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  ALL THINGS JERKY


  FOREWORD

  To many of us who live, work, write, and love the out of doors, jerky is not only a delicious treat, but a backpack staple. Making your own jerky meats, birds, and fish, and being able to infuse flavors that are limited only by your imagination is one of the easiest ways to share great eats with family and friends. Just break out a bag of homemade jerky, and it’s remarkable just how many new friends are guaranteed to show up.

  With virtually everyone loving jerky and dehydrated fruits and vegetables, making these snacks at home is a great way to learn new skills. For sportsmen, it’s a simple way to clean out leftover meats and fish from the freezer and turn them into something special. For others of us, it’s also a great way to relive those special outdoor hunting and fishing experiences, show off some culinary talents, and produce healthy treats that will save us lots of money as compared to purchasing store-bought and commercially produced packages of “uncertain” foodstuffs.

  If you do a little math, you’ll see that over-the-counter jerky actually costs anywhere from $30-$50 a pound, or even more. It’s no wonder that jerky and meat snack sales here in the US have grown to be a nearly $3 billion per year industry! But the truth is, it’s not only to easy to make at home, but can save you a small fortune if you want good eats and enjoy sharing with your friends. Even if you have to buy your meats at the grocery store, instead of heading to a freezer full of big game, wild poultry/ducks, and fish, the cost for making your snacks is rarely going to be more than $8-$12 a pound. That, folks, is a lot of great jerky eating for everyone. Hunt and fish for your own meats, birds, and fish and the savings are going to be even greater, and you’re going to be asking yourself why you haven’t been making all these treats at home a long time ago.

  All Things Jerky is that all-inclusive book that looks at practically everything that you can process for drying and smoking at home. Whether you are a beginner or a veteran jerky master, lifelong outdoor journalists Kathy Mattoon and Andy Lightbody show you just how easy and delicious these home treats can be. If you’re a beginner, they show you how to get started and keep it simple. If you think you’re already pretty good, this book will make you better!

  With home jerky smokers, grills, dehydrators, cures, spices, rubs, marinades, and much more being available at every sporting goods store and all over the Internet, this book profiles all the latest and greatest products, new technologies, tips, secrets, and over one hundred easy-to-follow recipes that they have gathered from friends, jerky masters, and noted outdoor writers/chefs from around the world! Kat and Andy also share some pretty incredible recipes that they have developed and taste-tested on their own.

  Once you get started making your own jerky, the one thing you’ll likely learn in a hurry is I should have made a lot more!

  —Jim Zumbo


  INTRODUCTION

  To say that the jerky-world, in just the last five years, has undergone a major renaissance and revival in terms of interests, products, sales, and just plain good eating, would be a huge understatement! Gone are the days of tough, leathery, no-flavor meat, fish, fruit, and veggie offerings. Instead, both commercial producers and homemade/backyard chef offerings of jerky and other dried snacks have elevated themselves to levels of quality, taste, and diversity of product offerings that are truly at a “gourmet” level.

  Ten years ago BBQ cook-off competitions were growing in popularity around the nation and television networks/programmers jumped on the BBQing, smoking, and grilling craze with dozens of TV shows and series. It’s our guess that it is only a matter of time until these same show producers start up “sponsored jerky” competitions for future TV shows and specials.
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  The RedHead brand dehydrator from Bass Pro Shop is going to make it easy to put up large quantities of dried jerky, snackin’ sticks, and other foods all at one time. With the ten metal trays, you’ve got 2,300 square inches of drying area and a powerful heating element/fan system to make sure the foods dry evenly and quickly.

  And yes, you can say that you heard it here first!

  On the commercial sales side of jerky/dried snacks, today you’d be hard-pressed to walk into a gas station, convenience store, truck stop, grocery market, and even many of the big-box stores without seeing at least a dozen or more beefy, meaty, fruity, fishy, or veggie plastic bag offerings of all kinds and pricey prices!

  According to IRI, a Chicago-based marketing/research firm, sales of jerky have soared by 46 percent from 2009 through 2013. Today, that totals over $1.25 billion in sales. Add in sales for the other meat snacks, meat sticks, and ground-protein offerings, and that figure jumps to an astounding $2.3 to $2.5 billion annually.

  Once considered a “blue collar” trucker-type grab-and-go snack food, the market is actually catering to more health-conscious shoppers that have discovered that protein is a lot better for their bodies than fats, carbs, and sugars. In addition to being better for your body than a bag of chips or pretzels, the jerky/dried snacks world is now boasting flavor offerings and combinations that many say are “gourmet,” while others say that the flavor wars are simply over-the-top.
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  Optional Jerky Rack system for the Camp Chef Pellet Grill & Smoker is a great addition to being able to really pile on the meats! Three fine-mesh racks and insert give you nearly 1,600 square inches of inside space for meats and snacks.

  The downside to the exploding jerky/dried snacks marketplace is twofold. First, when you purchase a commercial product, you never really know what’s in it—in terms of where it came from, the quality of raising the animals, and what preservatives are in the bag. Second, if you do a little home arithmetic you’d be shocked at what you are actually paying for these relatively easy and simple-to-make-yourself snacks! The run-of-the-mill/mainstream offerings from all the big-time jerky makers are tagging you $6 to $8 for a 4-ounce package. That’s a whopping $24 to $32 a pound!

  And for meat, fish, or exotic poultry offerings from a small or localized producer, we’ve seen $10 pricing for 3-ounce packages. Do the math, and at over $50 a pound, it’s no wonder that today’s jerky world is a modern day gold rush. As an interesting comparison, commercial jerky that everyone purchases is actually more expensive than live Maine lobster!

  If you still question how large the jerky/drying marketplace is, and how it continues to grow, get on your computer and just do an Internet search on jerky, and dried fruits or vegetables. Add a few additional terms such as recipes, wild game, fish, smoked, etc., and your total website count is likely to top over two million listings. What will then absolutely blow your mind is the fact that many of these individual websites have dozens, if not hundreds, of recipes, tips, spices, marinades, jerky-prep equipment, smokers, dehydrators, pellet/chip stoves, BBQ/grillers, charcoalers, ovens, marinade systems, flavor injectors/enhancers, cutlery, and enough additional accessories to fill an eighteen-wheeler.

  Is all that gear, specialized equipment, and gadgetry necessary? The short answer is a simple—no! Do a lot of these products make jerky/dried snacks a lot easier to produce at home? The answer is—yes—and our special thanks to many of our industry friends for sharing some of the latest technology innovations with us so that we can pass along all these new product ideas to our readers. Truly, the product offerings today are far superior to what Grandpa and Grandma had at their disposal, or even what we self-proclaimed Jerky Masters used just a decade ago.

  All Things Jerky is recipe-ladened and designed for everyone from the supermarket moms who purchase all their meats, fish, poultry, fruits, and vegetables on a weekly basis, to the avid outdoors person that hunts and fishes for most everything found in their freezer. And while protein is a wonderful thing, we’ve also included a host of easy fruit, vegetable, nut, and snack offerings.

  In this book, All Things Jerky—we are just that! It is a hard-core compilation of the best tested and submitted recipes from around the world, and all the equipment, gear, and accessories to make it. While the authors are accomplished hunters and anglers, this is not a hunting and fishing how-to book. If you want to know all of that—how to hunt or fish, shot placement, field dressing, and game/fish processing . . . there are dozens of great books to help and teach you.

  Instead, having spent the last forty years of sampling jerky/dried snacks from around the world while traveling, hunting, fishing, writing, and doing TV and radio shows, we’ve amassed recipes that are simple, economical, and easy-to-follow, use easy-to-find ingredients, are fun to make with the entire family, and even better to share with loved ones and friends.

  Our book All Things Jerky is the definitive guide to making the best jerky and dried snack offerings ever. It is presented with years of field experience, eons of cooking/drying and smoking, decades of trial and error challenges, and a lot of love.

  We hope you enjoy and share with all.

  —Andy Lightbody & Kathy Mattoon


  CHAPTER 1

  JERKY AND THE MEATS—101

  Jerky, by the most common definition, is simply using lean meats that have been trimmed of fat, gristle, sinew, and connective tissues, then cut into thin strips and dried to eliminate moisture and prevent spoilage. This is and has been done since ancient times by using salt in the drying process to prevent bacteria from developing/growing on the meats before the moisture has been removed—low-temperature drying or smoking. Jerky meat retains much of the nutritional value of fresh meat but weighs two-thirds to one-half less and takes up a lot less storage space.

  Here in the Americas, the modern word for jerky is believed to have been derived from a South American language (Quechua), where the word ch’arki means dried and salted meat. Early Spanish/Portuguese explorers supposedly learned from both the native North and South Americans how to process meats, and the word was transformed to the Spanish/Portuguese word of charque. And in Asia it’s bakkwa, rougan, or yuhk gōn.

  As you can see, All Things Jerky is an ancient and international love affair!

  While all this is interesting and may be useful in your next game of trivia or with your next bar bet, the truth is, dried meats, fruits, and veggies have been around since man crawled out from the darkness of their caves and realized they couldn’t eat an entire woolly mammoth, horse, or giant cave bear at once! Drying is simply the world’s oldest and most common method of food preservation.

  In ancient Egypt, royalty such as the pharaohs were buried with “meat mummies,” according to scientists. Dating back to 4000 BC, dried meats and poultry were wrapped in resin-dipped linen.

  “The resin flavor would have made it nicer, sort of like teriyaki beef jerky rather than plain beef jerky,” said Salima Ikram, Egyptologist at the American University in Cairo, in a 2013 NBC interview. “Tutankhamen had about forty boxes of meat and poultry—remember, he was a growing boy so his appetite was considerable.”

  Even the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) point out that drying is not only the oldest way of preserving meats, but canning technology is actually less than two hundred years old. Canning was actually a wartime idea that became a reality with the famous/infamous General Napoleon Bonaparte in Europe during the early 1800s. And as you might guess, freezing wasn’t an option until the twentieth century when electricity became available and accessible to homes and food producers.

  Most meats and fish contain about 60 to 70 percent water. Fruits and veggies contain 80 to 90 percent. When the foods are dried, that water content is reduced to 3 to 10 percent, and both the weight and volume of the foods are shrunk to one-half to one-quarter of what they were originally.

  Today, modern jerkies (commercial and homemade)—muscle meats, ground meat snacks, fruits, and veggies—are normally brined, marinated, or dry-spice rubbed and dehydrated, dried, or smoked with low heat (135–200°F). Fruits and veggies are best smoked/dried at the lower temperatures, while all the meats need to be in the 160–200°F range. Equipment options run from home ovens, dryers, and dehydrators, to smokers, BBQs, charcoalers, and grillers.

  All you have to do is look at all the options. Every sportsman’s mail-order catalog or website has upward of ten or fifteen catalog pages featuring dozens of smokers, dehydrators, spices, jerky guns, meat grinders, slicers, cutlery, smoking woods, vacuum packers, and accessories for homemade jerky products.

  MEET THE MEATS

  Virtually any type of edible meat (domestic or wild), poultry, fowl, small game, or fish can be made into jerky, and the vast majority of it—even some of the off-the-wall varieties—taste pretty darn good! While beef is certainly #1 for non-hunters, bison, goat, sheep/lamb, yak, and pork are also favorites in the domestic meats department. In the wild game department, the overall favorites are venison (deer), elk, antelope, caribou, moose, bear, wild hog, exotics, waterfowl, turkey, upland birds, gator, and some small game. Snake, mountain lion, bobcat, coon, opossum, coyote, muskrat, beaver, lynx, marmot, emu/ostrich, and bugs/worms are edible and “jerkable,” but really fall more into the novelty category instead of mainstream choices.

  Bottom line is, when it comes to jerky, virtually everything you can clean, carve, slice, season, and dry . . . can make some great jerky.

  Far and away, the most popular choices for making great jerky at home are roasts, steaks, chops, or most any of the animal’s “muscle meat.”
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  Jerky medallions.

  Photo courtesy of Traeger Wood Pellet Grills.

  Setting the record straight, once and for all . . . domestic beef (even free range) and others (sheep, goat, pigs, turkey, and chicken) are not going to have the same taste as wild game animals. Cows don’t move around much and live on a diet of wild grass, hay, etc. Game animals (big, small, birds) by comparison have a much more diverse diet, have to work for their food by moving or migrating, and are always on the alert for predators. Wild game simply has a different taste than domestics.

  Beef to an urbanite/non-hunter has great flavor, and there is nothing wrong with it. After all, according to the USDA, the average American consumes over 275 pounds of it each year. Beef to an avid outdoorsman/hunter is kind of bland. The beauty of beef and other domestic game is that it is readily available year-round, can be purchased at every grocery store, with various cuts that are ideal for making great jerky with all your favorite recipes here. Although any of the meats purchased at the store are not cheap, by watching the grocery ads, you can often find discounted prices in your newspaper.

  Domestic meats from the butcher or the grocery store are ready to jerky process as soon as you get them home. However, when it comes to wild game (big and small), the Oregon State University Extension Service says game meats should be frozen for at least sixty days at 0°F to kill parasites.

  While the “fat” on a cow, sheep, or hog is often a good thing and a source of additional flavor/tenderness when baking, broiling, and BBQing, it is for the most part not a real good thing for making jerky at home. The same is true with any wild game—big, small, poultry, or waterfowl. Fat does not dry, dehydrate or add anything to dried/smoked meats. In fact it makes the meat greasy, greasy tasting, and accelerates your jerky becoming rancid, moldy, and inedible.

  So whether you are using beef, other domestic meats, or any type of wild game—trim off all the fat that you can! In addition, trim off any gristle, membranes, and connective tissue that can make your jerky tough. A wise old man (Andy’s dad) taught him a long time ago that “when you trim it completely and trim it right, you don’t need strong teeth to chew it all night.”

  MUSCLE MEATS

  So what are the best cuts of muscle meat? There are several top choices, but the general rule of thumb is that the meat is lean and contains little fat or marbling. Keep in mind, even tougher cuts of meat will tenderize a lot once you brine or marinade them. If your cuts are really tough, you might want to dig out the old meat hammer/pounder or needle tenderizer that is likely hidden away in your kitchen, and do a little “at-home tenderizing” before you brine or marinate. And when it comes to slicing the meat into strips, cut with the grain for a chewier jerky and against the grain for an easier and more tooth-friendly feast. Regardless of the cuts, jerky strips absorb maximum flavors from the dry rubs or wet marinades when they are cut into strips that are around ¼-inch in thickness. Go ½-inch or thicker, and any flavor additions to your meat will be slow to nonexistent in penetrating the meat all the way through. (See Chapter 7, about spices, rubs, marinades, and woods).
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  Often called a “buffalo,” it’s actually the American bison and has been a great-eating staple for thousands of years. Roasts, steaks, and ground bison meat is readily available at many grocery stores today and makes delicious and lean jerky or snackin’ sticks. Photo courtesy of USDA.

  “As a general rule, any/all marinades will take about twenty-four hours or longer to break down the muscle meats strips, tenderize them to the max, and allow them to absorb all the flavors of your dry rubs or even wet marinades,” says Hans Hummel, jerky king and president of Hi Mountain Seasonings (www.himtnjerky.com). “Unless you have a powerful vacuum/flavor infusion system, you just can’t really rush this part of the process in making jerky.”

  Flank Steak: By far, this is the jerky maker’s favorite cut! It is often called a London Broil and is really the belly muscle of the animal. It’s rather slim/thin and has the shape of a slab of bacon. It is very lean and cuts easily into jerky strips—either with the grain of the meat or across the grain.

  Top/Bottom Round: Both come from the hindquarter/leg of the animal. Major meat sections are loaded with lean meat that is ideal for roasts or round steaks that can be cut into long jerky strips—either with or against the grain. Bottom Round cuts have more connective tissues and require more trimming, and may be a candidate for some home-grown tenderizing.

  Eye of Round: This is the smallest cut of muscle meat out of the hindquarter. It is rated as relatively tough, but still rates high as a favorite for making into jerky strips. On the plus side, it is often offered on sale at lower prices than other cuts. Tenderizing is always an option.

  Sirloin Tip: This cut also comes from the hindquarter and is also called a Round Tip Steak, Tip Steak, Silver Tip, Sandwich Steak, Ball Tip Steak, Breakfast Steak, and even a Knuckle Steak. However, don’t be fooled by Sirloin being included in the name. It is not a Top Sirloin. It is however both a lean and excellent cut of meat for making jerky.

  Chuck: Chuck steaks and roasts come from the front quarter as compared to an animal’s hindquarter or hip. The Chuck cuts are in and around the neck area, and go back toward the ribs. Cuts from this area have a lot of flavor, but are often marbled and fatty. It can be used for jerky, but plan on a lot of trimming.

  Skirt Steak: The Skirt is a thin, fibrous muscle that is actually the animal’s diaphragm muscle, which separates the abdomen from the chest. At the grocery store, it’s a cut of meat that is often packaged for making fajitas. It’s a rather chewy piece of meat, but trims well and strips into nice jerky strips either with the grain or across it. It’s also an ideal candidate for a needle or hammer tenderizer.
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  Just about all cuts of game meat can be transformed into delicious jerky strips. We use the White River Sendero Bush knife, which was designed by noted knife maker Jerry Fisk to handle the tough chunking and trimming.
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  Out of the box and ready for you to mix, Hi Mountain Seasonings are some of the best eighteen blends and cures that you will find on the marketplace today. As premixed products they are pretty good. Our recipes, and add-on spices to theirs, are even better!

  Brisket: The Brisket is the front portion of the beef breast and is found between the front legs. It too is fibrous and fatty. It’s not a top choice for making jerky because of the high fat/marbling.

  GROUND MEAT

  For the most part, this kind of jerky strip or stick is simply called a “meat snack.” Non-muscle meat jerky strips that are made up of “ground/processed” meat snacks account for nearly $1.5 billion a year in sales at grocery stores, gas stations, liquor stores, and convenience stores. Why? Because these processed meat sticks, rolls, and strips often have a softer and easier chew factor, with many of the same great flavors as muscle meat jerky.

  If you’re a hunter and process your big game meats, you know that there are always a lot of trimmings—meat and fat—that can’t be sliced and stripped into jerky slices. If you process your meat and then make some into ground meat, this is a great way to avoid having to make pounds and pounds of hamburger and being able to kick it to a level that rivals anything you can purchase over the counter. Like making homemade jerky: why spend upward of $40 a pound for commercial offerings when you can make your own for less than $8 a pound?
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  The Weston Supply meat grinders come with three stainless steel grinding plates for fine, medium, and coarse grinds. The medium grind (left) is the one that will work best when making our snackin’ sticks.

  If you are going to home-process the game trimmings, we suggest that you actually add about a third to half of some more prime cuts and good jerky meat to your grinding process. This makes it much leaner, less fatty, and makes the drying/smoking process go faster.

  If you are not grinding and processing your own meat and want to make some of the best meat snack sticks, ask the butcher in charge of your meat department at the grocery store to find/select a couple of steaks or roasts that are on sale that week to grind them to a medium-grind consistency. Most stores will do this for customers at no charge. Make sure that the meat is ground to a medium consistency—not fine or coarse. Coarse grind is great for making homemade chili, but not ideal for jerky snacks. Fine grinding is close to “mush” level, and we’ve never found a practical use for it.

  If your butcher does the grind for you (and we suggest looking for what is on sale, and whether it’s a lean cut or fatty), don’t add any additional fat or suet (beef fat) to it. Remember, just like muscle meat jerky, leaner is better and best for the jerky-meat snacks. If you have to buy prepackaged burger/grind meat, go for those that are 10–15 percent fat added or less. Those that have higher fat levels (20–25 percent) are simply not ideal for jerky snack meat making.

  PORK/BACON

  Both domestic pork and wild hogs are ideal for making homemade jerky, as well as bacon! We’ll say it here, and again repeat ourselves when we get into the recipes, but there is controversy about using using/preparing pork for making jerky—cooked or uncooked. The controversy is over whether it is better to pre-cook pork to 160°F before making it into jerky or use the raw pork and make sure it reaches an internal temperature of 160°F as it is turned into jerky or meat snacks. Information on both sides of the “pork debate” can be found through the National Center for Home Processing and Preservation (headquartered at the University of Georgia and Alabama A&M University) at www.nchfp.uga.edu.
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  Kathy Mattoon took this good-eating size Texas wild hog with a .25 caliber Benjamin pellet rifle. A head shot at twenty-two yards, and the hunt was over.

  As with any big game headed for the jerky dryers/smokers, we suggest that the fresh meat cuts be stored in your freezer for a minimum of sixty days at 0°F to ensure that any bacteria, disease, or pathogens are killed and safe to final process. On the flip side, the National Center says in its reports, “If you choose to heat the meat prior to drying to decrease the risk of foodborne illness, do so at the end of the marination time. To heat, bring strips and marinade to a boil and boil for five minutes before draining and drying. If strips are more than ¼ inch thick, the length of time may need to be increased. If possible, check the temperature of several strips with a metal stem-type thermometer to determine that 160°F has been reached.”
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