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PROLOGUE

It’s Saturday around midnight and I’m dressed in a suit, sitting in the back of a Lincoln Town Car with my wife, Jennifer, coming home from a fund-raiser for our son’s school, when my cell phone rings. It’s the organizer of an enormous, meat-heavy food event that is taking place in Prospect Park in Brooklyn. It’s the first of the two-day event and the organizer is telling me that a good number of the vendors have run out of meat. There was such a shortage of food that earlier in the day riots broke out. Two people got stabbed in the hand with skewers over who would get the last chicken breast. So now the organizer is with the New York Police Department, who were brought in because of the fighting. The police are refusing to open the event the next day unless the event organizers can guarantee there will be enough food. Which is why they are calling me: I’m a butcher.

I run a business—along with my father (also Pat LaFrieda) and my cousin, Mark Pastore—that my great-grandfather put in motion almost one hundred years ago. Back then we were one of many small butchers in Greenwich Village, many Italian American like us, and all of them vying for their little piece of the pie. Twenty or thirty small restaurants in and around the neighborhood—that was our piece. Today, we supply more than 1,200 restaurants from New York to Las Vegas with the best meat in America: dry-aged steaks, milk-fed veal, Colorado lamb, and custom chopped meat blends.

My men and I have been busy all week getting meat ready for our customers participating in this event. But everyone ordered short. They braced for five thousand or ten thousand people over the course of the weekend, but instead, they got hit with thirty thousand on the first day. Now the NYPD is refusing to let the show go on unless LaFrieda Meats will guarantee that there will be food.

I’m a guy who likes to make the impossible happen. In fact, even though it’s interrupting my evening, there’s a part of me that loves a call like this. I look at it as a challenge. Can you help? Can you deliver? Can you and your company operate in case of emergency in ways that nobody else can? We supplied our customers when the blackout happened in 2003 and we did it again when Hurricane Sandy hit. The organizer has me on speakerphone so the police will know what my answer is, and if it’s “no,” the event will be canceled. I tell them I can do it.

Our plant is open through the night six days a week. We are closed only from Saturday afternoon until Sunday evening, and that’s where I am now: right in the middle of that time. So after dropping my wife at home, on my way to the plant I call up a couple of my regular guys who meet me there, and together we work through the night cutting and packing beef ribs, St. Louis ribs, skirt steaks and hanger steaks, some chicken items, and all kinds of meats for burgers. In addition to supplying their vendors, I’m also serving a whole 875-pound steer—this was planned—and my guys have been at the festival cooking since early that morning, but the festival organizers have now asked me to open a burger stand for which I must make four thousand 8-ounce patties myself. By 8:00 a.m., I’ve packed my Escalade to the roof with meat and am headed to Brooklyn with another packed truck behind me.

My guys and I have barely set up in Prospect Park when the festival-goers start pouring in. We split our burgers in half and make eight thousand portions. The steer is another two thousand portions. Still, by 6:00 p.m. we don’t have a bite of food left. But the day is over and the crowd is happy.

At the end of the day, Mark and I are sitting back to back, leaning against each other on top of a picnic table. We’re both exhausted. He’s worked all day serving burgers, and I have blisters on my hands from slicing two thousand portions of steer as quickly as I did. We’re talking about the day, and how great the event turned out. He laughs that we’re the only ones who didn’t make any money, and it’s true. It costs a lot to get your guys to work on a Saturday night at the last minute. But that’s not what this day was about for me. It was about being needed and being able to come through against all odds. It was the perfect execution of a Doomsday plan and it was definitely one of the best days of work I’ve ever had.

I know. It’s only meat. I’m not saving the world. But people need to eat. And getting meat to people is my business. This is what I do. Being a butcher in New York City—this is who I am.
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Top left to right: My grandfather Pat LaFrieda the first; my grandfather, my great-uncles Tom and Frank, my father; my great-uncle Lou; my great-uncle Lou, his wife, and two apprentice butchers; my father in the ’70s; Mark, my father, and me; my aunt Lisa; our delivery truck in the ’90s.





Introduction

My father never wanted me to be a butcher.

When I was growing up, he had a restaurant supply butcher shop in a 1,500-square-foot space on the corner of Bleecker and West 10th Streets, in Greenwich Village. It was a business that he ran with his father, the first Pat LaFrieda. My grandfather Pat and his older brother Lou learned the trade from my great-grandfather Anthony LaFrieda, who had opened a retail butcher shop in Brooklyn in 1922, thirteen years after he and his son Lou landed on Ellis Island from Naples, Italy. During a meat workers’ strike that made it difficult for restaurants to get meat in New York City, the two boys opened their own shop, the original LaFrieda Meats, in a sawdust-covered space on 14th Street, in the 14th Street Meat Market (today’s Meatpacking District), a chaotic, congested congregation of over 250 meat purveyors in an oddly shaped, 44-acre corner on the far west side of lower Manhattan. The area was bordered by 14th Street to the north and extended seven blocks south, where guys split lambs heads in their shops on pretty cobblestoned streets right next to Village brownstones as far down as Jane Street.

Until those businesses started to dwindle and the area turned into one of fancy hotels, expensive boutiques, and trendy restaurants and nightclubs, the streets surrounding it were backed up for blocks, especially in the early morning hours, with trucks carrying every kind of meat that the people and restaurants of New York City wanted.

When my father came to work for his father and Uncle Lou, he was twelve years old and my grandfather had moved three blocks south to a second-floor space on Little West 12th Street, a wobbly, cobblestoned street near the entrance to the West Side Line, a branch of the New York Central Railroad line. Today, it’s the High Line park, but until 1980, it was a working train line that brought beef, veal, and lamb. Chickens came by truck in wooden crates—sometimes with the feathers still on them. As the trains came in, my dad, still a young kid, and not a very large one, would be sent to buy the meat. He’d climb the stairs and meet the train right where The Standard, High Line hotel is now located. He would pick out the meat, buy it, throw a quarter of a steer weighing close to two hundred pounds over his shoulder, haul it back up the flight of stairs to the shop, and then go back for more. Sometimes the guys in the market would swipe grocery carts from the A&P, he remembers. “You used them to push the meat through the market. Even though it was cobblestones, it was easier than carrying it. Once you found a cart, you guarded it with your life because everyone else was looking to swipe it from you.”

Today, because of how closely we are scrutinized by the USDA, we have to work their hours so their inspectors can be at our plant at all times. But back then, before Lyndon Johnson passed the Wholesome Meat Act in 1971, there were no regular inspections. This meant that guys in the meat business, like my father, grandfather, and Uncle Lou, worked as late as they had to. My father started work with his uncle at 3:30 a.m. and worked straight through until night. “One time I got off work,” he says. “My uncle told me, ‘Look, it’s a nice day. The sun is out. Go enjoy yourself.’ By the time I got to the train a few blocks away, it was dark. He’d tricked me into thinking we worked a half day but it was already night.” In the winter, when it was cold, the men would toss chicken crates, and the fat that they’d trimmed from meat they were cutting, into metal trash cans and light them on fire. Up until as recently as ten years ago, you’d see guys in long white butcher’s coats standing around those fires to stay warm.

Working with his father and uncle, my father learned how to buy meat, how to cut it, and everything there was to know about the business. And the one thing he definitely learned was that he didn’t want to be a butcher. “I knew from the first day I went to work with my uncle that I was not going to do this,” he says. “That was fifty years ago. I still know I’m not going to do it.” He laughs, but it’s no joke. Cars were his passion; he had some automotive innovations that he wanted to bring into being. But by now he knew the meat business inside and out. Of three siblings and thirty cousins, my father was the one chosen to take over his family’s business. He put his dreams aside and did what was expected of him. But when it came to his own kids, he wanted the opposite.

I’m the oldest of four. I have two brothers, Joseph and Christopher, and a sister, Michele. We grew up in a three- bedroom, three-family home in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, with a family above us and a family below. Bensonhurst was, and still is, a very tough neighborhood. When I was there, it was divided: mostly first- and second-generation Italian Americans, with a large African American population as well. Everyone was always beating up on everyone: Italians on Italians, Italians on blacks, blacks on blacks, blacks on Italians. The local public school was so violent that it had a police station right on campus. Because he’d been forced into the business, our father wanted to make sure my brothers, my sister, and I got out of it. He saved his money and sent all of us to private schools. We were reminded often that our dad’s money was going toward our educations and we were expected to take studying very seriously and to go to college. He made it very clear: Education was our way out of the meat business. It was how we would save ourselves, or how he would save us, from being butchers.

By the time I was born, my father and grandfather had moved from Little West 12th Street to a space on Bleecker Street, now the Village Apothecary, where my earliest memories are of sweeping the floors—I must have been eight or nine years old—and of the Playboy magazines that I would find in the bathroom that belonged to the guys that worked there. Today, that same stretch of Bleecker Street is lined with expensive boutiques, but back then, Greenwich Village really was a village. On Bleecker Street, there was Zito’s bakery, which sold nothing but long crusty loaves of bread and some canned tomatoes and other Italian canned goods that looked like they’d been on the shelves for a hundred years. Uncle Frankie, my dad’s older brother, used to go there at 3:30 or 4:00 in the morning when the bread was coming out of the oven; he’d pick up a few loaves and bring them to us still hot. We knew all the other shopkeepers, some of whom are still there: Ottomanelli & Sons, another Italian American–owned butcher shop on the opposite side of the street from us; Murray’s, an artisanal cheese store; and across from them, Faicco’s Pork Store, which specializes in fresh and cured pork products.

We’ve always been a wholesale butcher, meaning we supply meat to restaurants, not the general public. But, as the shop was on a street with a lot of foot traffic and mostly retail shops, occasionally customers would walk in wanting to buy from us. My father thought, “We have the meat. Why not sell to them?” But it did not go well. Customers would often ask for two slices of a ten-pound calf’s liver leaving my father stuck with the rest, which he couldn’t sell; he would have to then bring it home to my mother. Then someone else would come in and want four chicken wings. “I’m supposed to stop what I’m doing to get four chicken wings? And what am I gonna do with two chickens with no wings?” He soon went back to only supplying restaurants in and around the neighborhood.
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As the oldest son, my father often took me to work with him. He got to the shop at 3:30 in the morning—the same hour his father arrived to work and the same hour my dad had been coming to work since he was a boy—five days a week, to get the meat ready to deliver to his restaurant customers for that day’s lunch and dinner service. It would be dark out when we left the house, and I would sit in the front seat alongside him as we drove through the sleeping streets of our neighborhood listening to 1010 WINS, the AM radio station that was the only place to get information in those days, and talking. My father would tell me what we had to do that day. And we’d talk about if we got done early enough, how we would go fishing. Where did we want to fish that day? What did we want to fish for . . . ?

My father has had a boat his entire life. That was his favorite pastime. The boat was parked in the Marine Basin Marina in Bensonhurst, and my father’s lifelong best friend, and my godfather, Jerry Albers, had a boat parked a few down from ours, so it was a boys’ camaraderie kind of escape. My brothers and I grew up on that boat. In the summertime, we’d fish every day, or as often as we could. Over the course of my childhood, we fished the waters from the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge to the Rockaway jetty and across to the New Jersey Highlands and the waters of Jamaica Bay. We’d catch porgies or snappers and herring, then we’d use those as bait and clean up with striped bass, bluefish, and fluke. At the end of the day, we would take our catches home and get them ready to cook. (I was filleting fish long before I started cutting meat.) My dad didn’t care to eat fish, but he would grill it up for us while my mother and sister cooked inside and my brothers and our friends and I jumped in the aboveground pool. Before dinner, we would pull the cooler full of fish out in front of the house and the Italian ladies from the neighborhood would come over in their housecoats, ten or twelve of them lined up with their pots and pans in hand, and we’d take the fish out of the cooler and put it in their pans to take home. Sometimes, before there were regulations on how many you could keep, we’d catch so many fish, my father would drive back to Manhattan and sell it to restaurants.

My father smoked back then, and he always had a pack of Marlboro reds on the seat between us. As we drove through the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel into lower Manhattan, talking father to son about meat and work and fishing, I would pick up the pack, open it up, and inhale as deep as I could. I loved the smell of unlit tobacco, and still do. That to me is the smell of being a boy, being with my father.

There were no computers then, at least not in our business. A few hours after my father and I got to work, my mother would come in and the first thing she would do was listen to the customers’ orders that were left on our answering machine throughout the night. She would write them by hand in an order book—each customer had his own—with carbon paper behind the order slips, and the other guys and I would take a book to see what we needed to do for each customer. My father didn’t extend any preferential treatment to me. I was expected to do what all the other guys did, and I answered to them, not to him. Once we got an order, we went into the walk-in cooler, grabbed what we needed, cut what needed to be cut, wrapped everything in brown butcher paper, and boxed up each restaurant’s order. Each got labeled, which consisted of scribbling the restaurant’s name on the side of the box with a Magic Marker, and then loaded onto one of two vans we had back then. When the van was full, a driver jumped in and started making deliveries.

In the early days, my father took me to work just to spend time with me, and to show me what he did the way any father might do with his son. But by the time I was about twelve years old and I’d graduated from sweeping floors to cutting and tying top rounds of beef, he took me to work to show me how hard it was, to show me what I’d be doing, day in and day out, for the rest of my life if I didn’t do well in school. “Don’t do what I do,” he told me on a regular basis. “You’ll never make any money. You’ll be rubbing pennies together your whole life. You’ll work yourself to death and then in the end you’ll kick yourself in the ass for it.”

But no matter how much my father tried to discourage me from being a butcher, I remember always thinking that it didn’t seem as bad as he made it out to be. And in fact, secretly I loved it. I loved the rides to work. I loved working with the other men. I loved the work itself. Sometimes, when making chopped meat, and nobody was looking, I would take it in my hands and smell it just like I did with my father’s cigarettes. I loved that smell and the only way I can explain it is to say it’s like it was a part of me; it was in my blood.

On every delivery van there were two guys: the driver and the helper, who rode in the passenger seat and jumped out when the driver made his stops. As often as I could, I was the helper. The drivers loved having me along because I didn’t mind getting in and out of the van and flying down steep, often slippery steps carrying boxes into restaurant basements while they sat listening to the radio and eating a sandwich or smoking a cigarette until I hopped back in and they drove to the next place. If a chef had a problem with something we were delivering to him, he’d explain to me what was wrong, or he might draw me a picture of what he wanted in the future. I loved being inside the mind of a chef.

While my dad did not succeed in convincing me to hate butchering, he did succeed in keeping me out of trouble. All during my teenage years, while my friends were out smoking cigarettes, drinking, and stealing cars, I was working. If I didn’t have school, I was at LaFrieda Meats, which meant all through Christmas and spring breaks, every summer, and any other school holiday from the time I was eleven until I graduated from high school. As a result of my dad’s insistence, I did pretty well in school, and after graduating I went to Albright, a private college in Reading, Pennsylvania.

By this time, my father had convinced me that I wasn’t going to be a butcher, so I started college with the mind-set of being premed. I did this for my father. For him, my becoming a doctor was the ultimate sign of success—not my success so much as his.

But as much as I wanted to please my father, I was just not cut out to be a doctor. I really struggled with science, and by the time I got to the more advanced classes, I couldn’t keep up. The summer after my sophomore year, I found out I’d failed organic chemistry and I could not fool myself any longer. I changed my major to finance, which my father was not happy about, but business was obviously my forte. I aced my classes. Two weeks after I graduated, I was wearing a suit and reporting to a job on Wall Street. Not long after, I passed my Series Seven exam, which made me a certified stockbroker.

But from day one, I absolutely hated it. The company I was working for—a fairly large company with offices up and down the East Coast—was doing some really shady things. Even though I was new at it, I could still tell that what we were doing wasn’t right. We were dumping worthless stocks on innocent people. It really put a bad taste in my mouth, and after ten months, I quit my job and told my dad, “I don’t know what I’m going to do next, but in the meantime, I’m going to come work at LaFrieda Meats. Just for a little while . . .”

What else was I going to do? I honestly didn’t have another idea. I always wanted to be a butcher. Even in college, when I was pursuing premed and then finance, whenever anyone outside the family asked me what I was going to do after college, I always said the same thing, “I’m going to take over my dad’s business.” They all knew what that business was because whenever my dad came to visit, he would bring me ten-pound bags of chopped beef and a five-pound package of sliced American cheese, and I would make hamburgers for all my friends.

My grandfather had passed away about five years before I left my job on Wall Street, and my dad had been running the company with his sister, my Aunt Lisa. They had moved the business into a building that they’d bought on Leroy Street, in the West Village, about ten blocks south of the 14th Street Meat Market. My Aunt Lisa is the real reason I was able to come into the business. My father resisted, but Lisa, who had recently retired, told him, “Give Pat a shot. Let him try growing the business.” My dad was not happy with the idea, and without a doubt he was disappointed in me. But my aunt was a stronger person than my father (and believe me, my father is himself a very strong person). She really pushed for it, and eventually my father had no choice but to give in.

There was a little two-bedroom apartment on one side of the building on Leroy Street above the butcher shop. My aunt had lived in that apartment, but had since moved to New Jersey and only slept there a couple of days a week. After I’d graduated from college, I tried moving back home, but my brothers had taken over my room, and I was on the couch, so Lisa let me live in her apartment. At twenty-five, I was now living upstairs and working as a butcher in my father’s company, which, looking back, is really the only path my life could have taken.

When I took over my father’s business in 1994, we had forty restaurant customers and, in addition to my mom and dad, three employees and that included me. The 14th Street Meat Market was slowly diminishing; the meat industry—how meat was bought and sold in this country—was rapidly changing and industrializing. It was a time when small businesses of all kinds were being taken over by large impersonal corporations. But despite those factors, LaFrieda Meats went on to be enormously successful. We grew out of the Leroy Street space a few years later and moved to a 35,000-square-foot facility in New Jersey, and we’re now looking to open a second facility nearby. I have more than 140 employees, deliver over three hundred thousand pounds of meat a week, and make more than nine hundred deliveries to restaurants and select retail shops every day.

In this book, I’ll tell you everything I know about meat—how to buy it, how to cook it, where it comes from, how it’s broken down. . . . But for me, the personal story that I will tell here—of how, against all odds, I took a struggling family business and built it into a national brand—that is the one that is closest to my heart. Even though this particular narrative is about something I accomplished, I think of what I’ve done as part of something bigger: I think of it as a Great American Success Story.



TOOLS

When I give butchering classes and demos, one of the questions people most often ask me is what kind of knives they should buy. People love looking at their knife blocks on their kitchen counters and they love an excuse to buy a new knife, so they’re disappointed when I tell them that, from a butcher’s point of view, you only need two, neither of which is very expensive.

A scimitar is a long (10- to 12-inch) knife with a curved blade. This is what you want to use to slice steaks or any other long, smooth cuts. It ensures one clean cut, not a sawed, stair step–type effect on the meat.

The second knife I use is a 5-inch boning knife, a slightly smaller knife. It’s flexible, so when the knife hits the bone, you’re able to steer the blade around and down the bone to cut off the meat.

In order to keep knives sharp, it’s important that you hone them on a sharpening steel in between uses. Despite the name of the tool, “honing” a knife doesn’t actually “sharpen” it. Honing a knife reshapes the blade by removing the imperfections and stray bits of steel from the blade’s edge, which is why I recommend that after you hone a knife, you rinse it off before using it. A sharpening steel can take a knife from dull to sharp again, but there’s a limited amount of time before you will need to take it to a professional knife sharpener. We do this weekly, but for the home cook once every six months will be enough. To hone your knife on a sharpening steel, hold the steel perpendicular to your work surface and place the knife blade, facing down, against the steel at a 15- to 20-degree angle. Pass the blade of the knife across the steel, pulling the blade slightly toward you in downward strokes and making sure the knife does not touch the work surface. Do the same to hone the other side of the blade. After you do four or five strokes on each side of the knife’s blade, wipe down the knife to remove any microscopic bits of steel that remain on the blade. People often ask me: How can you tell if your knife is sharp enough? The way I was taught by the butchers in my dad’s shop was that if you held the knife on your thumbnail, so the blade is at a right angle to the nail, and you were able to slide it easily across the nail, it needs to be sharpened. If you feel resistance, as if the knife is digging into your nail, you’re in good shape. You may think this sounds crazy or dangerous or both, but I have never cut myself doing it. There is no better way to see if a knife is sharp, and if you’re going to cut meat, you need to get comfortable with a knife.

A butcher’s needle is a long, large needle used to sew meat.

Butcher’s rope, often sold as “kitchen twine,” is thin cotton cord used to tie roasts, and sew up pockets for stuffed roasts and chops.

A butcher’s saw is a butcher’s version of a hacksaw. It’s used for cutting through bone. If, for instance, you wanted to cut porterhouse from a short loin, this would be the tool for the job.

I use a meat mallet at home to pound out veal cutlets. It has one texturized side and one flat side. The texturized side tenderizes the meat and the flat side flattens it. When I make cutlets, I start with the texturized side to break down the meat, and then finish it with the flat side (“Pounding a Veal Chop or Cutlet”), which won’t tear up the meat.

I use only plastic cutting boards. Wooden cutting boards get nicks in them; bacteria can get in those nicks and it’s not safe. Plastic boards also get nicks and cuts, but the cuts are not as deep, and plastic is not as porous as wood. When you put plastic boards in a very hot dishwasher to sanitize them, they come out completely clean; that doesn’t apply to wooden boards.

There is no better way to know when meat is done than to use a meat thermometer. Chefs often say that you can tell the doneness of meat by comparing its firmness to that of various parts of your hand. I have never been able to do this. Instead, I use two types of thermometers. One is a probe that goes directly into the meat. The other has a long cable atttached to the probe, so I can read the temperature of the meat even if the oven or grill is closed. Checking meat for doneness using a thermometer is foolproof. There’s no guesswork. I don’t cook meat without one. I’ve ruined too many good steaks trying to do it any other way.



[image: Images]




MEAT QUALITY AND SAFETY

FRESH VS. FROZEN


Avoid freezing meat or buying frozen meat. When you freeze meat, you break the muscle cells; and when you defrost it, you’ll notice what we call “purge.” Purge is the blood and water that comes out of the meat when it defrosts, which, had it remained in the meat, would have translated into moisture and flavor. With certain cuts of meat, such as those used for braising, you can get away with freezing because you make up for the moisture loss in the braising process. But when it comes to steaks or burgers, forget it. Buy fresh meat.

RINSING MEAT


Do not rinse meat of any kind before cooking. If there are any pathogens on the surface of the meat, they will be destroyed during the cooking process. The only thing you’ll succeed in doing by rinsing it is spreading those pathogens around your sink and kitchen. Also, wet meat will not brown, and a good sear on the external surface is the goal when you’re cooking any kind of meat.

HOW YOU KNOW IF MEAT IS BAD


The best way to know if meat is bad is to smell it. Meat of any variety should have almost no odor. If meat has even the slightest off-odor, it’s bad (unless we’re talking about aged beef, which has a slightly funky, corn-like smell). Another sign of meat that has gone bad is an iridescent or greenish hue on the surface. Lastly, meat that has spoiled will have a sticky texture. In order to avoid any doubt, use large cuts of meat such as roasts or thick steaks within three or four days of purchasing them from a reliable source, and use chopped meat and stew meat within a day or two of buying it.

BRINGING MEAT TO ROOM TEMPERATURE


Since I’m constantly concerned about food safety, I am always confused to hear chefs talk about bringing meat up to room temperature before cooking it. Their theory is that meat at room temperature will cook more evenly; for instance, you would have to cook a cold pork chop until the edges were dried out in order to get the inside cooked enough, because the inside is cold. While this may be the case, the pathogen growth rate on meat that is left out at room temperature is out of this world. The most common pathogen is staph (Staphylococcus aureus), a food-borne bacterium that, even when the meat is cooked at high temperature, leaves enough toxins behind to give you food poisoning. Even if you cook the meat to the temperatures recommended by the USDA (which in my opinion means overcooking it), this won’t help, as this recommendation assumes that the meat has been handled properly, which means it’s been kept below 40°F until the time of cooking. I’m not saying you’re going to get sick as a result of bringing meat to room temperature. Obviously people do it and they live to tell the tale. But if you are feeding small children, the elderly, or anyone else who may have a compromised immune system, don’t take the risk. Keep your meat cold. I do, and the recipes in this book call for meat to be kept cold before cooking it. Controlling pathogens is a part of my daily life and that doesn’t change when I am at home cooking for my family and friends. If you want to bring your meat to room temperature before cooking it, of course do so, but note that the cooking times could be slightly different than they would be if you were starting with cold meat. Those cooking methods were very carefully developed with cold meat and you will not get the best results if you start with anything different.



COOKING FROM THIS BOOK

This book is divided by varieties of meat. In each chapter, I tell you what you need to know about that kind of meat, from what to look for when you buy it to some basic principles as to how to cook it. Each chapter also contains a section defining all of the cuts of meat on the animal. By familiarizing yourself with some of the more unusual or lesser-known cuts, and with the recipes here, you’ll be able to venture away from traditional chops and steaks and move into cuts of meat that you might not have tried before. It includes many of my family recipes. Some are mine. And some are from our chef customers that showcase our meat in an unusual way.

Recently many restaurants have begun to talk about “large format” cooking, which refers to big roasts and other cuts that have to be served family-style, rather than individual portion cuts, and you’ll see a lot of that here. I am a fan of large format cooking, in part because I grew up with it. We are a big family, and we didn’t have a lot of money. Large format cuts, like fresh ham (Fresh Holiday Ham with Tangerine and Cloves), veal breast (Grandma LaFrieda’s Braised Stuffed Veal Breast), and leg of lamb (Roasted Leg of Lamb with Garlic) are economical relative to other cuts on the same animal. These cuts allowed my mother and grandmother to feed large crowds with the money they had. I also like these cuts for the presentation. There’s something really special about bringing a magnificent whole roast to the table.
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VEAL GOING TO THE SOURCE

When I came to work with my father in 1994, he had just started selling to Il Mulino, an Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village. New York City has many hot restaurants at any given time, but back then, none was hotter than Il Mulino. It was and still is a place where the city’s most powerful and influential people go to make deals, to celebrate, and to eat really well; it was rated the number one Italian restaurant by Zagat for twenty years in a row. Limousines were lined up for blocks every night, waiting for patrons inside. Among other things, Il Mulino was known for their impossible-to-get reservations, their high-profile clientele, their enormous portions, and their stuffed veal chop. Il Mulino was the most prestigious restaurant to sell veal to in the city, so it was important that we get it right in terms of getting them exactly what they wanted: milk-fed veal where the meat was very white, and with a large loin or “eye” muscle. The eye is the muscle that makes up a substantial portion of the chop, and since Il Mulino was charging an astronomical price for theirs, it had to be big, and it had to be perfect.

Around the time I came on board, one of Il Mulino’s owners, Gino Masci, began complaining that he wanted better veal than what we were giving him. There were no two more demanding people in the industry than Gino and Fernando, his brother and business partner. We respected the fact that they were as discerning as they were, and when they asked for something, we did it. We wanted to meet their request for veal, but there wasn’t a lot we could do because we were limited to whatever was offered by either of the two veal suppliers at the 14th Street Meat Market.

At the time, the way the meat business worked was that butchers like us would go to the 14th Street Meat Market where there were various brokers from whom we bought meat. My dad and I would get in a van and fight our way through traffic to get to the veal and the lamb suppliers first, then beef, then pork, and then poultry. We’d pick up all of what we needed for that day, and then head back to our shop to cut it.

But Il Mulino was an account we could not afford to lose. My dad and I had to really think about what we could do, and we decided to go on a spying mission. There was one veal house in particular where we were getting our best veal. The next time we got a delivery from them, we looked on the box for the USDA number of the meat processor who had delivered it. Every meat processor in the country has a USDA number that identifies them, and every meat delivery is required to have that number on it. There was no Google back then, but we had a yellow pages–size USDA directory and we were able to take the numbers off that box and look up the source of the veal. It turned out the veal was coming from a processor located in New Jersey. The very next day my dad and I jumped in the car and drove out there. We just showed up and introduced ourselves. We told them we were butchers, that we supplied restaurants in Manhattan, and that we’d like to start buying from them directly. We assured them we would pay all our bills within seven days. In our business, credit is everything—if you can’t pay your bills, you can’t get product, and if you can and do pay your bills, there’s a lot of power in that. We also promised them exclusivity: We would buy only from them, and in return, we wanted their best product. We already knew this veal to be very good because we had been buying it through a distributor; we just wanted to know that we would get the cream of the crop. We asked for the top 10 percent they had to offer. And we had a deal. Once we made that agreement, we went downstairs into the processing facility where the calves were being split. Just as a precautionary measure, to make sure we really did get the cream, my dad pulled aside one of the gentlemen who oversaw the production line, slipped him an envelope containing $500, and told him, “I need the best veal coming off the line.” When my father and I went back to New York, we gave two days’ notice to our veal purveyor and began getting our deliveries straight from this processor.
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Il Mulino on West Third Street in the Village is still an institution.





Cutting out the middleman and going directly to the source was a very significant change for us. It wasn’t about saving money; if we saved anything, it would have been pennies, and in more instances, we paid more for our product because even though we had the first right to it, we were still bidding against other meat companies to get the best available. What was important was that we now had control over the quality of the veal we were buying. Veal was just the first meat we did this with. Today, we don’t use any middlemen; we get all of our meat directly from the grower. This is how we completely changed the way meat had been brokered up until that point in New York City, and also the way my dad had been buying meat since he was a twelve-year-old boy.

When the truck with our first delivery pulled up in front of our plant on Leroy Street, it was a truly exciting moment. We now had something none of our competitors had—a direct line to the source, and a promise to offer the best there was to be had. We were very proud of what we had done. We knew it was going to change the way we did business, and it did.

Because we had Il Mulino as a loyal customer, we were now the go-to guys for veal. Every chef with a good restaurant in New York City wanted to buy veal from us. Back then veal was very, very popular. The demand has diminished since then, but in the 1990s, veal was what set a restaurant apart. And it’s how we relaunched our identity.

To give you an idea of how small we still were at that time, my mother used to do all of our marketing, which consisted of her walking into restaurants in Greenwich Village and giving them our business card or a T-shirt. My mother had dropped a card at Pó, a tiny place on Cornelia Street owned by Mario Batali. This was before Mario was “Molto Mario,” and before he was a household name. I had never heard of the guy until the day he called asking for a veal loin. It was about 2:00 in the afternoon and all the other shops were closed; butchers start early and most of them end their day by 1:00 p.m. Mario asked if we were still open and if I had a veal loin I could sell him. I said, “No problem. I’ll bring it over.” When I got off the phone I told my dad I was going to package the veal and bring it over to this chef, and my dad started yelling. “Are you crazy!? It’s Friday! We don’t start business with new customers on a Friday!”
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I made my television debut on Mario Batali’s Mediterranean Mario, which appeared on the Food Network in the early 1990s.





I said, “Why? What are you talking about?”

And he yelled, “If it’s Friday and someone you don’t know is calling you for meat, it means they didn’t pay their meat purveyor—and we’re gonna get beat out of that money.”

I told my dad, “I like this guy. He sounds really cool.”

My dad said, “I’m telling you. Don’t do it. Call the guy up and tell him to forget it.”

I told my dad, “Put it on me. If he doesn’t pay, I’ll be responsible for the money.” And I sent one of my men to deliver the veal loin to Mario.

As it happens, the reason Mario had called me for that veal loin is that he’d ordered it from his regular butcher, who was our biggest competitor. But instead of delivering a veal loin, this butcher gave Mario a veal rack. When Mario said, “Hey, I wanted a veal loin,” the guy said, “This is what I’ve got. Take it or leave it.” This kind of attitude, like my dad’s rigid attitude toward taking new business on a Friday, was rampant in the meat business. Adjusting that attitude and making customer service the priority is one of the reasons we started to pull ahead of the competition. If it sounds basic, it is. I guess you could say that the bar was set pretty low in that department.

The Monday after I delivered the veal loin to Mario, he called me up and gave me his entire meat order. I went to meet him and I gave him my pager number and my home number. My dad and I shared our numbers with everyone. It has always been important that our customers have access to us. For them to be able to reach us whenever they needed was vital to them, and we welcomed it.
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