turkey, roasted garlic, lemon, and bay leaves and cook for 2 minutes more. Sprinkle with 1 tablespoon of flour and stir for 1 minute to cook the flour. Deglaze with the Marsala and cook until reduced by half. Add the stock and bring to a simmer. Cook, covered, for 1 hour, and in the last 30 minutes, add the peas, greens, parsley, and diced oysters. Finish with Worcestershire and salt and pepper to taste.


Also try: upland game birds, rabbit, squirrel




 Whiskey-Glazed Turkey Breast


Serves 4

Turkey feathers are quite easy to pluck as long as you do just a few at a time so the skin doesn’t tear. It is better to leave the skin on, because attempting to remove it while the feathers are still on can result in a feathery mess. If you don’t have skin on your turkey breast, simply layer it with bacon or lard before cooking. It is essential that you brine the breast meat before cooking it. I have a friend that uses a brine of simple filtered water from the sea, which has ample salt, then after 24 hours, switches to a bath of unsalted purified water. Or if you’re not feeling quite as adventurous, you can also use homemade brine.


6 tablespoons butter 
1 turkey breast, skin on and brined (page 220) 
Salt and pepper 
8 to 10 strips of bacon, or equivalent in lard (for breasts without skin only) 
1 cup turkey stock (page 214) 
3 tablespoons honey 
6 tablespoons whiskey 
1 tablespoon grated orange zest 
2 tablespoons freshly squeezed orange juice 
1/2 teaspoon cayenne



1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. In an ovenproof skillet or Dutch oven, heat 2 tablespoons of the butter until it begins to bubble. Sprinkle the skin of the brined turkey breast with salt and pepper. If the breast is without skin, wrap it with bacon or lard and fasten with toothpicks or kitchen twine as needed. Place the breast skin side down in the butter, sprinkle the underside with salt and pepper, and let the skin brown for about 5 minutes. Turn it over and add the stock. Cover with foil or a lid and transfer to the oven.

2. In a separate skillet, melt the remaining 4 tablespoons of butter over medium heat. Whisk in the honey until well incorporated. Add the whiskey along with the orange zest and juice and cayenne and whisk together. Turn the heat to low and let the glaze reduce by half. Turn off the heat and set aside.

3. Once the turkey has cooked for 10 minutes, brush with half of the glaze and recover. Roast for 20 more minutes, brush with the remaining glaze, leave uncovered, and increase the temperature to 400°F. Cook for 15 to 20 minutes more, or until the internal temperature reads 140° to 150°F.
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