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  DEDICATION

  To the pigs, of course, for they gave all.


  INTRODUCTION

  Without a doubt, Praise the Pig grew out of my first book, The Big Book of Bacon (Skyhorse Publishing). That first book started as a joke. Someone in my social media circles asked for advice on cooking a snow goose, a bird that can sometimes be less than a culinary delight. Of course, that sometimes means that other times it’s grand, but if you don’t cook a bird like that on a regular basis, it can be a challenge to get it right.

  Now, I’d cooked snow goose to rounds of applause before and, so, offered up my recipe to the comment stream, ending with, “Be sure to cover the birds with bacon.” For some reason, that struck a chord with people. Soon, the words “just add bacon” were being advised for everything from poached pears to pancakes to fixing whatever is wrong with your spouse. People plastered my Facebook wall with the meme “Bacon is the duct tape of the kitchen”; bacon, it seemed, was a cure-all for everything.

  So that’s how the first book started and, well, this second one just seemed a natural route to take from there. I actually intended to be a little avant-garde, if you will, with this one. I thought about pâtés and headcheeses and things that used cheeks and feet and hocks and tails. But the more I thought about it and the more reading I did into recipe origins that used such parts, I realized that they just weren’t accessible. I don’t mean just the porcine parts themselves, but also the recipes and the tools required to arrive at the tender delicacies that are the art of charcuterie. While I love experimenting with food off the beaten path, I think I’m wise enough to know that such a thing isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. So, where did that leave this book?

  “Accessible” really is the key here. I’m not just talking about the ingredients, though some will be harder to find than others, just as is the case with any cookbook that doesn’t start each recipe with a can of Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup. When I think about “accessible” and cooking, I’m really thinking that the user has to look at the recipe title, glance over the list of ingredients and think, “Yea, I think that would be cool to make and I can pull that off.”

  Let’s face it, dealing with a whole pig’s head is intimidating to most of us, me included. Someday I’ll tackle that—like when I have a stove and a pot big enough to accommodate such an “ingredient”—but that and cheeks and tongues and tails and the entire art of charcuterie are things best designated as specialties, and I didn’t think they were right for this book.

  That brings me to what this book is then. Well, it’s a couple things.

  Many of the recipes I worked up simply by substituting pork for another meat. One of my favorites, for instance, is the wild rice stew I normally make with roast chicken, but this time made instead with roast pork loin shaved thin—and it ended up being delightful. Pork substitution is especially worthy when it comes to ground beef. Now, I love beef. Give me a good steak or a juicy hamburger any day of the week and I’m a very happy girl. But when it comes to things like chilies and Bolognese sauces, I slowly transitioned from half beef and half pork to all ground pork. I find the results to be more succulent, the bite between the teeth more tender, the overall flavor profile richer. These are the things you discover when you work on a single-subject cookbook.

  If simply substituting pork for beef or chicken were all it took, this book would have been far easier. As it turned out, the more I worked with pork, the more inventive I became with it. Recipes like pork with butternut squash, snow peas, and mushrooms in a tarragon cream sauce is one such example, the tasso and red lentil stew another among many.

  Lots of these recipes use meat leftover from a bigger roast, most notably the ham and the shoulder or Boston butt. A big part of the reason for this is because I live by myself and have to think up things to do with the leftovers from these big cuts. For instance, I spend a lot of the spring, summer, and early fall months smoking Boston butts, because I love a good pulled pork sandwich almost as much as I like getting kissed by a handsome guy, maybe more. But after three days of sandwiches, I’m still faced with the need to do something else with pounds of smoked pork. Same goes for ham—there’s only so many ham sandwiches one can eat so many days in a row. So, as you wander these pages, realize that many recipes came from these bigger cuts. I think this “in-depth” use of leftovers, for one, gives you a good excuse to cook shoulders and hams outside of once-a-year summer family reunions and Easter. More importantly, though, it provides options, lets your creativity flow, and gets you out of the tenderloin and pork chop route that’s easy to fall into because these smaller cuts are so much more, well, manageable.

  Sausage is another bit of porky goodness that dominates in this book. You’ll find some specialties, like Portuguese chourico and a custom fennel seed and black pepper blend my local butcher makes. Like other more obscure ingredients such as tasso and the like, I’m fully aware that you may not have ready access to such treats. However, I’ve tried like the dickens to give you a resource if I had one, both a taste and flavor profile for the chosen meat, and a recommendation for a variant and spices that would closely mimic what I’ve used.

  It’s that creativity that’s really the point. I’m not a professional cook. I’ve not spent long hours under the tutelage of Mario Batali, I’m not on the board of the James Beard Foundation, and I’ve never been on Chopped or Knife Fight or Iron Chef. (On the other hand, I’m also far, far away from being nominated as a contestant on Worst Cooks in America, so there’s that). What I am is a pretty talented home cook who has a good sense for what goes together. I’m also not afraid to step out of bounds, take the foundations of another recipe (or even three), and make it my own.

  If I had a hope for this book, it’s that you’d do the same. Don’t have an ingredient I listed or don’t like one of the components? Switch it out to something that works for you. Yes, in more than a few recipes I’ve stressed where a technique or ingredient shouldn’t be changed, as they are essential to making the finished product what it was intended to be. But nobody’s holding your fingers to the blue flame of your gas stove. Do what you need to in order to make these recipes work for you. Too much cayenne? Substitute it with a little bit of black pepper. I like my meatloaf with extra egg in it, usually one more than most recipes call for. You may not like it that way, and that’s okay, skipping the extra won’t cost you a thing. None of this book is that hard.

  Speaking of hard, lots of cookbooks provide you with a difficulty rating. I don’t think any of what you’ll read here will make you faint from a lack of confidence. You should have the basics down of hard-boiling an egg, making toast and a sandwich, and roasting your basic chicken. Beyond that I will walk you through how I did certain things, which may not be le Cordon Bleu-approved, but that worked in my meager kitchen. If I tell you to fold something a certain way or whisk something constantly, it’s because any other way and I would have pulled all my hair out. But this, too, is like the ingredients: If you have a way that works better for you, have at it. Nobody is standing over your shoulder criticizing the uniformity of your carrot chop or your egg white whipping skills.

  I hope you have fun with this book and I hope it inspires you to have fun with pork. Pigs are wonderful animals that offer up a cornucopia of mouthwatering fare, so give chicken and beef a time out and Praise the Pig.

  —Jennifer L. S. Pearsall
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  A—Cheeks/Jowls

  B—Shoulder/Boston butt cut

  C—Shoulder/Picnic roast

  D—Loin/Tenderloin/Ribs

  E—Belly/Pork belly (which becomes bacon)

  F—Ham

  G—Hocks


  NOTES ABOUT THIS BOOK

  BUTCHERS

  If you can find a private butcher who handles pig butchering on a regular basis, start experimenting with what they have, especially in the way of sausages and smoked meats. My butcher here in Connecticut has a really nice variety of sausages they stuff in house. Discovering his fennel and black pepper sausage, for instance, was a stroke of luck and helped counter the dearth of chicken and turkey sausages my rather health-conscious grocery store tends to stock. I don’t like everything he makes—his chorizo is mild and doesn’t hold its bright orange color when cooked—but at least I have options the grocery store doesn’t provide.

  So what do you do if you don’t have a butcher local enough (or budget-friendly enough) to work with? Well, mail order is always a route. A specialty brand of gourmet products I use is D’Artagnan. This company has high-quality and often hard to find sausages, pâtés, and the like and they will FedEx your order overnight. A few minutes of Googling will turn up similar options.

  COOKING TEMPERATURES AND THE MODERN PIG

  Today’s pork isn’t what it used to be—it’s better. As I write this book, I am on the cusp of turning fifty. That means I grew up in a world of tough, dry pork chops that had nothing to do with my mother’s otherwise admirable skills in the kitchen and everything to do with the fear of the day, way back when—the dreaded food-borne parasite known as the Trichinella spiralis roundworm.

  Sounds pretty icky, eh? Well, it is (or at least from today’s standpoint, mostly was). Trichinella roundworm larval cysts in raw meat that survived a cooking would then go on to exact its revenge on your digestive system. According to the website medicinenet.com, the gastric acid and pepsin in your stomach work like fairy dust to release the roundworm larvae from their cyst casings. The baby worms take up residence in your small bowel, where they quickly enter their raucous teenage years and party-all-the-time twenties of adulthood. Being the host of such a frat house comes with a price, of course: cramps, nausea, diarrhea, fever, and vomiting at first. After a week, the sorority sisters are beer-bonging as steadily as the guy worms, and you know what happens then. That’s right—they release larvae, which float away to make a nursery in your muscles. This brings on the secondary phase of symptoms, more of the first set, plus itching, muscle aches, joint aches, chills, hemorrhaging under the fingernails (e-gads!), and conjunctivitis of the eyes. Pretty miserable stuff, and while the symptoms will go away on their own for most people, a handful will develop extreme secondary issues and die.

  That, thank goodness, was the pig of the mid-twentieth century. In 1980, according to a Wikipedia page on the subject, the US government implemented the Federal Swine Protection Act, which, among other things, disallowed feeding garbage to pigs and implemented what would seem to be common-sense policies, such as improved rodent control on hog farms.

  Say what you want about the shape of the US government today, the Federal Swine Protection Act was likely one of its smarter moves. Today’s mass-produced hogs are likely healthier, if not happier (and no, I don’t want to engage in a conversation on breeding crates or overcrowded hog barns or slaughter practices, so just leave it alone), than they were back when I was a kid. The good news is that, with the virtual eradication of Trichinella in commercially available pork products—an infection or three do surface each year, mostly from small, independent pork producers, but also from wild pigs and the occasional undercooked boar roast a few hunters will consume—we no longer have to cook our pork in a manner better befitting a crematorium.

  This confirmation that a lower internal cooking temperature is safe is most beneficial to the very lean cuts, like pork loins, tenderloins, and chops. The normal finished internal temperature used to be in the 160- to 170-degree range back when I was a kid in the 1960s and ’70s. Today, thanks to a 2011 edict by the US Department of Agriculture, most whole meat cuts will be just fine and dandy when an internal temperature of 145 degrees is reached and maintained for a bit. This means that if you’re using older cookbooks, like those from Julia Child or the iconic Joy of Cooking, reduce your temperatures and likely your cooking times.

  If you’re not sure about the doneness of your pork, go right ahead and use a probe thermometer inserted into the deepest part of your cut of meat, though not up against any bone that may be present. When you’re close to that magic 145 degrees, take your meat from the heat, cover it with foil and let it rest, a few minutes for something like medium-thick pork chops, maybe seven to ten minutes for a good-size tenderloin, twenty minutes for a thick loin roast (a very lean cut), and even a half-hour for a full crown roast. During that resting time, the temperature will continue to rise. That rest also lets the juices, which have retreated from the heat of the oven or grill to gather in the deepest part of your cut, to rise back to the surface and provide that uniformly juicy bite when you do stick a fork in it.

  There are three exceptions to this new temperature “rule.” Both uncured pork belly, which generally takes a slow cook to perfect, and ground pork are better cooked to higher temperatures. No, you cannot and should not order an all-pork burger cooked only to rare. Get your all-pork burger to just under medium and don’t worry about it drying out; an 80/20 (80-percent meat, 20-percent fat) mix of pork, I firmly believe, stays moister than the same meat-to-fat ratio of ground beef. Don’t believe me? Cook a beef burger and a ground pork burger side by side to medium and give them the ol’ taste test. I guarantee the pork burger will be juicier with the possible exception of an exceptionally high-quality grind of beef, such as that of the organic grass-fed variety. The third piece of pork that should be cooked to a higher temperature is the pork shoulder, also known as the Boston butt and picnic in its top and bottom halves, respectively.

  DEALING WITH THE BIG BOY—PORK SHOULDERS (BOSTON BUTTS AND PICNICS)

  The pork shoulder portions or Boston butts I’ve used for many of the recipes here have been prepared in a variety of ways. Pork shoulder actually comes in two cuts, and it’s worth knowing the difference between the two.

  The top and front-most part of the pig’s shoulder is called either simply a pork shoulder or, depending on where you live, a Boston butt. They are the same piece of meat and you will find them available both bone-in and boneless. The bottom part of the shoulder is called a “picnic.” It is a smaller cut and one leaner than the Boston butt cut, but it is also usually a bit cheaper by at least a couple dollars a pound. Aside from the picnic not having quite the same fatty content as the upper shoulder part, thus requiring shorter cooking times, the biggest problem I’ve seen is that they’re just not available everywhere. Southern states, those below the Mason Dixon line, generally have grocery stores that stock them, while grocery store attendants where I lived in Wisconsin looked at me like I had three heads when I asked for one.

  If I have a choice, and especially if I’m looking to use one of these cuts to develop several other recipes, I’ll go with the Boston butt every time. I also always look for this cut (as well as that of the picnic) bone-in, since the bone imparts a richness to the finished flavor, a flavor that is worth the inconvenience of the longer cooking times bone-in cuts require. Anyhow, the Boston butt’s succulence is undeniable and I think that, with a little care, it’s hard to screw up its cooking. The bigger cut is also good for feeding a crowd, though the same could be said for using an entire shoulder, which, of course, is the Boston butt and picnic cuts still in their original one-piece arrangement. The picnic, by the way, is what I’ll use when I don’t have a lot of time on my hand to play with the smoker (or if I’ve gotten a late start in the day with a recipe build), and yet still have a hankering for a pulled pork sandwich. I believe all the recipes in this book that featured a pork shoulder used the Boston butt cut, so what follows will be germane to that.

  I’ve cooked Boston butts in the slow cooker, slow-roasted them in a lower-temperature oven, and smoked them. I rarely use a probe thermometer to tell if one of my shoulders is finished, because, frankly, when mine are done, the meat falls off the bone. If you prefer yours less cooked than that, want one a little firmer in finished texture to allow for slicing rather than shredding, or if you just haven’t played with a large piece of meat like this to be comfortable calling it done without a probe temperature reading, well, then go ahead. A finished roast should read somewhere in the 190-degree range with the probe inserted in the thickest part of the meat (but not touching the bone on a bone-in cut). Is this higher than it needs to be for health considerations, such as the killing off of the now almost non-existent Thrichinella roundworm and the real concern of salmonella? Yes, it is. But this internal 190 degrees should have been arrived at very slowly, because that’s what it takes to break down the heavy fat and the tough muscle, and to change the texture of the collagen in the meat to gelatin, which makes a perfectly done shoulder roast succulent rather than chewy. I cannot emphasize the slow aspect of this cooking process for this particular cut enough: Shoot your internal temp to 190 degrees fast and you’ll end up with a dry, chewy, overcooked platter of meat only the dog will likely want. Think a moss-covered chunk of almost-set cement. Blech.

  Okay, now that we’ve cleared up that little matter, let’s get on to getting this beast of a meat hunk cooked, shall we?

  SLOW COOKER

  By far the easiest method, this yields the least flavorful shoulder, but, at the same time, one of the most tender. Why? A good pork shoulder or Boston butt should have a good fat cap on one side of it—I’m not talking anything like the couple inches you’d find with pork belly, but maybe a quarter- to half-inch deep on some. Between that glorious protective layer of pretty white fat and the fat within the muscle itself, this cut renders out a lot of liquid fat in the slow cooker. In fact, the roast will be in a bath of rendered fat when you’re done cooking it; my average nine-pound Boston butt will go for eight to nine hours in my slow cooker set to the low setting. This will have removed and dissolved to near flavorless-ness any rub you’d have done to the outside.

  What can you do to add some flavor? Honestly, I don’t think you can add much if you’re going to use the slow cooker. Sure, you can inject the shoulder with some sort of marinade (see the section in smoking that follows and the suggested injection combinations at the end of these notes), but I haven’t seen the benefits from that treatment like I do when I smoke a Boston butt. Though I’m missing a microscopic analysis and molecular white paper on the subject, I think it’s because all the marinade just renders out with the fat, so, again, in the end you’ve still really only bathed the outside of your butt in far more fat than flavor. Sure, you can also drain off the fat from time to time, but if you use a slow cooker as it’s intended in a set-it-and-forget-it mode—I put my Boston butt in the device in the morning before I leave for work and when I come home, voila, dinner is served—this isn’t really practical. Brining for 24 hours the night before can add some flavor, but, as with the injection, I find going that extra mile is best left for smoking as most of the brining benefit gets lost in the rendered fat.

  If you don’t mind a little extra work, then removing the roast from the slow cooker and its wading pool of hot fat a couple hours before the shoulder is done, injecting it then, double-wrapping in foil, and finishing in a low-temp oven (250- to 275-degree-ish) for a couple hours can help. However, I find a quicker way to get where I’m going is to let the slow cooker do its job, cooking until I have the fall-off-the-bone pulled pork consistency. I then remove the meat from the cooker, leaving all the fat behind, and crisp up the hunks of pork in a fry pan as I need it, along with a generous amount of sea salt and cracked black pepper and maybe some minced garlic or the whites and greens of sliced green onions. Once I’ve got those pieces of still oh-so-tender pork sizzling and crispy brown on the outside, I can then add any additional seasoning or sauces whatever recipe I’m creating requires. Ta-da, the slow cooker has done all the hard work, while my minimal time over the stove produces all the flavor I could want.

  All this said and done, there are a few ways to use the slow cooker to create pulled pork that has enough flavor so you don’t need to do anything with it after it’s cooked—except eat it. One of these is to use a deeply flavored soda such a Coca-Cola or Dr. Pepper; I used an organic black cherry soda in some ribs I did in the slow cooker (recipe for “Country Ribs With Black Cherry Red Wine Reduction and Gorgonzola” on page 57) with great results. Lots of Southern recipes I come across for pork use Coke or Dr. Pepper, which imparts a really nice sweetness and also tenderizes tougher cuts than a shoulder (no surprise there, coming from products that eat battery acid). The other method I like is to go the 30-cloves of garlic approach. This is an idea I actually took from a slow cooker brisket recipe which, quite literally, used that much garlic. It’s enough to flavor most of the meat quite well, even with the vast quantity of rendered fat it ends up being bathed in, because that fat will be so utterly infused with the mellow, nutty, and buttery flavors of the garlic as it, too, slow cooks. Add in plenty of salt and cracked black pepper, and good measure of garlic powder (which has a different profile than fresh garlic), and you should end up with a well-flavored pile of pulled pork. The key to either method is to make several very deep cuts in the shoulder roast—and I do mean deep, down to the bone. You’re going to end up shredding, chopping, or thin slicing (depending on how done you prefer yours) the roast in the end, so there’s no sense retaining the roast as a whole for some grand presentation as you would with a crown roast. What you gain from these cuts is exposure to much more of the meat since you’ve increased the surface area exposed to your flavor enhancers such as soda or garlic.

  To be honest, the slow cooker is my go-to Boston butt tool during much of the winter. While I like the flavor of pork roasted in the oven better, I have a gas oven that runs off a large, expensive-to-fill propane tank outside the house, so I resist running that oven for long periods of time to keep the refills on the tank down to a minimum. I do have two large smokers, both of which are electric, but the house I’m leasing as I finish the second half of this book is devoid of outside electrical outlets, which means I have to run a long, outside extension cord through an open window or door to operate either unit. Obviously, this is practical in the spring, summer, and early fall of New England, but not so much when the cool days of autumn give way to the freezing winter days. The slow cooker is also good if you don’t have a smoker and don’t want to heat up your house with an oven that’s on for several hours, say, during the middle of August. Truly, this appliance has a place when it comes to preparing pulled pork (as well as many other cuts)—just be aware of its limitations.

  OVEN ROASTING

  If you do not have a smoker of any size or shape, this is the way to turn a fresh off the pig pork shoulder into barbecue-ready pulled pork.

  As with anything in the kitchen, there are numerous ways to get the job done. You can start with a sear in a very hot oven—450 degrees—and get the outside sizzling and cracking and browning up nicely before you drop the temperature down low—300 on down to 250 degrees—and let it cook through over several hours. You can also do this in reverse, starting with a low oven and then finishing it off with a high sear. With either, you may need to tent the roast with foil at some point to prevent over-browning (especially if you want to go the route that ends with a sear and produces the perfect crust).

  While both these methods produce great results, I don’t like using either of them if I don’t have to. Why? Because they make a mess in the oven thanks to the spatter of fat during the high heat stage. All that spattering, super-heated fat also produces nasty, smelly smoke that gets in your clothes, your hair, the kitchen curtains, the throw rug under the kitchen table, and the dogs’ fur (not that they seem to mind). The method I prefer instead is to use a slow, steady, constant low-temperature roast.

  To begin, I set the shoulder, fat cap side up, in a roasting rack like you’d use for a chicken. I set that rack in my favorite deep-sided lasagna pan. This eliminates the rendered fat bath problem you get with the slow cooker method. Eliminating the fat bath also means you can rub or inject the roast with just about anything of your preference and taste the results of those efforts. Either way, what you want to achieve by oven-roasting—and which you most certainly cannot achieve in the slow cooker—is a great crust on the outside. This is completely attainable without the high heat sear. No, it won’t be bark like you’ll get from smoking—it won’t be with the high heat sear, either, so no loss there—but it will be some of the tastiest pork you’ll have ever put in your mouth. (By the way, one of the best rubs I’ve done for oven-roasted pork like this is a liberal one of McCormick’s Montreal steak seasoning, which is heavy on the big crystal salt and cracked black pepper. Easy-peasy and produces terrific results.)

  How long in the oven? Well, depends on several things, not the least of which is how pull-apart you prefer your pork. Most of the time, I want mine to fall off the bone the minute I try to take the roast out of the pan. Other times I’ll want to be able to slice it thin, the deepest part of the roast still slightly adhering to the bone, though not so much that I need decisive, concentrated work with a carving knife to separate the two. Set your oven somewhere between 250 and 300 degrees. My last roast was a nine-pounder and, at four-and-half hours at 300, the meat was very tender but a little bit still stuck to the bone—I could pull it off the bone with my fingers, no knife needed, but it didn’t fall off the bone in its own. Obviously, if you go lower than 300 or have a larger shoulder, it’s going to take longer. (You can always tent the roast in the pan with aluminum foil at some point if you want to stop a perfectly browned but not quite cooked roast from getting too brown and dried out.) The outside crust formed with that thick rub of Montreal steak seasoning was, in a word, divine. I spent ten minutes once the roast had rested a while out of the oven, simply pulling off hunks of hot, savory pork and wiping the grease away from my mouth. Addictive stuff right there.

  SMOKING

  Is there anything as heavenly as smoked meat? I don’t care whether it’s beef, chicken, or pork; smoking meat is like adding an irresistible perfume to an already beautiful woman. Intoxicating.

  Not to beat a dead pig here, but, again, there are about a million ways to smoke a Boston butt (or any other cut of pork, for that matter). I smoke one just about every other weekend outside of the winter months, and while I do prepare the meat with a variety of ingredients, what it all comes down to is dry rub versus wet rub versus injection. Here’s how I get each done, though feel free to mix it up. There’s no law out there that says you can’t inject and do a dry or wet rub as well. Heck, sometimes I use all three when I feel like getting my hands dirty. Also, remember that you can dry rub, wet rub, and inject any pork shoulder you’re roasting in the oven on a rack that keeps the roast from bathing in its own fat; you can also inject a shoulder for the slow cooker, but, as I’ve explained, wet and dry rubs will mostly be a waste in this kitchen top appliance.

  DRY RUBS

  When I choose to go with a dry rub and create an exceptional bark on my pork shoulder, I will generally brine the pork for 24 to 48 hours first. To brine, you’ll need a vessel capable of allowing your shoulder to become completely submerged. Most of the Boston butt shoulders I cook are in the nine-pound range; a whole shoulder—Boston butt and picnic cut un-separated—can go as large as 17 pounds or more. I have a 48-quart Igloo square Ice Cube cooler that works grandly for this and eliminates me having to empty half my refrigerator to make room for a brining shoulder.

  No surprise, brines can be made in dozens of varieties. Depending on what I’m doing with the pork, mine will be herbed-based (Williams-Sonoma makes an awesome rosemary brine mix), apple cider vinegar-based (for traditional pulled pork where I come from in Virginia), beer-based, and I’ve even seen a recipe from Alton Brown that called for molasses. What they all have in common are salt and sugar. Beyond that, pick the flavors you like best.

  To brine, prepare your liquid, put it and your Boston butt in the vessel so that the meat is submerged, and either add enough ice to keep it cold (my cooler method) or stick it in your fridge for 24 to 48 hours. The only thing I’ll tell you to keep in mind is that brining does add flavor, in addition to its tenderizing effects, so keep the brining elements in proportion to your water and ice. In other words, don’t add so much water or ice that you dilute the brine to an ineffective state.

  One more note: If you do not have a vessel big enough to allow your meat to be completely covered, make sure you turn the meat every four to five hours so that its entire surface area gets the necessary treatment at some time or another. I would also go with a longer brine, if this is the case.
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