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  Foreword

  What goes around comes around. Meatballs! And here they are again in Michele Anna Jordan’s new collection of meatball marvels, More Than Meatballs.

  To be sure, these are all, despite their more than-ness, meatballs. And for good reason: try making a meatcube or a meatpyramid. Even the words look horribly wrong! No, the meatball is a gastronomic merger of form and function no less perfect than its relative, the wheel. Like I say, what goes around . . .

  The only other cooked product of man’s hungry genius that rivals the meatball for salutary simplicity and earthy economy is, I believe, the omelet. Curious though, omelets work inversely to the meatball: The omelet begins life round (the egg) and leaves it flat. The meatball starts its life flat (chopped meat, poultry, fish, etc.) and ends up round.

  Of course there are flat-sided meatballs: sausage and hamburger patties and the monolithic American classic—meatloaf. These meatballish entities are what one observant aficionado of this class of foods, the eminent artist, writer and restaurateur, Daniel Spoerri, has labeled “the premasticated”—chopped animal-based foods. The ancient Persian word for meatball—kufteh—means “chopped.”

  Michele’s meatballs, no matter how exuberantly chopped up with vegetables, grains, spices, herbs, and liquids, always maintain their rotund integrity. Balls.

  Such esoteric reflections on the symbolism and morphology of the meatball are, nevertheless, beside the point when we are hungry and a well-made meatball or a dish containing well-made meatballs is placed in front of us. Like, for example, the meatball and pasta soup from Spain, Sopa de Albondigas y Fideo, from Michele’s chapter titled (ironically) “Context Is Everything.” The context here refers to meatballs in soups, salads, stews, and pastas.

  I agree, context is everything. But I would add further that, for the humble meatball, the larger context is universal—hunger. One does not, dares not, approach a great meatball without hunger. We are, therefore, not talking here about amuse bouche–sized mini-meatballs or avant garde molecular meatballs—rounded, gelatinized beef jus, as one might find on some trendy tasting menu in Barcelona or Copenhagen. That is not eating—that’s entertainment. But neither are we talking mega meatballs for Monsieur Gargantua. Context is everything, and Michele’s creations combine a feminine regard for both sensuality and sustenance on an appropriate scale designed for real eaters, not tasters.

  Admittedly low on the trendy/foodie food chain of our day, the meatball is, at its core, more a strategy or methodology than a specific recipe, the poor man’s way of using leftover cooked meat or uncooked meat and fat scraps. At least, that’s the historical raison d’etre of the meatball. And like many humble dishes that emerged first as food of the poor, they are reinvented by new generations of aspiring cooks and eaters in search of simple, real food as an antidote to the fussy culinary fashions of the day (think Jewish pastrami or French confit). This is the rhythm of gastronomy through time, from simple to complex to simple again—a culinary circle.

  Michele Anna Jordan’s homage to the meatball is, to be sure, only the latest in a long, illustrious line of meatball compilations dating back to the ancient Roman cookbook De re coquinaria (On the subject of cooking), purportedly by a Roman gourmet named Apicius. But unlike Apicius’s recipes in his chapter on “minces,” Michele’s approach to her subject is global, sophisticated, witty, imaginative, and au courant. Though, I should add, her rediscovery of caul fat (the digestive organ linings of cows, pigs, and sheep used, for example, as a casing for the traditional flat sausage patty in France known as the crépinette) as a perfect “cover up” for meatballs connects her back to ancient Apician minces wrapped in pork omentum (caul). Again, what goes around . . .

  Which brings me back circuitously to another, less ancient treatment of the meatball and a very personal chapter from my days as publisher of cookbooks at Aris Books in the 1980s—the aforementioned Daniel Spoerri and his Mythology & Meatballs: A Greek Island Diary/Cookbook (Aris, 1982). This charmingly offbeat book not only introduced me to the meatball in all its global glory, but to the work of an important avant-garde European artist, writer, and proto-foodie.

  Publishing Daniel Spoerri’s culinary diary from his stay on the tiny Greek island of Symi, the closest Greek island to Turkey, in the 1960s—including his “A Dissertation on Keftedes” (keftedes, a Greek variation on the Persian kufteh)—was one of the highlights of my publishing career. This was food writing that transcended the genre and, long before I published the Aris edition, had in its original version, part of a larger non-culinary work, influenced my own first effort at food writing, The Book of Garlic (Holt, Rinehart, 1974).
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  Which in turn brings me back, like a rolling stone, to Michele, whose wonderful first cookbook, A Cook’s Tour of Sonoma, we published in 1990—another highlight of my days at Aris. Ironically, one of my early “foodoodle” cartoons, titled “global meatball,” was published in a local San Francisco Bay Area food magazine that same year. Little did Michele and I know in 1990 that we would come back together again professionally around the meatball.

  It appears I have a karmic relationship with the meatball! And thanks to Michele Anna Jordan and her More Than Meatballs, I now have the pleasure of returning to a culinary subject near and dear to me. It may be too early to know whether Michele’s book will launch a new meatball fad, or more likely, a meatball movement. But if it does, I will not be surprised. What goes around comes around, and when it is good, like Michele’s meatball cookbook, it stays around.

  L. John Harris

  Paris, 2014
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  Introduction

  “I love meatballs,” friends declared when I told them what I was working on.

  And then they giggled.

  Sometimes they laughed first.

  There is something inherently funny about meatballs, even the word itself. Maybe it’s a memory of that old camp song. Given that most of us never got past the fourth line, let’s give the old tune its due, shall we?

  On top of spaghetti,

  All covered with cheese,

  I lost my poor meatballs,

  When somebody sneezed.

  It rolled off the table,

  And on to the floor,

  And then my poor meatball,

  Rolled out of the door.

  It rolled in the garden,

  And under a bush,

  And then my poor meatball,

  Was nothing but mush.

  The mush was as tasty

  As tasty could be,

  And then the next summer,

  It grew into a tree.

  The tree was all covered,

  All covered with moss,

  And on it grew meatballs,

  And tomato sauce.

  So if you eat spaghetti,

  All covered with cheese,

  Hold on to your meatball,

  Whenever you sneeze.

  Sung to the tune of “On Top of Old Smokey,” a traditional folk song of uncertain origin, “On Top of Spaghetti” was recorded by folksinger Tom Glazer with a chorus of children in 1963, though it appeared here and there in various publications as early as 1957.

  The Meatball Muse is a jokester.

  Meatballs is a 1979 film starring Bill Murray, a slang term for both a slovenly person and for intoxication, as in “I was totally meatballed by the end of that party.”

  Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs is a popular animated film based on a children’s book of the same name that involves an enormous tornado of spaghetti and meatballs, a giant meatball and a soundtrack with several meatball tunes, including “Outside the Meatball,” “Inside the Meatball” and “The Heart of the Meatball,” “Here’s the Cheese,” and, my favorite, “Meatier Shower.”

  According to Guinness World Records, the World’s Largest Meatball was made by members of the Columbus Italian Club for their annual festival in October 2011. It weighed, initially, 1492 pounds but was certified at 1,110.5 pounds after three days of cooking. Samples of the meatball were offered at the festival on October 8, 2011, the date of certification. This Columbus, Ohio, group broke the previous record of a 759.5 pound meatball held by a German group. It did not go unnoticed that the raw weight of the meatball matched a very important number in history, 1492, the year Columbus sailed to the New World.

  Although I’ve cooked meatballs for decades—almost always my favorite, roasted garlic meatballs—my interest was piqued near the end of 2011. Suddenly, food futurists, restaurant consultants, and others who earn their living anticipating trends declared that meatballs would be hot in 2012.

  Clearly, something was up. The Meatball Shop, founded in Manhattan in 2010, was doing better than ever. Today it serves fifty-four types of meatballs at five New York City locations.

  Cruisin’ Kitchen, a New York food truck, is a partnership between Chef Keith Album and Marky Ramone, longtime drummer of the Ramones, who contributed his marinara sauce. The sauce is now produced commercially, bears a label with Ramone’s logo and an image of Marky playing drums, and is sold in seven states and online.

  Joey Ramone, the band’s singer, recorded a provocative little tune, “Meatball Sandwich,” with the band Youth Gone Mad before his death in April 2001.

  Yes, meatballs are on a roll, a rock ‘n’ roll. Let’s dance! Let’s have a ball!

  We live in an age of recipes, of precision, of concern over exact measurements and down-to-the-second timing. Cooking, to a large degree, is guided externally, by the written word, the video, the celebrity chef. It wasn’t always this way. Indeed, this is a new attitude and, in many ways, a peculiarly American one. In just a couple of generations, we have forgotten how to cook intuitively, guided by a knowledge that is almost physical, absorbed during our youngest years at the side of a grandmother, an aunt, a mother who knew how to make everything taste good, meal after meal, day after day, year after year. It’s not hard to get back there, back to simply cooking. Just start, don’t take it too terribly seriously, learn from your mistakes and have fun.

  You learn to cook, Julia Child said more than once, so you don’t need to rely on recipes. I invite you to explore this book in that spirit. Please, enjoy my recipes. But at the same time, make them your own, and, please, have a ball!
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  Chapter 1

  A Meatball Primer

  You can make a good meatball out of almost any bit of meat. Add a few seasonings and a binder—something to make everything stick together—roll it up, and cook it however you like, fried in oil, boiled in water, soup or sauce, steamed in a bamboo basket. It will be pretty good.

  It doesn’t take more effort to make a great meatball but it does require putting thought into the ingredients and procuring the best you can. Today, markets are filled with greater variety and higher quality ingredients than at almost any time in our history. You can’t find the very best ingredients by shopping exclusively in chain supermarkets and big box stores but discovering the alternative to these stores is an adventure in itself, a delightful one. There are thousands of farmers’ markets in the United States and subscription farming is available in every state, including Alaska and Hawaii. Many farm subscriptions—typically known as CSA programs for “community supported agriculture”—offer eggs, cheese, poultry and meats in addition to the produce they grow. Some ranchers offer meat CSAs.

  Here is my guide to both finding and selecting the ingredients that will make your meatballs soar.

  Meat: It goes without saying that the most important ingredient in a meatball is the meat. It is important, essential, to understand and recognize good meat.

  All meat should smell fresh and clean, with just a faint tang of iron. It should be uniformly colored, deep red for beef and lamb, paler but not too pale for pork. It is best wrapped in paper, not plastic. If you buy plastic-wrapped meat, remove it as soon as you get home and rewrap it in wax paper.

  If meat is discolored, slimy or smelly, either don’t buy it or return it to the store.

  The very best meat will come from a source near you, a local or regional ranch, preferably one that raises grass-fed meats. There is abundant evidence that grass-fed meats are better—nutritionally and environmentally—than meats from animals fed a corn-based diet or finished on corn. When you cannot get local or regional meat, find a butcher shop and cultivate a relationship with the butcher, who will know the best sources and the best cuts for whatever it is you are preparing.

  Avoid meat from large factory farms, don’t buy meat from big box stores and, when it comes to pork, look for meat from heritage breeds.

  “They’ve ruined pork,” Julia Child said to me one afternoon at a local winery, “and now they are trying to ruin beef, too.”

  Julia was referring, of course, to lean pork, which should be an oxymoron but isn’t. Factory farms now raise lean pigs and advertising campaigns boast about this low-fat meat. But pigs are not lean animals and their fat is essential to both their own health and the meat they produce. Small ranchers throughout the country are raising heritage breeds but if you can’t find such meat use pork shoulder or butt for meatballs, never loin, and do not remove any of the fat. If you don’t want to grind it yourself, ask your butcher and find another butcher shop if your request is not honored.

  Lamb can be difficult to find, especially if you live in the South, where it has never been a staple. In such areas, Whole Foods is a good source. If you don’t see it, ask someone at the meat counter to order it for you. Shoulder cuts are best for meatballs; if you use leg, be sure to include extra fat.

  Goat is increasingly available in America, especially in areas where goat cheese is produced. Latin markets are a good source for goat meat, as are farmers’ markets. Goat from young animals is mild, flavorful, easy to cook and delicious. It makes great meatballs.

  A word about veal is essential, too, as it has long been a traditional ingredient in meatballs. However, cruel husbandry practices make veal a marginal choice. Practices have improved in recent years—there is now range-fed veal—but I have avoided it for decades and continue to do so because I have found it difficult to know its source with confidence.

  Poultry: It is every bit as important, if not more so, to find chicken raised close to home, preferably outside on pasture. Commodity chicken is a cruel business that produces an inferior product, chicken with little flavor and an unpleasant almost mushy texture. We have hundreds of small chicken farmers in the United States and it is increasingly easy to find pastured chicken. In the last few years, air-chilled chicken has become the norm and it is a great improvement over the ice-water system that has been used for decades. Ice baths dilute flavor and add water weight to the chicken so choose air-chilled whenever you have the option.
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  For duck and turkey, my advice is the same. Look for birds raised outdoors close to home.

  For our purposes, for the purposes of meatballs, use thigh and leg meat. Breast meat is too lean and, when it comes to chicken and turkey, takes on an unpleasant flavor during lengthy cooking. I find it helpful to add extra fat when I grind poultry for meatballs; this fat keeps the meat lubricated as it cooks, which results in juicy meatballs.

  Fat: Fat is so crucial to making good meatballs that it warrants its own section. Fat is not, as we have been led to believe, our enemy. Eating it will not make us fat. Fat, particularly the fat of ruminants, has essential nutrients that are hard or impossible to get from other sources. When it comes to meatballs, fat’s primary roles are to lubricate ingredients as they cook and to distribute flavors. No matter what meat you are using for meatballs, you want a minimum of 15 percent fat; 20 to 25 percent fat is better. Much of this fat will melt as the meatball cooks but this action, the draining away, is essential, as flavors are distributed and ingredients lubricated as the fat melts.

  Because everything—nutrients, antibiotics, hormones, pesticides and other toxins—concentrates in an animal’s fat, it is important to choose fat, including butter, from pastured, grass-fed and, when possible, organic meats.

  Salt: Salt is the most essential seasoning in meatballs and in just about everything else. Without salt, flavors do not blossom fully and our palates do not engage with them completely. If you omit salt from a recipe that calls for it, you will likely be disappointed with the outcome.

  It is best to salt in stages, seasoning, say, onions, shallots and garlic before adding other ingredients, adding a bit more salt after the meat has been mixed in and making a final adjustment just before finishing a dish. If you salt only at the end of the cooking process, you will likely use more salt in a futile attempt to get flavors to blossom.

  I rely primarily on two salts. Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt is my default salt, the one I use in daily cooking. It has a dry flake that is easy to grab with my fingers and it dissolves quickly, bringing flavors with it as it does. It is inexpensive so you won’t cringe when tossing a handful into a big pot of water for pasta.

  I also use Maldon Salt Flakes, a salt that is similar to Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt, which is to say it is a very dry flake that dissolves quickly. Its larger flakes make it a great finishing salt. Because it is produced in England in small batches, it is fairly expensive and thus impractical to use as a cooking salt.

  Other Seasonings: Pepper is almost as essential to meatballs as salt and it is best to grind it at the last minute. Nearly half of the flavor of black pepper is contained in the outer mantle and begins to dissipate as soon as that mantle is cracked, which is why ground pepper has a one-dimensional taste. In much of the world, people cook with white pepper and use black pepper to finish a dish at the last minute. I recommend this, though I have given up being a proselytizer because white pepper just isn’t that common in the United States.

  Crushed red pepper flakes belong in many meatballs and the better the brand, the more flavor they will contribute. I prefer Mammarella Foods crushed red pepper flakes, a brand owned by Francis Ford Coppola. They have the fullest flavor of any commercial brand I’ve tasted and are widely available.

  For other spices, I use local suppliers that grind their own spices. See Resources, page 166, for my recommendations.

  Fillers: Meatballs typically include some sort of filler, a tradition that arose from the meatball’s history as peasant food. When you have little meat, you need fillers to keep the family fed.

  But are they essential to the taste of the meatball?

  Not really. You can make amazingly good meatballs without any filler.

  Most fillers honor tradition and create a taste, texture, and heft we recognize. But a meatball cooks perfectly and tastes great without fillers. I say this with one qualification. When you use meat with a low percentage of fat, a filler may help keep the meatball succulent by absorbing juices that might otherwise drain away.

  If you wish to use a bread filler, use good fresh bread or hearth bread that is just a few days old. Stale bread, commercial bread crumbs or crushed Saltine crackers often result in dry meatballs, though a good home cook will not have this problem.

  Today, there is another consideration, gluten-intolerance. More and more people are finding they feel better if they don’t eat gluten, and celiac disease, a hypersensitivity to gluten that causes inflammation and interferes with digestion, is on the rise, too. There are plenty of options, beyond simply omitting the filler. Many traditional meatballs, those of Greece, for example, call for rice instead of bread. Some cuisines incorporate oats. Quinoa, a seed typically used as we use grain, is an excellent filler, too.
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