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Preface



My first attempt at curing was a great success in one way, and a miserable failure in another. I had decided to make some bacon – having already tried cheese making, this seemed to be a reasonable next step on the steady march towards making our own food. It all worked out properly, the final product was tasty and for the first time ever we had bacon that could only be described as a million times better than the stuff bought in the supermarket.


So why was it a failure? Well, I worried about it all the time, and for days after we ate the bacon too. Could it be possible that this was something that would not spoil with such a small amount of salt? Had I made it too salty and my curing experiment would prove to be just an expensive waste of time with an inedible product at the end of the process?


I confess worry spoilt my first curing experience dreadfully. But that was twenty years ago and although I am still anxious about cures, no sleep is lost, and I am always completely thrilled with what I produce – even when I sometimes make mistakes.


Curing meat, a lifelong game of chess where you are always thinking and experimenting, has become one of the cornerstones of our family. Whenever one or other of the children returns home, the first thing they ask for in meal terms is a ‘bacon butty’, knowing of course that it’s Dad’s bacon and not supermarket’s best plastic wrapped.


We grew an international Olympic weightlifter on food like biltong and ham, and visitors to our home have come to expect some homemade treats – I think my most successful experiment was a lighthouse pie, which consisted of a fried slice cut with a ring to be the same size as a slice of homemade black pudding. A similarly trimmed piece of thick-cut dry, cured bacon, again made at home, and a fried egg from one of our hens were cooked in the same ring cutter used to cut the bread, black pudding and bacon. The whole dish was piled up like a lighthouse with the yolk at the top. I was so proud you’d have thought I’d won the Nobel Prize!


Starting out in curing meat is an adventure that will literally change your life. It did mine, and the only regret I have is not starting to cure in earlier years. I thought it was something that was only possible in food factories. The truth is quite the opposite. Every ingredient we eat started life in someone’s kitchen, and still the very best food is created in the same way. The proper place for drying ham, a batch of biltong or a side of bacon is a suitably cool, protected part of your home, where you and only you have control of what goes into the meat and what comes out too.


Making your own cured products gives you an opportunity. Yes, you can make the best food for the same price as the moderately priced packaged products in the supermarket, but you can also make it a whole lot healthier too! For example, you can control the saltiness of your bacon and you don’t need to add chemicals to maintain the stability of the product on some shelf, you simply create something special, healthily special.


Until recently my wife Diana and I travelled the country teaching people how to make food ingredients from scratch and frequently taught at the Women’s Institute Cookery School at Denman in Oxfordshire. Perhaps my proudest moment was when we made some overnight bacon – the recipe is featured in this book on pages 27–8, and cooked it for the college to try. One venerable lady in tweed said it was ‘Bacon as it used to be.’ You couldn’t get prouder and for the first time in years my chest was puffed out more than what I call my waist.


And that’s the whole point of this book. Food is about two things: love and pride. Curers have plenty of both.





Chapter 1



Getting Started


In this chapter we’ll look at charcuterie and why we should bother doing it and then what kind of equipment and chemicals you’ll need to get started.



What is charcuterie and why bother doing it?



Charcuterie is actually a French word that simply means the cutting of meat. More than just butchering, it comes from a society that generally could not afford to kill an animal to consume the whole beast in a few days, or at one sitting, such as a royal court with so many mouths to feed. It implies the cutting of meat so that it can be preserved, dried, extended, made more of, and, perhaps most important of all, enjoyed.


It’s not just about preserving but flavour


The ancient art of curing and smoking food has made an enormous contribution to human development. What was once a necessity has become a treasure-trove of delicacies, amazing ingredients, meats that can arguably be much superior to the original, allowing people to plan and schedule hunting and farming and to create surpluses for later consumption. It is a good job that cured meats are so tasty. Maybe human society would have crashed and burned had they been horrid!


That is the whole point of this book. In the past I have written books that implored readers to take up gardening or sausage or cheese making because they are great tools for survival and one day they may need this half-forgotten knowledge. Not so this book; it’s about flavour and fun.


Of course there are many, many recipes for the survivalist who wishes to set his larder with food to last all year, but here we are concentrating on flavour, and I have no apology to offer for including recipes based purely on their taste. With this in mind I have included recipes for the barbecue – not ordinarily thought of as curing, but often food that is salted and smoked, and yes, it does preserve too. There are pies, pâtés, confits, sandwich meats, hocks, brawn, hams and bacon, pastrami and corned beef, jerky and biltong, kebabs and faggots; also meats from the ancient world. Together, we will traverse the Silk Road and look into Turkey, Greece, Italy, Spain, Africa and Central Europe, India and China, South, Central and North America.


Modifying meat by curing or smoking it, adding flavours and making the dishes we love today is not possible without an array of techniques and materials, but surprisingly little in the way of equipment is needed, save a sharp knife, pans and bowls. Smoking is more complex, but, equally, needn’t be too onerous on the wallet.


There are various methods of making stock, rendering fat and the correct use of herbs (both for flavour and their preserving effect) for the production of jellies for pies and pâtés; and the use of cuts of meat such as pigs’ trotters, heads, cockerel comb and, of course, the wonderful offal so long ignored.


Learning from your mistakes


I hope this book will provide you with some inspiration. One final note: it is full of mistakes. These are quite deliberate and are solely the author’s. Where in the past I have attempted to make a certain product and it has all gone wrong, I’ll let you know, because you learn from mistakes – especially when someone else makes them.


Here is an example just to whet your appetite. I was making a ham so I made a simple cure of salt and sugar and rubbed it into the meat, then poured more cure over the ham in a lidded plastic box. At this point I noticed a small crack in the box and thought to myself, ‘Well, no bacteria will bother the meat because it’s covered in salt.’ Actually, a few days later, the box was full of maggots! A fly had crawled into the box, laid its eggs, and they didn’t seem to mind the salt at all! Perhaps they were just a little thirsty after their salty dinner.


Obviously, no one wants a maggoty ham and so it had to be discarded. It just goes to show how amazing it is that life always takes advantage of the resources it finds, and how important it is that we make sure we follow a robust Health & Safety regime, which should include the purchase of an electronic fly zapper if you intend to make a lot of homemade products or wish to sell your products.



Enjoying unadulterated food



It is a sign of the times that unadulterated food is something to be desired, almost as though it is something to which one should aspire. This never was the experience of even the poorest people of our grandparents’ day. Of course there was less food, including a lot less meat, but what there was generally came fresh and unadulterated with shelf-life-extending chemicals, colourants and goodness knows what else. Today it is the norm for food to be pumped with hormones, dusted with pesticides, and in many parts of the world it is genetically altered too.


Certainly the number of additives added to food continues to grow. There are now enzymes and residual flavour-enhancing chemicals added to food that are not covered by labelling legislation. Enzymes are considered to be food preparation aids, and not on the list of ingredients on the packaging. The original enzymic food preparation is cheese, using rennet, an enzyme, to coagulate the protein in milk. However, modern enzymes are used to get as much meat as possible from the carcass, to add flavour, to maintain colour, texture and flavour and even to create flavour where there was none – in the production of fake meats.


It is not unusual to find sliced ham with a large proportion of chicken, where an enzyme is added to the product to make it taste like ham, making it cheaper. Indeed, you can buy chicken that tastes hammier than best York ham! If you buy sliced meats in the supermarket wrapped in plastic, it’s a good idea to study the ingredients first. When making your own cured products, you can always be sure of the very best, and that is what we are striving for here. I can personally guarantee your own bacon will be better, oh so much better, than that sold by some of the most illustrious shops in the UK. A designer hamper is not nearly so good!



Some equipment you might find useful



Charcuterie is unlike other hobbies in that it not only produces something to eat, it becomes a way of life, an extension of a love affair with food. The bacon maker often wants to progress to making his own sausages, cheese and bread. It’s a fascination that grows on you. It is like other hobbies in that the good ones have kit to buy and discuss –which tool is best for this and that process – and eventually people accumulate lots of equipment in the pursuit of perfection. But I don’t want to give the wrong impression here – it is possible to cure meat and make the most extensive variety of meat products using very rudimentary equipment, such as a plastic bowl and a sharp knife.


Sterilising and cleansing


One of the first things you should be sure to have in place is a good sterilising system. This can be something simple – a large heatproof bowl for boiling water for metal objects, maybe a supply of sterilising tablets for non-metallic items and even a steaming system for cleansing knives and utensils. You can buy non-chemical-based sterilisers that are often used for babies bottles and associated equipment, and these are perfectly suitable.


You will need to sterilise worktops too. I do this by wiping with vinegar and then sprinkling salt over the dampened area. Afterwards I wipe it clean with a new, clean towel.


When working with meat, always wear a freshly laundered large apron. It’s not going over the top to buy a butcher’s overcoat, maybe even a butcher’s hat, and neoprene gloves, which come in bulk packs. It is important that you keep everything as clean and sterile as possible. Butcher’s coats, hats and a lot more equipment besides can be readily purchased from the numerous butcher’s supplies companies on the internet.


Knives


The more you can invest in a good set of knives, the better. Expensive knives are not just a luxury, they are made from the best-quality steel, which is able to withstand sharpening time and again. Along with a set of knives, buy a steel (used for putting an edge on knives) and learn how to use it properly. A steel is basically a circular rasp used for sharpening knives. Whenever a knife is used, microscopic alterations in the edge of the knife appear, which blunt it. The steel is not there to give the knife an edge – it simply repairs the one it already has.


Always remember a steel does not make a blunt or damaged knife sharp. It simply gives a sharp knife that extra sharpness needed to do its work efficiently. Blunt or damaged knives should be repaired or discarded.


Using a steel


A steel is a metal pole with serrations all around, giving the appearance of a circular file. It has a handle and knife guard and is used to sharpen knives. Steels should be used daily to maintain knives. They should be grease-free too, so always make sure your knives are clean and dry before using the steel – any amount of grease will clog up the steel and make it inoperative. The basic rules are: draw the cutting edge of the knife forwards at an angle of about sixteen degrees and bring it along the whole length of the steel. Repeat for both sides of the knife. Don’t try to sharpen too quickly – you will get a rhythm with practice. However, the technique you use should not really matter so long as the knife is sharpened by repeated and alternate (first one side, then the other) strokes. Some people put the steel end on a worktop and then draw the knife across it, others hold the steel in one hand and flash the knife over it with the other. Choose whatever method works best for you.


If you need to sharpen halfway through cutting, wash and dry the knife in hot soapy water before using the steel.


Most charcuterie courses include sections on knifecraft.


Boning knife


This is a short-bladed curved knife that is used for removing meat from close to bones, and for separating cuts of meat. Usually they are flexible, allowing you to cut a clean surface as close to a bone as possible. A clean cut means the meat will last longer, whereas rough cuts tend to promote bacterial growth by increasing surface area.


Avoid the temptation to be overzealous in trying to remove every last gram of meat from the bone – anything left will produce better stock once the bones are boiled.


Butcher’s knife


If you can manage it, buy two sizes of knife: 18cm and 28cm, for the general cutting of meat. They are used for cutting through muscle and skin, the larger one being somewhat heavier, and with a sharp edge it will cut very cleanly indeed.


Chef’s knife


This is a multi-purpose knife, usually with a curve on the blade, with a reasonably heavy stock to give weight to operations such as slicing through vegetables. It is generally a cutting knife rather than a chopping knife, and my preference is to use a specifically designed vegetable knife for preparing herbs and spices as well as general vegetable preparation.


Slicing knife


Used for cutting meat and sausage, the slicing knife is straight-bladed, about 25cm long and sometimes serrated. It is a broad knife, allowing you to set the vertical in the cut more easily. Often mistaken for a bread knife, this knife really is a must for ideal presentation of your hard work. It is particularly useful when you need to cut thin slices of bacon, prosciutto and ham.


Cleaver


Some people use nothing else, especially the flat-bladed Chinese style cleaver that lends itself to every conceivable use in the kitchen. In Western cuisine, cleavers are for breaking through small bones and a butcher’s saw is used for cutting through larger ones. Quartering rabbit and chicken is an ideal job for a cleaver.


I would always recommend the use of a chain glove for your free hand when using a cleaver – and any knives for that matter. Being hit on the fingers by a cleaver is a very painful experience when your hand is protected with a chain glove but catastrophic when not thus protected! While discussing cleavers, it’s a good time to mention tables. Going hammer and tong with a cleaver on the kitchen table might be somewhat counterproductive. Be sure your table is up to the punishment you give it – even gentler cutting – and always use the appropriate cutting board. Buy a good thick one (use a red for raw meat, yellow for cooked meat), rather than a thin one, and make sure it is always sterilised before use.


Sterilising items such as cutting boards can be done in many ways. I tend to rub salt into the surface and then rinse it off with a kettle of boiling water. However, you can use a sterilising solution and rinse with cooled boiled water if you prefer.


Of all the knives you can buy, I find that I can get along with the following:


• Slicing knife


• Butcher’s knife


• Boning knife


Probably the one I use most is the boning knife, and my steel is in almost constant use.


Using a knife


The best, safest and most efficient way to use a culinary knife is to place it on the surface with the handle pointing towards you. (Never point the blade towards you – which might sound obvious, but people often ‘cut round corners’, especially when boning, and end up with the blade pointing in awkward positions. Then draw the knife handle towards you so you are cutting on the backstroke. All knives work in this manner unless serrated, but this is only the case with a slicing knife, when you can use a forward stroke too. With a slicing knife, always start with a backstroke and avoid using a sawing action. Each stroke is deliberate and separate from the previous one.


It goes without saying that you should keep your fingers out of the way!


Mixers and food processors


It is an obvious help to use a power machine, and these days so many of us have them in the kitchen. However, it is possible to complete all the methods described in this book with a knife. In fact, Queen Victoria would only eat sausages made with a knife and not a grinder, but it is a lot slower. The majority of the charcuterie in this book does not call for meat to be pasted. My previous book, How To Make Your Own Sausages, deals specifically with sausages from around the world. However, there are some general rules below that will help.


Motors


Less expensive kitchen mixers/processors often have poor motors that do not work well for prolonged periods. The more expensive you get, usually the better the motor.


Pulse


Your machine should have a good pulse action, allowing you to turn it on for a second or two and then off just as easily. From time to time I use ice with meat, particularly in sausage making, but often with pâté too, and the ability to pulse means I do not wreck the blade or the motor.


Sausage attachment


Often, especially with equipment coming from the Far East, the attachments are not standard, and therefore more difficult to source replacements. This is particularly true of sausage stuffers, where I have often had the situation where the stuffers that came with the machine did not even fit properly. Where possible, ask for machines that have Kenwood-type sausage attachments.


Grinders, the old-fashioned hand-cranked type, are inexpensive and easy to use. They have one drawback, however, and this is to do with the fixing, which is usually a ‘G’ clamp affair. Often modern worktops do not allow them to fix easily because the amount of screw available is too small to fit, so check your worktops before you buy. There are a number of perfectly adequate sucker-type grinders that will fit anywhere.


Moulds and presses


For many years I made pressed chicken, pressed ham and spam in a glass bowl with a saucer on the top and a few weights added on top of that. Alternatively, I have made sandwich meats – corned beef, mostly – in a loaf tin, with another on top pressing it down, filled with boiling water. However, there comes a time when one wants to make a professional-looking piece of ham in one of those Dutch presses (a wooden affair with a pressing plate attached to a small beam on which you hang weights to increase the pressure), or almost any other shape for that matter, and for this you need an oven press. Spring-loaded and made of metal, they can be acquired fairly cheaply these days secondhand, although you should make sure there is no corrosion inside the mould.


There are many other presses available on the market, with multiple uses. For example, I use one for making cheese and sandwich meat – but not at the same time!


Drying


Essentially, most drying takes place naturally and without any artificial aids at all. I have a drying box; some call it a meat safe. Often it is placed in a sheltered spot outside, but the shed is also a favourite spot. Mine is a big wooden box, about 75cm in all directions, and the four sides are walled with very fine mesh. It has a roof and bottom. Some have humidity and temperature controls, which you can buy separately to enhance a homemade box.


Drying machines


These are not used for drying large pieces of meat. They are superb for slowly drying herbs and making herbal teas from garden leaves. They come in a variety of shapes, but essentially they all work on the same principle. A fan draws warmed air through a series of trays; some are rectangular and others are circular. In a way they resemble a very low-powered hairdryer. I always use mine on its lowest setting.


One of my sons is an Olympic weightlifter and the amount of meat he consumes is phenomenal. Consequently there are always two products in preparation in our kitchen. One of these is dry-cure bacon, and the other is biltong, for which I use my dryer. It takes about three days to completely dry out – and about ten minutes for him to eat it!


Vacuum sealing


This is the process of increasing the shelf life – by a good week in most cases – using a heat-sealed plastic bag. The idea is to stop oxygen from coming ito contact with the meat, which helps keep it fresh. However, this is not the way charcuterie aficionados use vacuum sealers. In this case a piece of meat, salted with the cure, is placed in the plastic vacuum sealing bag and then the machine pumps out the air and makes an airtight (and liquid-tight) seal across the top. This is then placed in the fridge to cure. As liquid is drawn from the meat it is massaged through the plastic bag to ensure the whole surface is covered.


Vacuum sealing is a good way of curing without the mess, and is much more efficient than the pop-it-in-a-plastic-box method.


Scales


A good set of scales is essential – actually two sets are better than one. I have a large scale for weighing big pieces of meat, and a smaller one for weighing out amounts of cure ingredient. Sometimes I try to use my small one for everything, but balancing a piece of meat in such a way that I can see the readout makes the process very difficult. In the past I have lost some to the dog – it having fallen off altogether after being precariously balanced.


When making your own cured meats, you will need to be able to weigh small amounts to an accuracy of 1g (larger pieces of meat require less accuracy). A good ‘tare’ button is useful, where you put a bowl on the scale and set the readout to zero – saves on the maths!


Meat slicer


These are not cheap bits of kit, but so many bacon makers own a meat slicer because they make perfect slices. To me they are more trouble than any other piece of equipment when it comes to cleaning down, and the rotating blade scares me to death, but there is something about seeing that slice of beautifully cured bacon as it falls onto the back shelf. I also use my meat slicer for slicing pieces of brisket to make biltong, where everything remains even and looks the same.
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