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			Foreword


			by Stephen Starr


			It’s no stretch to say that Joe Carroll is a rare breed among restaurateurs. I’d go so far as to say that he’s actually a rare breed among people.


			In both of my lives—that is, my old life in the music business and my current life in the restaurant world—I have very rarely come across a successful person whose vision and inspiration come entirely from within. Joe is one of those guys. He’s the type who doesn’t study trends, but instead sees promise in ideas that nobody else has ever considered; the type who sits down and writes a hit song without ever having listened to anyone else’s music. It’s an enviable gift. (And believe me, some twenty years and forty restaurants into my career, I do envy it.)


			Joe is my partner in Philadelphia’s Fette Sau, the barbecue restaurant he dreamed up and first opened in Brooklyn to great acclaim. The praise for the food and the character of the restaurant is justly earned, though I think what people really respond to at Fette Sau is more than just great barbecue and savvy art direction. I’d say it’s the same thing that I responded to when I first met Joe in 2012, and that’s his innate ability to grow one small, well-defined idea into something with outsize impact. His restaurants have been more than a breath of fresh air in the Brooklyn and Philadelphia food worlds; they have been game-changers on a national level. 


			Beyond the great idea, past the initial flash of brilliance, what we see with Joe is an almost anthropological commitment to the culture of the food, an exhaustive understanding of the details that make a restaurant come together. (How else to explain how a kid from North Jersey who lives in Brooklyn could come to so fully inhabit and redefine the world of Southern barbecue?) You see this commitment in every bite at Fette Sau; you see it in the steaks and wine at St. Anselm, his Brooklyn steakhouse; you see it in the remarkable craft beer list at his bar, Spuyten Duyvil. Joe doesn’t just do his homework in order to make a concept work; he crafts his concepts in order to tell the story he wants to tell. I think it’s no coincidence that he got his start like I did—not in the kitchen, but in the music world. This is a man who knows how to connect with an audience. 


			And yet growing an audience is not what drives Joe Carroll. As it turns out, this isn’t just a guy who can write a hit song: He’s a guy who decides to write that song not because he thinks it will sell, but simply because the music is in him and because he knows that it is great. And in any industry, such unwavering commitment and unflagging service to a great idea is nothing short of inspiring. As you read this cookbook, I think you’ll agree. 
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				Introduction


		An Unlikely Pitmaster


			I cannot claim any kind of barbecue pedigree. I grew up in New Jersey; my parents hail from the Bronx. We didn’t spend our summers crisscrossing the South in search of legendary brisket, ribs, and pulled pork; we spent it in our backyard, cooking dinner on the grill.


			We lived on the second floor of our four-family apartment building, so running back and forth to the kitchen was a pain. Instead, I brought the kitchen to our backyard. Starting young helped me become a fearless cook: I rarely used recipes, and I loved to experiment. My approach to cooking has always been “Why not?” I would rather try something that hasn’t been done before than replicate a dish from a book. As teenagers, my buddy Brendan and I grilled pizza and lobsters long before it was a thing other people did. While some of my experiments failed, I learned enough from both my successes and my mistakes to have become a confident, decent cook by the time I moved to New York for college.


			But I never planned on a career in food. I began my career in the New York City music industry as a consultant to record labels on promotion, sales, and A&R. When my wife, Kim, and I found ourselves without jobs during the dot-com bust of 2002, we moved into my parents’ building in New Jersey. Broke and bored, we started visiting garage and estate sales to pass the time, filling a storage locker with secondhand furniture and antiques but not knowing what, if anything, we were going to do with them. One day we saw a gorgeous mahogany bar from the 1920s at a sale for $180; I returned the next day, talked the owner down to $50, and loaded it into my Chevy Astro van. “I guess we have to open a bar now,” I said to Kim. So we did.


			I’ve been a beer lover since I was in high school, when I would buy bottles of Guinness Extra Stout (the good stuff, imported from Canada) while my friends drank whatever fizzy yellow beer was the cheapest. During my college years I read everything I could find on beer, mastered the art of home-brewing, hounded beer importers for obscure European beers, and worked a short stint at a beer-focused Belgian restaurant in the East Village. So when we found a location for our bar on a not-yet-gentrified stretch of Metropolitan Avenue in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, I knew exactly what kind of establishment I wanted to open: a little beacon of craft beer in a sea of PBR, where we’d serve brews nobody else carried, the kind of stuff that would make my fellow beer geeks flip out.


			We opened Spuyten Duyvil in September 2003 and spent the next three years working our tails off there. The bar was successful beyond our expectations, but Kim and I became restless, and I began thinking about what to do for our next project. Some people start with a concept and find a space to match. I had lots of concepts in mind, so I looked for spaces that could house one of them.


			It turns out I’d been staring at it through Spuyten Duyvil’s front windows for three years. In the winter of 2006, a neighbor, J. D. Merget, who owns a coffee shop around the corner, told me that the auto-mechanic garage across the street was for rent. I stopped by to take a look: it was as rough and nasty as you would imagine an old garage to be, a truly fucked-up space set back from the sidewalk, its walls seasoned with decades of grease and exhaust. I knew immediately which of my projects would fit into it, the only one of my ideas that could work there: a barbecue joint.


			Along with beer, I’d had a longtime obsession with smoked meat. It began in 1990 at a restaurant called Brothers Bar-B-Q, a little hole-in-the-wall in Manhattan’s West Village, where a guy from North Carolina made pulled pork and ribs and served only vinegar sauce. I was a poor NYU student at the time and Brothers offered something called “Pig-Out Tuesdays,” $20 for all you could eat. My first taste of their pulled pork was manna, and it flooded me with memories of the pig roasts my parents’ friends threw every summer during my childhood. I remembered getting up at 4 a.m. to help put the pig on the spit and tending the glowing fire all day. After hours over the coals, the pig’s crispy skin would shatter like glass in your mouth. We’d pick that carcass clean by the end of dinner. One time my dad’s friend cracked the pig’s skull open and we ate its brains with a spoon.


			After my first trip to Brothers, I was hooked. I loaded my shelves with barbecue books and bought a $40 Weber Bullet smoker that I kept at my parents’ house. On the weekends, I’d smoke anything I could get my hands on. I picked up the basic technique pretty quickly but had no real idea of how good my barbecue was, so I started traveling to the big four regions of American barbecue—Texas, Kansas City, Memphis, and the Carolinas—in search of legendary barbecue restaurants and stands; among them, Lexington Barbecue, in North Carolina; Sweatman’s BBQ, in South Carolina; Sonny Bryan’s Smokehouse, in Dallas; Stubb’s, in Austin; Jim Neely’s, in Memphis; and Arthur Bryant’s and Jack Stack’s, in Kansas City.


			Early on in my travels, any barbecue in the South seemed awesome, but after a few trips, I figured out that the most famous spots were often not the best; they’d become corporatized, or the pitmaster had left, or the joint had been largely forgotten after national chain restaurants moved into the area. So I started seeking out some lesser-known American barbecue cookery, such as mutton, in western Kentucky; barbacoa, in southern Texas; tri-tip, in California’s Santa Maria Valley; pit beef, in Maryland; and spiedies and Cornell chicken, in upstate New York. I hadn’t come across anything about these micro-regional pockets of what I call “outsider” barbecue in my reading; all my books had focused on the big four regions.


			At home (that is, in my parents’ backyard), a barbecue style of my own began to take shape. I learned that using meat from sustainably raised, heritage-breed animals resulted in food that was much, much better than anything I’d tasted before, even at those famous temples of ’cue. This was in the days before locavorism and heritage meats had become part of the food conversation; my biggest motivation for using these meats was that they had far more flavor than the commodity stuff from the supermarket. I also developed a preference for the “dry” style of barbecue I’d encountered in North Carolina and especially Texas, where the meat was coated in a dry spice rub (or often just salt and pepper) before a long, hot nap in the smoker. I preferred the way this method develops an intensely flavored crust (or “bark”), as opposed to “wet” barbecue, which is basted as it cooks and coated in sticky-sweet sauce afterward. My approach let the meat speak for itself and relied on wood smoke and patience as its primary ingredients.


			By the time I’d signed a lease on the vacant garage, I knew exactly what kind of spot I wanted to open: an amalgamation of the best bits of barbecue culture I’d picked up over the years and a friendly, unpretentious place where meat was king. And I didn’t want our barbecue to be handcuffed to any regional style of barbecue. Barbecue is to Americans as beer is to Germans: we’re highly suspicious of anything that’s not from where we grew up. Any German thinks the best beer comes from his hometown and that everything else is poison. The same goes for barbecue in America: If you grew up in Memphis, you believe that Memphis-style barbecue is the greatest thing in the world and everything else is shit. Texans say barbecue is beef and beef only; North Carolinians swear allegiance to pork alone. Texans think barbecue sauce is blasphemous; Kansas City worships its sticky, shiny glaze; and on and on. My own style of barbecue had become impossible to categorize by this point, having incorporated a cut of meat from one region, a hardwood from that one, and a smoking technique from another, until the result was a mutt of American ’cue filtered through the mind of an Irish-Italian kid from Jersey.


			I did not want our place to feel like a typical New York barbecue restaurant. I’d come to consider barbecue a democratizing food that transcends culture, race, and income. This is still true in regions where barbecue has its deepest roots, but elsewhere in America, barbecue has largely become another big-box dining concept. Our strip malls are filled with “BBQ” restaurants that offer gigantic menus filled with cheeseburgers, chicken wings, dozens of sides, and behemoth desserts, and where much of the so-called “barbecue” never sees the inside of a smoker (a fact the restaurants mask with veneers of artificially smoky sauce). And while there was some great barbecue in New York, the vibe at these places didn’t match the more down-and-dirty atmosphere I loved about the old-school joints in the South.


			So I set out to create the antithesis of what barbecue had become in much of America. My restaurant would operate like the great meat markets of central Texas, which were opened in and around the towns of Lockhart and Taylor by German immigrants in the early twentieth century. These markets operated much like a cafeteria: customers lined up in front of a meat counter stocked with smoked brisket, ribs, and sausages and ordered their meat by the pound from the carver, who piled their orders on butcher paper and sent them off to eat, shoulder to shoulder, at picnic tables. (In many ways, this is the setup of the classic New York delis.)


			These markets didn’t offer much in the way of sides, mostly crackers and pickles and whatever else could be stocked on the shelves; most of them didn’t have separate kitchens for preparing food beyond the barbecue. I planned on keeping with the meat-market theme by offering only a handful of sides: baked beans, my grandmother’s cold broccoli salad, and my grandfather’s potato salad, plus some locally made pickles and Martin’s potato rolls. Mac ’n’ cheese and French fries would be forbidden. Hell, I didn’t even want to offer utensils: like pizza and hamburgers, barbecue is best eaten with your hands.


			The restaurant would serve craft beer, but we would focus on local brews and serve them in growlers and Mason jars. I had also developed an affinity for American whiskey, which we’d serve with big ice cubes or with filtered water measured in eyedroppers.
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			During construction, I almost walked away from the project several times. My fears were many: I wasn’t a restaurateur, I was too late to the barbecue craze that was taking over the city, the space was too dilapidated to ever resurrect. I woke up every morning in a panic, but the one thing I was sure of was my barbecue—I knew it was as good as or better than anything I’d tasted anywhere else. That kept me from bailing out.


			We named the restaurant Fette Sau. Though its literal translation, “fat pig,” connects nicely to barbecue, my wife’s German heritage, and barbecue’s Germanic roots in central Texas, it actually has a more unflattering and mischievous meaning in German parlance, something Kim and I discovered when we first ran across the phrase in a German drinking song. (This is probably part of the reason so many German tourists now visit the restaurant, and why they always snicker when they see our signs, and why in German television interviews the hosts ask me to say the name of the restaurant.)


			We finally opened in March 2007, and there’s been a line out the door ever since. If I had opened Fette Sau in Texas, Memphis, Kansas City, or the Carolinas, we would have been called carpetbaggers and run out of town, but in Brooklyn, our customers and the press had fewer ingrained opinions on what proper barbecue should be. Living in a melting pot, New Yorkers are more open-minded about new cuisines and nontraditional cooking. They didn’t challenge Fette Sau’s half-breed style of barbecue; they embraced it. And while many people who grew up around great barbecue came to my restaurants expecting to hate it, I’ve had countless folks from one of the big four regions tell me, “This is the best barbecue I’ve had—outside of my hometown.” For me, that’s the ultimate compliment.


			A couple of years after opening the original Fette Sau, I began to get the itch to build another restaurant. Once again, I didn’t have to go far to find the spot. When the space next to Spuyten Duyvil became available, I jumped on it.


			We opened St. Anselm in 2010 with a menu of highbrow junk food: deep-fried hot dogs, foie gras pierogi, and the like. It was a doomed conceit from the start: I’d broken my own rule of letting the space dictate the restaurant. So we shut the restaurant down, ripped out the deep fryer, and replaced it with a giant grill. We reopened St. Anselm as a neighborhood restaurant with a heritage meat–centric menu, to waves of positive press. Some folks called it a steakhouse, but I always think of it as a charterhouse of char, where almost every dish touches the grill before it hits the plate. When selecting the meat and seafood we feature at St. Anselm, I thought about what I liked to grill at home. I’m a big fan of underdog proteins like hanger steak, lamb saddle, and head-on prawns; in addition to being less expensive than the more coveted porterhouse, lamb chops, and lobster, they’re usually much more flavorful. I inherited a love of charred vegetables from my grandmother, so many of our side dishes also spend some time over the fire. As with the barbecue at Fette Sau, we want the effects of smoke and fire to be present in every bite, unadulterated by complicated sauces and garnishes.
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			The funny thing about grilling is that I had never studied it the way I did barbecue; it was just a skill I developed through a lifetime of cooking in my backyard. My approach to grilling is simple and straightforward: if you’re not going to put some char on the food, there’s no point in firing up the grill. And, as with barbecue, it all begins with selecting great ingredients. A bad piece of meat can’t be rescued, no matter how many other ingredients or flourishes you throw at it. But a high-quality heritage-breed steak or chop doesn’t need more than some salt and a lot of heat to become the best thing you’ve  ever tasted.


			In 2012, I opened a second Fette Sau in Philadelphia’s Fishtown neighborhood with restaurateur Stephen Starr. The space is larger than the Williamsburg original, though the look is nearly identical, complete with a barbed-wire fence and antique knives on the beer taps—and the same line of hungry carnivores. I don’t see the demand for smoke and char diminishing any time soon, so no doubt there will be more restaurants to come.


			Ironically (or inevitably, perhaps), the highly personal, regionally untethered, mongrel style of barbecue restaurant I developed for Fette Sau has itself become something of a regional classification. There are now dozens of joints—maybe more—around the world that model themselves on what’s increasingly called “Brooklyn barbecue.” The best of these echo the Fette Sau approach by breaking from established barbecue traditions and developing their own style using carefully sourced meat; the worst are just aping a concept, complete with eerily similar butcher-diagram murals, worn knives for tap handles, and Edison bulb–lit flea market décor. Will “Brooklyn barbecue” be a thing fifty years from now? Only time will tell.


			In the meantime, I decided to share my live-fire cooking philosophy with you in this book. At first I was hesitant to do so: Why would anyone listen to me? I’m neither a trained chef nor a pitmaster on the competitive barbecue circuit (well, with one exception—which I’ll cover later). I’m a self-taught home cook whose most important job is to feed his family and friends. I have no secret recipes or magic touch, but I do have the knowledge amassed by a weekend warrior who has spent a lifetime grilling and smoking in his backyard, and I’ve trial-and-errored my way into a unique place in the food world. So I thought that the lessons I’ve learned along the way could help home cooks harness the mighty power of smoke and fire and apply it to pretty much anything they want to cook over a live fire.


			How to Use This Book


			This book breaks my approach to smoking and grilling down into twenty straightforward lessons, with recipes sprinkled throughout to help you apply what you’ve learned at home. My style of live-fire cooking is pretty simple, but it relies on a real understanding of how smoke, fire, and ingredients interact, as well as on conscientious and informed shopping.


			I’m not a gear junkie; I believe amazing food can be cooked on almost any kind of equipment (even indoors) if you know how to build and maintain a fire, are able to get high-quality ingredients, and can master time and temperature. This book will teach you the importance of wood as fuel and the many shapes and forms it can take. And it will show you how great meals begin at the butcher shop and farmers’ market.


			I think the story of American barbecue—like many histories—has been unfairly dominated by the winners. You’ve certainly heard of the barbecue of central Texas, Kansas City, Memphis, and the Carolinas. But what about western Kentucky, Santa Maria Valley, or upstate New York? Or even my own home state of New Jersey? All of these areas are home to their own unique styles of barbecue. I have loved discovering these lesser-known pockets of American ’cue, and I take you to them throughout the book to broaden your understanding of our country’s signature cuisine, and to help you replicate these distinctive styles of barbecue at home. After all, you may not hail from a bastion of barbecue, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make big-league barbecue.


			Finally, one of best things about live-fire cooking is the sense of celebration that comes with it. Whether you’re grilling a batch of burgers or roasting a whole pig on a spit, a party is sure to ensue. And what fun is a party without something to drink? Each of my establishments has its own approach to libations: at Spuyten Duyvil, we focus on fine craft beers; Fette Sau pours locally made brews and America’s best whiskeys; and at St. Anselm, we showcase my favorite wine producers from around the world. Each of these categories—beer, whiskey, and wine—is spotlighted in a different chapter, featuring new pairings for barbecue and grilled food, or just as something amazing to drink on its own.


			My hope is that whether you want to smoke a better brisket, master whole fish or vegetables on the grill, or experiment with some uncommon barbecue (pulled lamb leg, perhaps?), you’ll absorb these live-fire lessons and then adapt them to your own style. Happy cooking!


	

		

		

				Lesson no 1
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			Meat Matters [image: butcher knife]


		


			No matter how good your equipment, technique, or fuel, you will never achieve barbecue nirvana or a perfectly grilled steak if you don’t start with high-quality ingredients. When I began to get serious about barbecue in the 1990s, there wasn’t much talk yet about heritage breeds and locally raised animals. But I lived near a great butcher in lower Manhattan, and when I started buying my meat there, I immediately noticed the difference in flavor and texture compared to the meat I had access to growing up in New Jersey.


			My real eureka moment happened about a year before we opened Fette Sau, when my chef friend Sara Jenkins invited a few restaurant industry folks over for an informal pork taste-off. She had ordered five pork shoulders: four were different heritage breeds from local farms, and the fifth was a commodity pork shoulder she’d picked up in the supermarket. Even before we started cooking, you could see a sharp contrast between the commodity pork and the others: the heritage pork was fatty and had a deep redness to it, like a piece of great veal; the supermarket pork was lean and gray and smelled like a grocery store. After roasting the shoulders, we could taste subtle differences among the heritage breeds—each had its own unique complexity—but the commodity pork was practically flavorless.


			What’s more, it’s easy to make a case against eating meat from factory-farmed animals. You’re eating animals bred to grow as quickly as possible (and often to be leaner and less flavorful); these are animals that have been raised on chemically treated feed in dirty, inhumane conditions. With that commercial meat, you’re ingesting potentially harmful drugs and chemicals. And you’re eating animals raised with methods that hurt the environment in countless ways. So buying high-quality sustainably raised meat is not just about choosing meat that’s far more delicious; it’s about not putting crap into your body and not contributing to an industry that is hurting us and the planet.


			My simple style of barbecue won’t give you the best results if you don’t use the best meat you can get your hands on. As I’ve seen a focus on heritage meats and ingredient-forward cooking take hold of the fine-dining scene, I have been amazed that it hasn’t trickled down to the barbecue industry. No matter how perfectly you smoke or grill a piece of protein—or how you dress it up with rubs, sauces, and accompaniments—if you start with a mediocre product, you’ll end up with one. On the other hand, a flavorful cut needs very little to become the best piece of meat you’ve ever tasted.


			In order to get the best meat available, you have to ask some questions: Where did the meat come from? How were the animals raised? What were they fed? When and how was the meat processed, packed, stored, and shipped? To help you answer these, consider the following criteria—listed in descending order of importance—when buying meat.
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			1 Naturally Raised


			First and foremost, the meat you cook and eat should be from animals raised without the use of antibiotics, hormones, steroids, or other growth-promoting medicines or chemicals. They should also have been fed an additive-free, 100-percent vegetarian diet. Unfortunately, the USDA’s formal definition of “natural” requires only that the meat has been minimally processed, with no preservatives or artificial ingredients added. And that is true of pretty much all fresh meat, rendering the “natural” label meaningless. It leaves room for animals that have been treated with hormones and antibiotics at some point in their lives. So the label alone probably won’t tell you if you’re buying my definition of “naturally raised” meat; you need to ask your butcher or farmer or do a little research to determine its provenance.


			2 Heritage Breed


			Whenever possible, buy meat from heritage breeds. As the industrialization of livestock increased during the twentieth century, we lost hundreds of breeds traditionally raised for meat. They were replaced by commercial breeds favored for growing quickly under large-scale factory farm conditions. This “cheap meat” has dominated our dinner tables and restaurants since the middle of the last century, and only recently have we begun to embrace the difference and value of heritage-breed animals. These animals thrive in open pastures and are more resistant to disease and parasites, making antibiotics less necessary. Plus, a farmer who chooses to raise heritage breeds takes more care with his animals. And the meat from heritage animals always tastes better than that of their commercial counterparts, as they’ve been bred for flavor, not productivity. Of course, raising these breeds requires more time, effort, and money than an industrial operation, and the costs are carried over to the customer. But the extra expense is worth it.


			3 Small Farm–Raised


			There will be large farming operations whose animals meet the previous two criteria, but if you have the option, buy from smaller, family-run farms. First, it’s good to support their business: small farms are an ecological asset that promotes biodiversity and sustainable agricultural practices, and they are also a great example and teaching tool for our food industry at large. Without them, we’d all be eating gray pork and bland chicken. I’ve also found that small-scale farmers treat their animals with an extra degree of care: if nothing else, each animal in a small operation is that much more essential to the bottom line. Generally speaking, the closer you can get to the source of the meat, the easier it is to know that you’re buying a great product.


			4 Locally Raised


			Barbecue is inherently a local cuisine; there’s an obvious reason beef dominates Texas and Kansas City barbecue, pork rules the Carolinas, and lamb is popular in Kentucky. In the New York/New Jersey area, though, we don’t have a strong connection to any specific livestock, so when I can’t find a local source for my meat, I order it from all over the place: Colorado (lamb), Iowa (pork), and Texas (beef). You should always favor quality over proximity, but when you can find great meat raised close to home, on local farms, buy it. If you can’t find high-quality options anywhere close to where you live, there are many online retailers that specialize in heritage and responsibly raised animals (see Resources for some of my favorites).


			5 Organic


			In order for its meat to be labeled “organic” by the USDA, a farm must comply with a strict set of requirements: its animals must be born and raised on certified organic pasture with unrestricted outdoor access, must never receive hormones or antibiotics, and must subsist on a certified organic diet. But getting certified as an organic farm is a time-consuming and expensive process that many smaller operations can’t afford—although they can’t label their food as such, many of these farms do follow organic practices. So if the meat you buy satisfies all of the other criteria and is really organic, consider it a bonus.


			How to Identify Good Meat


			It would be wonderful if we could always know the history of every piece of meat we purchase, but reality often leaves us staring into a butcher case or meat aisle full of anonymous protein without a clue about what to choose. To help you make the right choice in those situations, follow this animal-by-animal guide.


			Beef
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			Much of beef’s overall quality is determined by breed, how the cow was raised, what it was fed, and when and how it was processed (a more genteel way of saying slaughtered, butchered, and packed, all part of the criteria discussed previously). But fat content is another indication of quality, and it’s the easiest to spot with your own two eyes when nothing else of the beef’s provenance is known. More marbling—that is, thin striations of intramuscular fat—equals more flavor and tenderness. The USDA helps determine how much marbling is present in a cut of beef by assigning it one of eight grading levels. 


			The USDA grades you need to know about for the purpose of barbecue and grilling are the three top grades: prime, choice, and select. Select meat contains a slight amount of marbling, and it’s what you’ll probably encounter at the supermarket. But its low fat content means that select beef is best suited to braising and other wet-cooking methods. Choice beef, which you’ll encounter most often at restaurants and butcher shops, has more marbling (about twice as much as select) and is a good option for most grilling and barbecue applications. Prime beef is the best of the beast; it has the most intramuscular fat and, thus, will be the most tender and flavorful. But prime beef accounts for only about 2 percent of the beef that is graded, and much of it ends up in high-end restaurants.


			Keep in mind that not all beef in the United States is graded; while all beef must pass USDA inspection, grading is strictly optional. Much of the meat I buy is ungraded, but I know exactly where it came from and how it was raised—my farmers don’t need the USDA to tell me that they produce a superior product. You should also know that any adjectives not preceded by “USDA” that are used to describe beef—“premium,” “butcher’s choice,” “prime selection,” and so on—are meaningless marketing terms and should be ignored.


			You’ve probably come across the term “Certified Angus Beef” on menus and in the butcher case. This trademarked brand name means that the beef has met a specific set of criteria and is either prime or (much more likely) choice. It does not mean, however, that the meat came from a pure-breed Angus steer. The Angus breed—which came to the United States by way of Scotland in the nineteenth century—is prized among producers for its marbling and speed of maturation and, as such, is often used for crossbreeding. The defining characteristic USDA inspectors look for is a hide that’s at least 51 percent black, which indicates that there are some Angus genes in the animal, but they do not conduct genetic testing to verify the exact makeup.


			You still have more choices to make when buying beef. While marbling accounts for much of a cut’s flavor and tenderness, how (and if) the meat was aged also has an effect. Once it’s processed and the muscles have relaxed from rigor mortis, beef can be packaged and sold as “fresh” or further matured through either wet- or dry-aging. “Wet-aged” beef has been vacuum-packed and allowed to mature in a refrigerated environment; it is considered wet-aged because it is in contact with its own blood in its airtight packaging. Most supermarket meat has been wet-aged to some degree. The process will tenderize the meat slightly, but it doesn’t have a profound effect on the flavor. Grocery stores prefer this method, however, because there’s less moisture loss—and, therefore, little lost weight (and money).


			“Dry-aged” beef has been allowed to hang out in contact with the air under tightly controlled conditions for several weeks or longer, which gives enzymes, microbes, and oxygen time to react with the meat and fat. This process changes the flavor of the meat; the longer it’s aged, the more concentrated its beefy flavor becomes. Beef that’s been dry-aged for an extended period of time will take on a gamey, fermented—some say cheesy or mushroom-like—flavor; how funky you like your meat is a matter of personal preference. During dry-aging, beef can lose up to one-third of its weight through moisture loss, but what it loses in water it gains in flavor (and, ultimately, price). Dry-aged beef is usually available only at butcher shops or the fanciest of supermarkets. If you find you don’t like the flavor of dry-aged beef, save your money and buy the freshest meat you can find.


			Next comes diet—not yours, the cow’s. Most of the high-quality meat in America comes from animals pasture-raised on grass, then fattened on a grain-based diet in feedlots before processing. There’s no denying that the meat from “grain-finished” cattle is fattier than that from cows that eat only grass until slaughter. One-hundred-percent grass-fed beef is leaner and, thus, less tender when cooked—especially on the grill or with other high-heat methods. Grass-fed beef is plenty flavorful, though in a different way from grain-finished beef; some people say it’s gamey or fishy-tasting, others love the flavor. I prefer meat from a pasture-raised cow finished on grain.


			Note that I haven’t said anything about color when it comes to choosing beef. Modern processing and packaging technology make it easy for producers to preserve the rosy-red color of fresh meat well beyond its sell-by date. A piece of beef that isn’t cherry red isn’t something to be afraid of, as long as you’re buying it from a source that can tell you enough about the meat to determine its quality.


			If you can’t find out where your meat came from, how it was raised, or how the USDA has graded its quality, you have to rely on your eyes. Is the meat well streaked with little veins of fat, or is it mostly muscle? If the latter, skip it when grilling or barbecuing and seek out another piece. When all else fails, find a butcher and start asking questions.


			Pork


			It’s much easier to shop for high-quality pork than for good beef. Always choose heritage-breed pork. As far as I’m concerned, there’s heritage-breed and then there’s everything else. Not only is heritage-breed pork fattier and more flavorful than commercial pork, but it’s better for you and the environment as well.


			Berkshire, Duroc, Tamworth, Red Wattle, Large Black, Ossabaw, and Mangalitsa are some of the best breeds available, and each of these breeds varies somewhat in texture, fattiness, and flavor. I don’t think the specific breed matters all that much: if you’re choosing naturally raised noncommercial pork, you’re probably going to end up with something great. Note: The USDA doesn’t use multiple grading tiers for pork. The only two grades are “Acceptable” and “Utility,” and fresh meat in the latter category can’t be sold to consumers.


			An animal’s diet always has an effect on its flavor, but this is especially true of pork. Farmers who care about their pigs will provide them with a diverse diet that combines organic grain-based feed with whatever the pigs can forage and root up in the fields and forests where they’re raised. Many heritage-breed producers also feed their pigs tree nuts—most often acorns—which gives the meat a rich, complex flavor. (What makes Spain’s pata negra pigs so desirable is their endless feast of acorns before harvest.) I’m especially fond of pork that has been raised on “spent” grain left from making beer; the sweetness of the malted grains finds its way into the meat. If you’re buying pork directly from a farmer, he will be able to tell you about its diet, as will any good butcher.


			Color is also more important with pork than with other red meat. Commercial pork is pale pink at best, while heritage-breed meat ranges from dark pink to dark red. When selecting pork, keep in mind that you want it to look more like the color of beef than that of chicken. Lastly, look at the fat content. This will vary based on the breed and cut, but you want noticeable intramuscular marbling and a smooth, white fat cap.


			Lamb


			Good news: lamb is even easier to buy than pork or beef. Americans eat far less lamb than other meat, so there’s a much smaller commercial market and none of the health and environmental hazards that come along with large-scale production. Most of us will find at most two or three lamb options at the market or butcher shop: American, New Zealand, and (less often) Australian.
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