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Preface


I have written a dozen introductions for this book. Some long, some short. Some direct, some oblique. All of these earlier drafts seemed too serious for the text, and maybe this one is, too. Curing and smoking meats, fish, and game at home ought to be fun, and the results ought to be culinary delights, or at least be a welcome change from supermarket fare. In order to cure and cold-smoke meat safely, however, salt is required. Lots of salt.


Unfortunately, salt has become a bad word in the culinary and health-food trade. The trend these days is for writers and TV reporters and marketing experts to pussyfoot around the issue or to capitalize on it by treating salt in the negative. As a result, a lot of modern people suffer from what I call salphobia. I wrestle a round or two with this problem in Chapter 1 because I feel obliged to do so to the best of my ability. At this point I want to say two things: In the short term, skimping on the salt used for home-cured and smoked meats and fish can be very dangerous to your health; indeed, an unsalted turkey put into an electric smoker during windy or cold weather, along with a pan of water to keep the moisture up, can be a veritable salmonella factory. In the long term, cutting out salt-cured and home-preserved meats has brought us to rely more and more on supermarket fare. Read the newspapers. People die of food poisoning. Chicken has become a toxic substance. We are told to cook everything until well done, even prime T-bone beefsteak. We are told to wash our hands thoroughly after handling meat. We are told to spray the countertop with Lysol. The situation is so bad that we hear more and more about zapping supermarket foods with radiation. Safely, we are told. Our “cured” hams are already embalmed with water and chemicals. Safely, we are told.


But all this is heavy stuff. I don’t want to clutter my mind with it, and I resent having to burden this book with it. Consequently, I have decided to front the issue in Chapter 1 and get it out of the way. Then I’ll get on with some hopefully enjoyable information about curing and smoking meats at home, along with definitions and nuts-and-bolts how-to text on such topics as cold-smoking, hot-smoking, salt-curing, sugar-curing, and so on.


But what if I am wrong about salt? Well, in that case, I’ll have to recall a spirited discussion that I once had with a fun-loving doctor who made some money and took it to Alaska. The gist of the conversation was that society simply can’t afford to keep people alive forever, a matter that our politicians will have to face sooner or later. The good doctor’s solution was that everybody should be issued a book of tickets. When all the tickets are gone, he said, that’s it. Well, it seems to me an equitable way to run things, giving a break to people who die accidentally in their youth, or in war, and punishing those of us who tend to burn the candle at both ends. In any case, when the new deal goes into effect, I’ll surely spend two tickets, if necessary, on a Virginia ham.


—A. D. Livingston
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Curing Meat, Fish, & Game


THEY WERE VERY SALT, AND WELL-TASTED.


—Sir Walter Raleigh
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THE SALT IMPERATIVE


When our daughter comes home for a visit, she watches me like a hawk while I am in the kitchen. The girl has a problem. On the one hand, she is starved for good home cooking and a return to the old ways; on the other hand, she lives in mortal fear of common table salt. It’s a miserable dilemma, in that you simply can’t have good cooking without a little salt. It’s a gustatory necessity.


The trouble, I think, is that the girl fell in with the wrong crowd. Health-food freaks. Yuppies. Vegetarians. New Agers. Meditators. I tell you, some of our young people are too gaunt and thin and sickly. The worst of them eat no meat and run or exercise a lot—a highly dangerous combination simply because most vegetables contain very little salt and because sweating depletes the body’s supply of the mineral. If these people feel weak and tired and crave dill pickles, they may very well need some salt instead of vitamins and herbs and zucchini and meditation. Why? Why else would the U.S. Navy have advised me to take a large salt tablet daily when I worked in the hot engine room of the USS Donner, LSD-20? Why else would the U.S. Army have issued salt tablets to soldiers in Desert Shield and Desert Storm? Because the human body must have salt to function properly, that’s why. It’s biochemistry.


Is it possible that the American press—magazine articles, advertisements, popular health books, and TV shows—has greatly misled the public? I think so, and I have support from a modern British book called Food in History, written by Reny Tannerhill. In addition to requiring salt to function, we humans may also be conditioned psychologically to salt. As Tannerhill says, “Modern health advisors who would ban all salt from the diet are, in effect, recommending rejection of a substance that humanity has been genetically and socially programmed, over a period of tens of thousands of years, to desire and need.” I can’t repeat the whole argument here, but, from a historical viewpoint, salt has been man’s best friend in the mineral world. Without salt we might not have been able to domesticate grazing animals, which must have salt and which know this instinctively and travel long distances to salt licks. One theory has it that animals were first domesticated near the cave entrance, where human urine concentrated salt.


Without salt, and before mechanical refrigeration was invented, man could not have preserved meats, the lack of which would have greatly restricted travel and sea voyages. Also, salt was by far the most important item in early trade. Many of the desert trails still lead to sources of salt. The modern Via Salaria of Italy was first made by Roman carts carrying salt. The word salary came from the Roman word for salt allowance, or ration. Indeed, salt has been used as money from Abyssinia to Tibet, and it has been an important source of tax revenue even in modern times, as Mohandas Gandhi well knew.


In any case, I personally want and need some salt in my food, and I prefer to dine with people who feel the same way. Of course, I don’t want to give advice in this matter, except to say that anyone who quits eating salt because of media medicine, Richard Simmons, or new wives’ tales really ought to consult a doctor of medicine. Even then, a second opinion may be in order. If the human body is functioning properly, any excess salt that may have been ingested through normal eating practices will be eliminated quite naturally in perspiration and urine. Naturally, there may be limits to how much salt one can safely eat, but the taste buds and common sense are usually safe guides in this matter. Of course, if your doctor tells you not to add any salt whatsoever to your daily food, then you are clearly reading the wrong book.


Meats and fish have been cured for many centuries with the aid of salt, and sometimes with both salt and smoke. From time to time other ingredients were added. For a while saltpeter (a term that usually means potassium nitrite) became popular, but it has been more or less replaced by sodium nitrite, sodium nitrate, and other compounds such as ascorbic acid. Some of these substances are used primarily to preserve the color of the meat, and the meat trade has even resorted to various dyestuffs.


If we look back at the folk cures of America, we see that there’s more than one way to cure meats. The Foxfire books, which became something of a hit some years ago, contained an interesting collection of meat cures. The material for these books was gathered in the Appalachian Mountains of North Georgia by students from a rural school at Rabun Gap. Unfortunately, most of the cures are set forth far too sketchily to be of much practical value. Even so, I find the material to be very interesting, and I hope that the summary below helps establish the fact that curing meat does not have to be an exact science and can be accomplished without pumping good meat full of water and chemicals and dyestuffs and Liquid Smoke.


At hog-killing time in Foxfire country—usually the first cold snap in the fall of the year—the meat to be cured was cooled down and salted as soon as possible. Some people would simply cover each piece of meat with salt and let it cure for a suitable length of time; usually, but not always, the salted meat was arranged on a wooden shelf or packed into a wooden box or barrel for curing. Taylor Crockett used exactly 8 pounds of salt per 100 pounds of meat. He mixed the salt with 1 quart of molasses, 2 ounces of black pepper, and 2 ounces of red pepper; he smeared this mixture onto the meat and let it cure for 6 to 8 weeks, depending on the weather.


Valley John Carpenter used 5 pounds of plain salt for a 200-pound hog, and Ron Reid used 10 pounds of salt per 100 pounds of meat. Most of the Foxfire people left the salted meat on wooden shelves in the smokehouse to cure, although a few packed it into boxes or barrels. Lake Stiles took the meat down into his cellar and put it on the dirt floor, allowing the earth to “draw the animal taint out of the meat, keep it cool, and prevent souring or spoiling.”


If the meat was not to be smoked, the Foxfire people usually left it in the curing mode for the winter, during which time they could simply take out what they needed and cook it. In the spring the unused meat was washed and treated again. At this time some people covered the meat with a mixture of black pepper and borax to keep the skipper fly larvae out. Bill Lamb put a mixture of borax and black pepper on the washed meat, then smoked it. Others used brown sugar and pepper, put the meat in a cloth bag, and hung it in the smokehouse. Lake Stiles washed the meat and then buried it in a box of hickory ashes, whereas his grandmother used cornmeal instead of ashes. Another fellow—who allowed no one to spit into the fireplace—sifted the ashes, put them onto the dirt floor of the smokehouse, and buried the meat in them. Lizzie Carpenter put some freshly shelled white corn into the bottom of a wooden box, then added middling meat, another layer of corn, and so on until the box was full. She claimed that the corn draws the salt out and gives the meat a good flavor.


Of course, some of the Foxfire people smoked their meat after first putting it through a salt cure. This was usually accomplished in a walk-in smokehouse, which was considered to be an essential structure at most homesteads. The smokehouse usually had a dirt floor. More often than not the fire was built on the dirt, or perhaps in a small trench, but sometimes an iron wash pot was used as a firebox. Although the Foxfire book indicated that the fire was made of small green chips of hickory or oak, pieces of hickory bark, or even corncobs, my guess—based on experience with old-timey home smoking—is that long-burning green limbs or logs of hickory were also used.


The early settlers on the barrier islands of North Carolina, called the Outer Banks, also made very good use of both pork and fish, and both were cured in the fall of the year. At first, hogs were allowed to roam free on the islands, gathering acorns and whatever they could find to eat—and the houses were fenced in to keep the hogs out of the yards. Of course, each settler marked his hogs with a coded series of notches in the ear. Hog-killing time was something of a social event, usually held at first frost or first freeze, at which time the neighbors gathered to help each other. Almost all of the hog was used, from snout to tail. The hams, shoulders, and bacon were salted and smoked, and the trimmings were made into sausage and smoked. The methods of curing pork are similar to those set forth in Foxfire and won’t be repeated here.


Salted fish was a great staple of the Outer Banks until recent times, and the tradition lives on there simply because the taste for salt fish can’t be satisfied by other means. A book called Coastal Carolina Cooking sets forth a few favorite methods:


Bill and Eloise Pigott of Gloucester corn their spot (a small member of the croaker family) in brine. They gut the fish but leave on the scales. The fish are placed in a light brine for several days in a barrel, then they are washed and placed in a heavier brine. The spot are taken out as needed—Eloise advises one to avoid using a metal spatula to remove fish from the brine, as metal will taint the whole batch. Before being cooked, the fish are freshened by soaking them for some time in fresh water.


Mitchell Morris of Smyrna uses a dry cure for spot, layering them with salt in a barrel. The fish stay in the salt until 24 hours before cooking, at which time they are placed in fresh water to soak. Mitchell also salts roe from mullet, which are ready in October and are best, he says, on a full moon. He salts the sacs and presses them between unpainted wooden boards in a sunny place for several days. He eats the roe fried, baked, scrambled, or plain, saying, “Old folks put roe in their pocket and eat it like candy.”


I too am fond of mullet roe—or any good roe of small grain—salted in a similar manner (see Batarekh, page 27).


Although the techniques are easy—requiring only salt, time, and a relatively low temperature—the authors of Coastal Carolina Cooking, who worked for the Sea Grant program, a federally funded project, felt obligated to say, in a sidebar, “Even though coastal residents still use these methods of preserving seafood, seafood specialists discourage their use unless you are experienced in the techniques, as improperly preserved fish could spoil. Experts recommend you freeze your catch instead.”


The same sort of disclaimer was inserted into the Foxfire books. The chapter on curing hog, for example, starts off, condescendingly I think, with the following paragraph: “Meat was cured by the mountain families in several ways. Professional butchers today would probably shudder at the apparently haphazard measurements they used, but they often seemed to work.” Well, I suspect that some of the old practitioners from the mountain families would shudder at the modern methods of pumping chemicals and water into good hams. Some of the old-timers might even marvel that the new methods “often seem to work,” in spite of constant reports in the media these days about food poisoning and salmonella.


I could sketch in a hundred folk cures from other parts of the country, all with variations in method and ingredients. But the old cures all have three things in common: lots of salt, plenty of time, and relatively cool weather. And that’s all you need to cure fish and meats at home. Smoke can be added to the process, as discussed in Part Two, but it is more for flavor and is usually not a necessary part of the curing process. Other ingredients, such as sugar and spices and garlic, can be added to alter the flavor of the end product, and chemicals such as sodium nitrite or ascorbic acid are often added to preserve the color. But salt is the only ingredient that is really needed for curing the meat. Omit it at your peril.
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CURED FISH


As pointed out in Chapter One, salt fish has been very important to the world’s expanding population. During the Middle Ages and later, a great commerce developed. The nations of Europe rose and fell by their control of the herring fishery of the North Sea. Later, salt cod from Newfoundland and New England became very important.


In addition to preservation, another reason for salting fish was to reduce its weight. Fresh fish are mostly water, and the salting process draws out a good part of it. In fact, salting and drying reduces the overall weight of fish by as much as 80 percent. The volume is also reduced. This fact was important to anyone transporting fish by mule train, sailboat, or dogsled.


Even today, salting the catch will often help with storage and transport problems, since the salt cure requires no refrigeration or ice. But culinary considerations are perhaps more important for modern man. As the recipes in this chapter show, properly prepared salt fish have a unique flavor and have become part of the regional cuisine of some areas. Even the texture of a familiar fish can be altered by a salt cure. Soft fish such as crappie or spot, for example, can be made much firmer. Also, bony fish such as suckers, pickerel, and shad can be salted to advantage; the salt softens the bones, making these fish easy to eat.


There are some rather fierce regional salt-fish favorites, such as salt mullet along the Gulf of Mexico, salt cod along the northeastern seaboard, and salt herring in the North Sea countries, but the techniques for salting the various kinds of fish are pretty much the same from one area to another. There are, of course, a number of recipes for salting fish at home or in camp, and champions of this or that exacting technique will no doubt stand firm, regardless of what I say. But the plain truth is that if you leave the fish in contact with enough salt for a long enough period of time, it’s hard to go wrong from a curing viewpoint.


How much salt? Lots of it. It’s best to buy inexpensive salt by the bag—25-, 50-, or even 100-pound sizes. Almost any salt will do, even that used to de-ice roads and sidewalks.


SALTING TECHNIQUES


Anyone who has a burning culinary or historical interest in salt fish should read Fish Saving: A History of Fish Processing from Ancient to Modern Times, by C. L. Cutting. In this tome are many salting techniques, mostly of commercial application. Since the advent of mechanical refrigeration and more speedy transportation, the commercial trend has been toward a lighter cure. Also, the cure is often combined with light smoking in modern times.


In spite of a wealth of historical and regional formulas, I feel that the modern practitioner, and certainly the novice, can get by nicely with the simple methods below.


A Basic Salt Cure


Catch lots of good fish, preferably in the 1- to 2-pound range. Low-fat, white-fleshed fish like large crappie, walleye, and black bass are good when salted, and so are the fatty fish like mullet and mackerel. Dressing the fish for salting is easy. Without scaling or skinning, merely cut a slab of fish off each side of the backbone, lengthwise, as when making a fillet cut. Of course, you will cut close to the bone, getting all the meat you can. That’s it. No gutting or beheading. Leave the skin and scales on. Wash the fish in a solution of 1 cup of salt to a gallon of water. Then drain the fish.


Find a wooden, plastic, or other nonmetallic container of suitable size and shape. Wooden chests are traditional, but large plastic or Styrofoam ice chests are easy to use at home, in camp, or even in a boat. Put a layer of salt in the bottom. Also place some salt in a separate container such as a plastic dish or tray. Lay each fish on the salt in the tray, turn it, and pick it up by the tail, bringing out as much salt as sticks to it. (Also put some salt into the body cavity if the fish has been dressed in the round.) Place a layer of salted fish, skin side down, atop the salt on the bottom of the chest. Then add another layer of salt, a layer of fish, and so on. The last layer of fish should be placed skin side up, and should be well covered with salt. Lots of salt. Cover the container and put it in a cool place for a week. (A basement is ideal. I have also put them under the house.) A brine will develop as the salt draws the water out of the flesh. In short, the fish will shrink in size and become firmer.


After a week, remove the fish and discard the brine. Make a new brine by boiling some water and adding salt to it until the solution will float a raw egg. While the new brine is still hot, add a few peppercorns if you want them. Cool the brine. Put the fish back into the container and pour the cooled brine over them. A weight of some sort, such as a glass platter or a block of wood, should be put on top so that the fish will not float and be exposed to the air. Never use a metallic weight. Cover the container with a cloth and leave it in a cool, dark place for 2 weeks. The fish can be stored for longer periods in the brine, or they can be removed, washed, packaged, labeled, and frozen until you are ready to use them.


Old Dominion Pickled Herrings


Here’s an interesting cure that provides a method of taking the fish out of the water and putting them into the brine without having to waste time gutting or cleaning them, which makes it a good technique for curing fish that are taken in large numbers. The method is quoted in full from Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife, first published in 1860. The words “brine left of your winter stock for beef” refer, of course, to the brine left over from salt-curing beef; if this sounds just too frugal, remember that salt was harder to come by those days. Of course, the modern practitioner might prefer to use fresh brine. (If not, see the Old Virginia Corned Beef cure on page 78.)




The best method for preserving herrings, and which may be followed with ease, for a small family, is to take the brine left of your winter stock for beef, to the fishing place, and when the seine is hauled, to pick out the largest herrings, and throw them alive into the brine; let them remain twenty-four hours, take them out and lay them on sloping planks, that the brine may drain off; have a tight barrel, put some coarse alum salt at the bottom, then put in a layer of herrings—take care not to bruise them; sprinkle over it alum salt and some saltpeter, then fish, salt, and saltpeter, till the barrel is full; keep a board over it. They should not make brine enough to cover them in a few weeks, you must add some, for they will be rusty if not kept under brine. The proper time to salt them is when they are quite fat: the scales will adhere closely to a lean herring, but will be loose on a fat one—the former is not fit to be eaten. Do not be sparing of salt when you put them up. When they are to be used, take a few out of brine, soak them an hour or two, scale them nicely, pull off the gills, and the only entrail they have will come with them; wash them clean and hang them up to dry. When to be broiled, take half a sheet of white paper, rub it over with butter, put the herring in, double the edges securely, and broil without burning it. The brine the herrings drink before they die has a wonderful effect in preserving their juices: when one or two years old, they are equal to anchovies.
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