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    Dedication

    To my Grandmother Smith for her turkey tetrazzini, Grandfather Smith for always having bread with dinner, Grandmother Evans for the only Thanksgiving turkey I can ever remember really liking, and Grandfather Evans for his baby carrots with real butter. This is also for my father, for egg in the hole and geometric school lunch sandwiches. But above all, this is for my mother, for her spaghetti sauce, her way with leftovers, and the hundreds of things she taught me over the stove.
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  INTRODUCTION

  

  It’s funny how things turn out.

  My professional background has long been in the outdoor and shooting sports industry, most of it spent as a writer and editor. I’ve gone from staff jobs to freelance and back to staff jobs, and somewhere along the line I started a blog. That was about the time social media was fast becoming the juggernaut it is today, and I worked it, gathering up a pretty good following along the way.

  Now, most of the folks who pay attention to my Facebook and Twitter feeds are hunters and outdoorsmen. Just in case you’re not, you should know that most of us take huge pride in eating what we successfully hunt. For us, it’s the ultimate farm to table.

  For those who haven’t eaten game meat before, you should know that it needs time and attention that other, farm-raised meats don’t require. They’re very lean for the most part, and, yes, some things do taste gamey. My fellow Facebook friends often post recipes they’ve come up with, a way of sharing the hunt and ideas for using the animals we’ve taken. Especially for the guys, many of whom love good food but don’t cook much, the exchange of recipes and techniques is a great way to eat their deer or pheasant without passing off the chore of cooking to their wives.

  One day, in November 2012, someone showed up on my Facebook feed looking for help with some sort of game meat or another, I can’t remember what. Several friends posted tips on marinades and cooking temps, and I ended up weighing in with “Wrap it in bacon.” Bacon is a natural choice with lean game meats; the added fat from the smoked pork belly is a moisturizer of sorts and a flavor booster, too. The next day, someone messaged me looking for help with another piece of game meat. I offered up a recipe, then ended the post with “Wrap it in bacon.”

  Now, my friends, especially my editorial colleagues, are a pretty sharp bunch. Soon, “Wrap it in bacon” was added to damn near every post on the site. Boyfriend broke up with you? Wrap it in bacon. Went to leave for work and found a flat tire? Wrap it in bacon. Katie got an “A” on her homework? Wrap it in bacon. And on and on and on. It was the running joke that just would not stop—and that’s when I decided to have some fun with it.

  I started cooking and created my website, www.TheBaconAffairs.com. I didn’t expect anything to come out of it (though I secretly hoped someone at the Food Network would discover me and make me their next star). Then I ran into a colleague and friend of mine at our annual trade show. Turns out he’d seen the blog, thought it was right on trend, and asked for the book. And, so, here we are.

  A couple things to know and consider as you thumb through these pages and, I hope, find some inspiration.

  First, I’m not a professional cook. I have never attended the Culinary Institute of America or Le Cordon Bleu, nor even a cooking class at a community college. That doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m doing in the kitchen any more than it means you’re not a good cook because you don’t have a day job as a sous chef.

  I’m also not a dietician or nutritionist. Everyone thinks they know bacon is “bad” for you, but I’ve seen several news items over the last year while I’ve developed this book that say it’s often good for you. How much or how often? Who knows. One day lettuce, coffee, and wine are bad for you, and the next they seem to be superfoods. Could be the same with bacon. Should you eat it every day? Probably not. If you’re really worried about your bacon consumption, see your doctor. Some would say the sheer number of recipes in this book would make me an advocate of eating bacon as often as possible. I’m not, not really. I had a book to fill. That means I cooked, on average, about three pounds of bacon a week, and I ate a lot of it. That’s a ton of bacon by anyone’s standard. But you’re not writing a book about bacon. So, while I’m not advocating you eat bacon every day, just as I’m not telling you to put bacon in everything you cook, there is something I hope you take away from this book, something I discovered in creating these recipes.

  Bacon, it turns out, is nearly umami in nature. Umami is a Japanese word, and without getting into the science of it all (Wikipedia has a sound enough explanation if you’d like to read it), suffice it to say that it’s the fifth taste, after sweet, sour, salty, and bitter. Umami is less tangible, less directly identifiable than the other four tastes. It does have its own taste, but really it tends to amplify flavors. The best example of umami is MSG, that often (and, it turns out, probably wrongly) maligned ingredient in Asian dishes. Compare a dish of your favorite General Tso’s chicken or beef and broccoli side by side with the same dish minus the MSG, and you’ll quickly see the difference.

  I discovered bacon can serve in much the same capacity. Yes, I deliberately cooked with it so that bacon was highlighted as a definitive ingredient, one you’d bite into and know immediately you were biting into bacon; you don’t want to wonder if your bacon cheeseburger has bacon on it. Other times I worked it into a dish in a much more subtle capacity. It was those dishes that I made the discovery on. Dishes I’d cooked before and again because I liked them—cornbread, stews, etc.—were elevated to an entirely new level. I can’t tell you how many times I tasted something and went “Wow!” just because I’d added bacon to it.

  I never would have realized—and this is going to sound corny—the “power of bacon,” had it not been for the writing of this book. And that, more than anything, is what I want you to take away from this book. Whether you eat it once a year, once a month, or every day, work bacon into a dish you hadn’t thought to try it in before. I’d bet my next slice of succulent, salty, savory bacon that you won’t be sorry.
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  BACON BASICS

  

  BAKING BACON

  A while ago, I bemoaned to my bacony friends on Facebook that, while I loved all things bacon, I had issues with the aftermath. Well, more than “issues.” When you get right down to it, I loathe the grease spatter on my glass cooktop—I don’t care what grease-cutting cleaning agent you use, it still takes three passes to get back to the glass proper. Then there’s the ugly, congealed nastiness in the pan, not to mention the kitchen sponge that will never ever return to its full usefulness once you’ve cleaned said pan with it. Love/hate, hate/love. I was torn. I had the inklings of this book bouncing around my head, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to clean up all the mess on a regular enough basis to make a go of it. And then someone suggested baking bacon in the oven.

  Now, I’ve been around the butcher block a time or two, and one look at my burgeoning kitchen cabinets will tell you there’s nothing I truly need from Williams-Sonoma anymore, but I had never heard of baking bacon. I doubted my friends’ advice.

  “Gawd, it’s bad enough cleaning the stovetop, the oven’s got to be worse,” I commented on a Facebook post.

  “There’s actually no spatter at all this way!” came the reply.

  “Okay, but I don’t want to miss the aroma of it cooking,” I whined.

  “You won’t! You can still smell it, there’s just no mess!”

  And, so, I tried it. What follows is how the first two trials went and, I have to admit, this is the way to go.

  Farmland Reduced Sodium—This is a national brand that quickly became my favorite (other than a little detour, when it was announced that Smithfield, which owns the Farmland brand, had been bought by a Chinese conglomerate, but more on that later). It comes in regular thin slices, a medium cut, and a super thick butcher’s cut. All the cuts have good consistent flavor—even the reduced sodium slices—and you’ll have more bacon than grease when you’re done cooking; this is not always the case with some lesser-known and off-brand bacons, so, if Farmland isn’t available where you live, just do some experimenting until you find your preference.

  After Googling a bunch of oven-baked bacon processes—foil or parchment, 375°F or 425°F, bacon touching or space between—here’s how it went down for the Farmland medium thick cut in my oven.

  [image: image]   I used a preheated 375°F oven. Now, unless I’m baking bread, cakes, or pies, I rarely preheat, but it seemed prudent to at least try this the recommended way, and I figured it would yield more consistent results and help get the timing down.

  [image: image]   All but one slice of the one pound of bacon was placed, edges touching, on a large, foil-covered jellyroll pan. At the last minute, I went wild hare and sprinkled three of the slices with fresh ground pepper, and three with cracked red chili pepper (these intended for use in the first bacon recipe to be tried). In the oven the pan went, atop the forgotten but now-hot pizza stone. I set the timer for 15 minutes.

  [image: image]   I took a look when the stove buzzer went off. Coming along nicely, but not near enough done. Six minutes more on the timer.

  [image: image]   Good, more progression, still not enough. Another 7 minutes on the timer.

  [image: image]   Better, almost there. Strips at the edge of the pan were attractive and nearly done, those in the middle still not quite. I poured off the pooling fat, then took my favorite tongs and turned all the slices over before setting the timer for another 7 minutes.

  [image: image]   Done and out. Total time 35 minutes, with one grease pour and one slice turnover in a preheated 375°F oven. Bacon is perfectly cooked and not curled at all, grease is golden coming off the pan, rather pure-looking, actually. (As a side note, the spiced slices were delicious!)

  Nueske’s Applewood Smoked Bacon—A friend at work told me about Nueske’s when I was telling him about the running bacon joke my friends and I had going on. “If you want to get serious about it, get to Nueske’s,” he said. I didn’t get there, at least not yet (the main company store is in a small town called Wittenberg, about forty miles north of my small town here in central Wisconsin—not far, but when I found the brand in one of my area’s grocery stores, I snagged just one pound. At roughly $10 and change, it was twice the price of the big-brand packages. Still, I’d seen some “gourmet” bacon online that was pushing $20 a pound, so I figured, well, better go big or go home.

  Nueske’s website tells its story better than I can, but the short version is that it’s a Wisconsin company, bravely begun in 1933 when most other companies were disappearing in the Great Depression. I guess the attitude was something like “Smoke the meat and they will come.” Not a bad philosophy, especially if you’ve ever happened past a barbeque joint in Memphis or South Carolina and had that whip-your-head-around aroma from the smoker out back hit your nostrils. Yup, you’ve been there, and you’ve followed that smell of smoky goodness to its origins like a stud dog following a bitch in heat. You are not in control. The smoke beckons. Apparently that’s worked for Nueske’s for the last eighty years. Can’t argue with that.
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  Nuekse’s bacon is a Wisconsin favorite, but it can be ordered off the web and shipped to you. Sweet and smoky, the slices are thick and meaty, but a little on the pricey side.

  The Nueske’s bacon slices were thicker than the Farmland brand, though the package hadn’t been labeled thick-cut. Nor were they ham-steak thick. The slices also looked carved, like they’d come straight from the underbelly of the pig. And I imagine they did.

  [image: image]   I upped the oven, already hot from cooking the Farmland bacon, to 385°F and set the timer for 20 minutes. I doctored none of the slices as I had the Farmland strips.

  [image: image]   A look at the bacon when the timer went off revealed really nice progression, so I flipped the slices and set the timer for 7 more minutes.

  [image: image]   That was all she wrote. Perfect bacon, and just a little more grease for the bacon fat container.

  BACON BRANDS

  This might be a good time to talk about bacon brands. I’ve experimented with probably nearly a dozen different brands overall in putting together this book. Among these, I sampled Patrick Cudahy (which had a distinct, artificial—almost chemical—smoke taste to it that I did not care for); Wright Brand (my absolute top pick, but, sadly, mostly an East Coast brand and not available much where I live); the offerings from two different local butchers (if you have a private butcher convenient enough to you, by all means, give their bacons a try—they tend to be better priced per pound than the store brands, they tend to be thicker cut, and they tend to be more deeply smoke-flavored if that appeals to you); Gwaltney and Smithfield (again, mostly available on the East Coast by my experience, but certainly worth buying if they’re available to you); some off-brand one of my grocers carries called CornKing (good flavor, but wildly inconsistent meat-to-fat ratios, so, if you get a really fatty package, the shrinkage is stupendous); Oscar Meyer (just fine, not a thing wrong with it); and my grocers’ own store brand (better than the CornKing, but the same criticism still applies, and I’d anticipate your store brand would be the same—you’ll have to debate the price savings against the quality, but my biggest criticism of these low-rent types is that they’re just inconsistent).

  After all that baconating, I tend to use Farmland most, as I find it to be the most consistent bacon in the $5 per pound range, with Oscar Meyer running a close second. If one’s not on sale, I buy the other. My one criticism of Oscar Meyer is that one end of the slices in a package almost always seems to be all fat. Sometimes it’s heavy enough that I simply cut off the solid fat end, so my bacon’s not just swimming in rendered fat as it cooks.

  I occasionally take a pound of my butchers’ bacons, but they are heavily smoked, and while I like that for eating the bacon all by itself, that smokiness tends to become the pervasive flavor profile when worked into a dish, and that’s not generally what I’m looking for. The biggest benefit to a private butcher’s bacon cut is usually found in the thickness of the slices and the meatiness of the bacon. Sometimes it’s nearly ham-like, which I don’t find at all unpleasant.

  That brings me back to the low-rent off-brands. In general, unless you just gotta have bacon and really need to save that extra dollar a pound, I’d skip them. Not only do the slices tend to be super thin—sometimes you can see light through them!—they also shrink so much that, if you need a couple cups of cooked bacon for one of these recipes in this book or your own concoctions, you’re going to end up cooking three packs instead of two of one of the better brands, and then your savings have just plum gone out the window.

  On the other end of the spectrum are those so-called “gourmet” bacons. Okay, so they’re flavored with this or smoked with that. That justifies $10 or more a pound? Oh, and that pound you see may not actually be a pound. I’ve seen some purveyors selling 12- or 13-ounce packages with the weight listed only in the small print, at exorbitant prices well past that $10 mark. Save yourself the trouble. Either make your own (there are plenty of charcuterie books out there to tell you how to do this, but really it’s not much more difficult than taking a slab of pork, curing it in curing salts for a week, then smoking it for a few hours), or simply spice or sweeten up your bacon before baking (I’ll show you how to do that in a bit).

  The lesson here, really, is that if this book inspires you to work bacon into more of your dishes, then experiment a little. The worst you’ll end up doing is cooking a second batch, and what’s so bad about that?

  ADDITIONAL COOKING TIPS

  As I was getting settled into this cookbook, I discovered a few things about cooking bacon. I think you’ll find these tips helpful.

  [image: image]   When possible, try to cook a full pound of bacon at one time, laying the slices on the foil so that they’re touching. If you must cook just a few slices, reduce your cooking time and keep an eye on the oven. Just a few slices spaced apart cook much faster than a full pan.

  [image: image]   I finally settled on 380˚F preheated. When I set mine at 375˚F the bacon, no matter what type, seemed to just kind of boil along in its own rendered fat, never really quite getting the edges crisp and browning. At 375˚F, and even when I poured off the grease, the bacon really took too long to cook, up to 35 minutes for regular slices. That might not be an issue for you if you’re not feeding a crowd and need to make several batches, but it might be important if you’re timing your bacon to be done at the same time other dishes you’re cooking are finished.
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  Fill your pan from edge to edge and as much as possible from top to bottom. A few gaps are okay, but the bacon will cook more evenly if the pan is full and the slices are touching.
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  A finished pan. If you’re feeding a crowd, simply pour off the grease, gently lift the cooked strips with a fork, and put them on a plate lined with a paper towel to drain, then start the next batch.

  Raising the temperature up developed another set of problems. Not only did I get a lot of oven spatter, which caused my oven and, eventually, the entire house to be filled with bacon smoke, when I boosted the temp to something like 400˚F or 425˚F, cooking time became very unpredictable. If you’re not keeping an eagle eye on your pan, you can go from almost there to burnt in a flash.

  All this said, every oven is different. You’re going to have to play with yours to find out what works best for you. Regardless what temp and how long you settle on, preheating is a must. You will never get predictable results if you start with a cold oven.

  [image: image]   I start all but the thinnest bacon at the 20-minute mark to end up with bacon that has started to crisp but is still soft to the tooth. I’m not a fan of dark, super-crispy bacon, preferring mine more on the flexible side. Obviously, if you like yours crispier, you’re going to extend your cooking time.

  You will need to adjust your starting time based on the thickness and meatiness of your bacon. Really thick, meaty slices will, of course, take longer—I’ve had some go as long as 35 minutes—than their thinner counterparts. With thicker bacon, especially that which has a heavy fat content, you may also need to either pour off the fat or turn the slices over near the end of the cooking time (or both).

  [image: image]   When cooking for a large crowd and working up several pounds of bacon, there’s no need to switch the foil out in between batches. I routinely cooked three to four pounds of bacon every weekend in the course of developing this book, and so long as you pour the fat off in between batches, you’re good to go. The foil does get pretty dark towards the end of the third pound, due to all those little bits and pieces continuing to bake, so, if your crowd is army-sized and you need to cook much more than that, then, yes, I would swap out the foil to keep new batches from taking on that burnt flavoring.

  [image: image]   If you’re making your bacon ahead of time for something like burgers or sandwiches and intend the bacon to be hot when you do use it in the dish or as a side, undercook it a little bit. When you’re close to serving, spread the mostly cooked bacon across a foiled cookie sheet and reheat for a few minutes at 350˚F (or lower). It takes almost no time at all for bacon to reheat, and it continues to cook as it does, thus my advice to undercook a bit when you’re first whipping up a pound. Do not reheat in the microwave. Microwaving reheats far too quickly, and the spatter on the inside of the appliance will drive you to madness—I don’t care how well you think you’ve covered it.

  [image: image]   When you’re ready to remove the finished bacon to drain (like you would any other time you cook bacon, on a plate lined with a paper towel), gently lift them off the foil with a fork. I say gently, because if you don’t poke the foil, the grease won’t leak through, and all you’ll have as cleanup duty is to fold up the foil, toss, and put the still-clean tray back in the cabinet.

  [image: image]   You might be tempted to go with organic bacon. I’ve also seen something called an “uncured, nitrate-free” bacon, but that’s like saying “non-dairy ice cream” or “meatless hamburger.” There is no such thing. If it’s not cured with that pink, nitrate-containing curing salt, then it’s not bacon. Yes, some bacon can be had that’s been cured with things like celery salt and such, but I tried a couple of these and was very disappointed. One disaster I remember in particular was a pound of Oscar Mayer’s new Smoked Uncured Bacon. It developed terrible shrinkage—think a manly man gone all polar bear plunge—and it was not due to the overcooking. In fact, even at the still-flexible stage I like my bacon, I was left with miniature bacon strips. They weren’t good for anything but a couple finger sandwiches with the Queen.

  I tried a couple other organic and uncured bacons, but the results were the same for all. I was left with mini-me strips no matter what I tried. Not only that, they were all excessively salty and yet managed to lack the deep bacony taste we cook the darn stuff for to begin with. If that weren’t enough to dissuade you, consider this: the organic and uncured bacons I found were all sold in those deceptive 12-ounce packages and at prices approaching $10 or more a pound. Ridiculous.

  SPICED AND CANDIED BACONS

  Peppered bacon and maple-flavored bacon are routinely found in every grocery store I’ve ever been in. Too, following hot on the heels of the salted caramel trend comes candied bacon, as well as bacon dipped in chocolate. I’ll cover that last in the chapter Baconated Desserts, but making your own flavored bacon is so simple you’ll wonder why you haven’t tried it before—and, in the case of peppered bacon, you don’t get stuck with all that heavy cracked pepper on just the edge of your bacon, as happens with store-bought peppered bacon.

  All you need is a pound of bacon, a gallon ziplock bag, and whatever flavoring ingredient you like. For cracked pepper, I’d go with about two tablespoons of medium-fine grind. For hot-sauce flavor, a quarter-cup or up to a half ought to do it. For candied bacon, you’ll need about a half-cup of light brown sugar. Whichever route you’re going, separate your strips of bacon and put them one at a time into the ziplock bag. Add in your flavoring, zip the bag shut, and shake and massage until the strips are evenly coated. From there, simply bake as usual on your foil-wrapped jellyroll pan.

  A couple notes on candied bacon. First, keep a really close eye on the bacon, but don’t let the color fool you. Because the brown sugar caramelizes and combines with the rendered fat, it gets dark before it’s actually done. You may want to lower the oven temp just a tad, and you’ll certainly want to pour off excessive renderings so it doesn’t start to burn. Second, this stuff is ridiculously sticky when it’s done. Better to place it on wax paper to cool than your standard paper towel. Finally, when it does cool, the bacon will be very stiff, thanks to the cooled, caramelized sugar coating. Thick bacon can resemble jerky in texture—but it won’t matter, because this stuff is beyond addictive.

  DECORATIVE BACON

  This is another thing that’s easier than it looks. If you want to garnish a dish with a bacon rose, simply take a strip of bacon and roll it around your finger, starting with the smallest end of the strip, so that the widest end becomes the opening “petal.” Once rolled, set them on their bottoms in a small gratin dish or in the corner of the jellyroll pan with your other bacon and cook until done. You can toothpick them if you want to make sure they hold together, but I haven’t found it to be necessary.
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  Decorative roses are as simple as wrapping bacon around your little finger—literally. Bake like you normally would and garnish a dish with them for some bacony fun!

  BACON BOWLS

  By now you’ve probably seen those ads on TV for this little upside-down funnel that you simply wrap bacon around and bake to make bacon bowls. They have a moat around their base to collect the grease as the bacon cooks. Given that these ads contain the usual overzealous host screaming that they’re “only $19.95 and, if you act now, you’ll get a second set FREE!” along with the weird disclaimer of no C.O.D.s allowed for New Jersey orders (seriously, who sends anything C.O.D. anymore?), I dismissed them as being as hokey as every other made-for-TV gadget. Then my brother, as a joke, sent them to me for Christmas.

  Ha! Joke was on me. These things work brilliantly! The plastic is really solid, they drain just like the ad said they would, and you do indeed end up with this perfect bacon bowl that you can stuff with anything your heart desires. Cleanup’s a snap; just put them in the top rack of your dishwasher. The only drawback I found was that you really can’t reheat your bacon bowls, as they shrink up into something more resembling a slightly curved bacon plate than their neato-keeno original bowl.
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  As seen on TV indeed! The author’s brother sent her the Perfect Bacon Bowls as a joke, but it turns out they work just as advertised. So much for gimmicks.

  It looks like the official name of this product is the Perfect Bacon Bowl. You can find them at www.buyperfectbacon.com, as well on Amazon. They’re cheaper on the company website, four for $10 plus shipping and handling, but you get the ubiquitous second set of four for free for a total of eight. Amazon was selling them as a set of two for $15.

  BACON GREASE—IT’S A GOOD THING

  When cooking multiple batches of bacon, you’ll need to pour off the rendered, liquid fat in between. Find a heat-proof glass container, cup the foil at one edge of your jellyroll pan to form a kind of spout, and merely tip the pan up to pour. (Do I have to tell you to do this with potholders on your hands? Well, there you go.)
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  Pour off your grease into a heat-safe glass container and save if it comes out really clear. It’s a great addition to sautéed vegetables, steaming rice, and even for basting things like biscuits, pie crusts, and breads.

  I use a spare two-cup Pyrex measuring cup or one of my many ceramic mixing bowls and save my grease unless my pour-off has a lot of blackened pieces in it. You can stick it in the fridge if you like, but in a cool kitchen, it really doesn’t go bad. If you think you’ve had yours too long, merely discard the solidified fat in the garbage pail (not down your kitchen drain) and start fresh with the next batch of bacon you make. I use bacon fat all the time for things like sautéing veggies and sometimes chicken, just for that little extra boost of flavor. I’ll also baste biscuits or bread in it now and again, as well as add some to refried beans made from scratch instead of lard, and I’ll stir a dab into my rice when I’m cooking. I don’t know, it just adds something you can’t get with anything else.

  BACON—THE END IS NEAR

  No, no, no. Hang on a minute, take a deep breath. There’s absolutely no reason to go about reliving the momentary—and, as it turns out, untrue—Bacon Panic of 2012. It’s not happening—or not not happening—again. But the end of bacon is near. Well, it’s as near as a good butcher who handles pork and makes his own bacon. I’m talking about bacon ends.

  What are bacon ends? They are everything from the cured and smoked pork belly that doesn’t make it into nice, neat rows of display case-perfect slices or that fit conveniently and uniformly into pre-sized vacuum-packed bags. They do not fit tidily onto a BLT.

  [image: image]

  Bacon ends are all the pretty stuff that doesn’t make the cut for those display-case packages. You’ll likely not find these at your local grocer, but rather will need to locate a butcher. It’s worth hunting one down, as bacon ends provide depth, texture, and different flavor profiles than its neatly sliced cousin.

  You are likely going to have to find a butcher for bacon ends, as its uncoordinated, “leftovers” state just doesn’t meet the definition of most grocery store fare. There are some packaged brands, but the problem with these is that they tend to be uncured. My butcher smokes his own sausages, bratwursts, and bacon. His is a pretty decent-sized shop, and while he’s not terribly accommodating when it comes to cuts beyond the basics, he always has a steady supply of bacon, pork belly, and bacon ends, the latter of which are cured and smoked. The ends come vacuum packed in quantities of roughly 3¼ pounds, and the price per pack runs $3.69 to $3.89 a pound, significantly less than the uniform slices he also sells, and often more than $2 a pound less than the packaged bacon in the grocery store. Based on that alone, it’s worth seeking out, but I’ve discovered there are some other benefits to it as well.

  When I cut open my first pack, I thought I was going to find lots of bits and pieces. I did not. I found big, meaty, fatty chunks, thick-cut strips that were clearly from the last of a pork belly end run through the slicer, and then these decadently thick, almost steak-like hunks with a thick ridge of ham-like meat that tapered to beautiful white fat at the ends. I pondered the pile before me—talk about non-uniform—then whipped out one of my bigger Wusthoff knives and chunked it up in more or less like-size pieces. I figured that was probably the best way to get it cooked evenly, especially given the array of content from nearly all meat to nearly all fat.

  Chunked up and spread out on my foil-lined jellyroll tray, I set it for my usual: 385˚F, twenty-five minutes. I checked it at twenty-ish, poured off the fat—there’s quite a bit, though it’s deliciously clear and well worth saving—and then set it back in the oven to run out the last five minutes on the timer. Some batches have taken a little longer, but this is the time and temp I get most of it done.

  It was love at first bite. Here I had bacon, ham, and pork belly, all in one, with the spectrum of flavor and richness I’d been searching for in the dozens of brands of uniform slices I’ve bought in the name of this book, but had not quite found. Textures ran from chewier on the ham side, to fatty delight on the pieces that were half-and-half meat and fat, to the insane decadence of perfectly roasted pork belly. Left cold, buttered (yes, buttered!) in their own softened fat, they were the ultimate definition of “meat candy” everyone jokes about bacon being—with a cooked tray sitting on the counter and cooling, I could not keep my hands off it. Best of all, when cooked and then further chopped up to make easier to incorporate, the bacon ends imparted a depth to other dishes that I don’t believe regular strips of bacon are capable of.

  Don’t get me wrong. Bacon strips will always have a place in my cooking. Truly, I couldn’t live without strips, especially when I do want a very uniform product that crumbles or purées to great consistency. But sometimes it’s hit or miss when it comes to the actual amount of bacon flavor they impart, especially when you’re trying to balance the texture of a dish against what can be chewy and crunchy bacon bits; the more you reduce bacon in its size, the more the flavor it exports to the dish can dissipate. And let’s be real—while I don’t think most people put enough bacon in a dish that calls for it as an ingredient—seriously, two or three strips on a BLT, what the heck’s up with that?—when you put too much in, you end up with a greasy, soggy mess that slicks on the tongue and lets no other flavor through.

  Bacon ends seem to solve a great deal of that power struggle between texture and flavor. I get the deepness, richness, and distribution of flavor I’m looking for in something like bacon cornbread or the baconated smoked pork and poblano appetizer wraps you’ll find among these pages, but without the hard crunchy bits from crumbled bacon that rather “interrupt” the bite of such dishes. Both a compromise and a bonus I hadn’t expected in the world of cured pork and pork belly delights, bacon ends are something I’m very glad I discovered. My advice to you? Find a good butcher and experiment with bacon ends, should you find them. Well worth your time in the pursuit of bacon love.
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  BACONATED BREAKFAST AND BRUNCH

  

  •   Apple Bacon Cinnamon Rollups

  •   Bacon Berry Buttermilk Pancakes

  •   Bacon Choco Pumpkin Pancakes

  •   Baconated Breakfast Caper

  •   Baconated Parmesan Grits and Eggs

  •   Baconated Breakfast on the Grill

  •   Berry Bacon Cheddar Breakfast Bread Pudding

  •   Chorizo Breakfast Pizza

  •   Double Pork Breakfast Hash and Gravy

  •   French-Kissed Elvis

  •   Porcine Polenta Breakfast in Bed

  •   Sausage and Bacon Pancake Pie

  •   Swiss Scramble with Grilled Steak Toppings

  •   Three-Pig Breakfast Pie

  APPLE BACON CINNAMON ROLLUPS

  Some aromas sing to your heart (and stomach) more than others. Bacon frying. Fresh-made bread. Bacon Frying. Onions sautéing. Bacon frying. Hot-out-of-the-oven apple pie. Bacon frying. Fresh-brewed coffee. Bacon frying. Did I mention bacon frying? For me, I also add to the list—and curse every airport I go through with fifteen minutes in between connections and therefore not enough time to breathe, let alone time to stop for a cup of coffee—that heavenly aroma known as Cinnabon.

  I like Cinnabons well enough, but mostly just the portion of these behemoth cinnamon rolls that’s saturated with icing and dripping liquefied cinnamon; I could leave behind the dry insides without ever thinking I’ve missed something in life. Still, after a couple bites, and despite how terrific they smell, I’ve had enough. It’s like I can’t get that super-sweetness off my tongue, and it seems to coat my mouth in a way that only a strong cup of coffee and a toothbrush follow-up can handle.

  The other morning, I had a yearning for a cinnamon roll. I refuse to use the stuff in a can, and the closest Cinnabon is probably Chicago O’Hare, which would make it a $400 cinnamon roll with the airfare from central Wisconsin. I rummaged through my bookcase of cookbooks and came up with a base dough out of Alisa Huntsman’s Desserts from the Famous Loveless Café, then ratified it to suit my ever-lovin’ bacon desires. Here’s what you’ll need:

  For the Dough

  2 cups of all-purpose flour

  ¼ cup of sugar

  2 teaspoons of baking soda

  ¼ teaspoon of salt

  1 stick of butter, cold from the fridge

  ½ cup of buttermilk

  For the Filling

  8 to 10 strips of cooked bacon

  1½ to 2 regular sized apples (I used Pink Ladies)

  ¾ cup of dark brown sugar

  3 tablespoons of cinnamon

  1½ teaspoons cloves

  1 teaspoon of nutmeg

  1 teaspoon of ground ginger

  2 tablespoons of butter

  [image: image]   Peel and core the apples and chop them small. Melt the butter in a sauté pan and, when the butter’s bubbly, add in the apples and half measures of the listed spices. Sautée until the apples are fork-tender, then set them aside to cool.
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  [image: image]   The pastry is up next, and this one is stupid easy. Again, I give all the proper shout-outs to The Loveless Café in Nashville, Tennessee, and this wonderful book it sent me, along with all the appropriate credit for the dough base components. To make the dough, combine the dry ingredients, then slice the butter in half-tablespoon chunks and cut them into the dry ingredients with a pastry cutter until incorporated and the base resembles tiny pebbles in texture. Pour in the buttermilk a little at a time, working it through the dry ingredients with a fork. Once all is well moistened—not wet, not sloppy, not gooey—flour your hands and form the dough into a loose ball. Dough should be sticky, but not so much that you think you’ll have to reconsider a career choice as Spiderman/woman because you’re never gonna get it from between your fingers.

  [image: image]   Take your ball of dough and put it on a large floured cutting board or other suitable surface. Now, the Loveless Café book advised to just press the dough out by hand into a suitable rectangle. I chose to flour a rolling pin and roll to produce a more uniform rectangle. Go gently with the pin, as this dough can tear if you’re not careful, and, and also because it’s just sticky enough that, if you press too hard, and even on a floured surface, you run the risk of sticking the dough to the board.

  [image: image]   Once you’ve got a good, evenly distributed rectangle about thirteen inches long by six or seven inches wide, turn the board so that one of the rectangle ends is facing toward you. Sprinkle the other half of the spices and all the brown sugar onto the surface of the dough. Lay out the bacon strips, an end of the strips of half of them touching the dough edge nearest you, the one you’re going to roll forward from, the other end free of anything but spices and sugar for its last 1½ inches. Finally, on top of the bacon, ladle on the cooled apples, again stopping just short of the dough edge farthest away from you.

  [image: image]   Carefully lift the end of the rectangle where the bacon ends touch it and start to roll forward. Yes, some of the bacon will start to poke through. Pay these tiny tears no attention, just keep slowly rolling forward; there’s enough dough to cover them as you continue rolling. Before you get to the last, un-baconed 1½ inches of dough, moisten that naked end. Finish the roll, pressing lightly down on the wetted end to seal the roll.

  [image: image]   I flipped over the roll to have the seam on the bottom, then trimmed the bit of loose dough flapping on either end so that the roll had its stuffing evenly distributed end to end (more or less). Now, take a very sharp knife (one with a non-serrated edge) and make eight even slices out of the roll, pressing down decisively to cut through the bacon and dough in one motion—don’t saw through the roll, or you’ll both drag out the insides and tear the pastry. Take each round slice and lay it on one of its sides on a cookie sheet lined with parchment paper. Into the oven at 375˚F for about twenty minutes, maybe a little longer to toast up the outer ring of pastry. I brushed the tops with warm bacon fat during my last five minutes in the oven.
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  [image: image]   These are delicious! You get all the aroma of a Cinnabon shop, but in a much lighter and less saturated sweet treat. I took a condiment bottle and filled it with melted butter, turbinado sugar, and cinnamon that I’d warmed a bit on the stove, then drizzled the mix over the top of these biscuity rollups, but even that wasn’t necessary—truly, all these tasty breakfast bites needed were a peaceful morning and a hot cup of coffee.

  Note: You could certainly use Pepperidge Farm’s puff pastry for this, but the scratch dough comes together so quickly that, by the time you remember you have a roll of puff pastry in your freezer, take the time to let it come to room temperature, and then roll it out, you’ll already be biting into the rollups with the dough made with your own hands.
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  BACON BERRY BUTTERMILK PANCAKES

  I confess, I have a weak spot for greasy diner breakfasts. Establishments on my faves list sporting such nap-inducing morning fare include a few of the big chains: IHOP, Denny’s, and that never-miss-one-while-you’re-road-tripping Waffle House and Huddle House. (Can you say, “Grits smothered and covered?” Of course you can!) Anyway, while I tend to always order a protein-laden plate—eggs, sausage, bacon, stuffed omelets, etc.—sometimes I give in to those pretty pictures of fruit-topped pancakes dripping with bright red strawberry sauce or oozing deep purple blueberry juice from between their golden, buttery layers. Still, no matter how many times I do this, I always regret it. They’re always too cloyingly, almost always sickening sweet (plus they preclude the use of syrup and butter, and I can’t do without the butter). Yuck, I can never get that canned-peach syrup flavor off my tongue. You’d think I’d learn.

  Well, I might not have learned, but I did fix it. Here’s what you’ll need.

  2 eggs

  1 cup of buttermilk

  1 heaping cup of all-purpose flour

  1½ teaspoons of baking powder

  ½ teaspoon of baking soda

  1 teaspoon of salt

  2 tablespoons of sugar

  1 teaspoon of vanilla extract

  3 tablespoons of melted butter

  1½ cups of red raspberries

  1½ cups of blueberries

  1 cup of chopped pre-cooked bacon

  1 jar of Smucker’s blueberry dessert topping

  [image: image]   For the pancake batter, mix together the dry ingredients to combine, then fork-whisk in the eggs, buttermilk, melted butter, and vanilla extract. Add a little more buttermilk if you think you need it, but, because of the added ingredients going in once the griddle is hot, you don’t want a thin, super-spreading flapjack batter. Keep the “cake” in pancake, that’s all I’m saying.

  [image: image]   Heat up your griddle close to medium-high, or just about 375˚F if you’re using an electric pan. Spread some of the chopped bacon, about two tablespoons for each pancake, in a close-knit, but single-layer round pattern and let it heat up a little. You don’t want to really cook the bacon more than it already is (in fact, it’s good to start with chopped bacon that’s a little undercooked, as it provides a more tender bite in the finished product). Once the bacon is warmed up but before it gets to sizzling, ladle over your pancake batter to cover and spread a little on the outside of your bacon circle.
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  [image: image]   Let the pancakes cook and set up for a couple minutes, then gently distribute a big tablespoon of both the raspberries and the blueberries on top of the cooking batter. By waiting for the pancakes to set up a bit, you prevent the berries from sinking down to the bottom, splitting with the heat, and leaking juice throughout the pancakes to turn them into a soggy pink and purple mess (not that they wouldn’t taste just fine, but looks count, too). Flip when the little bubbles start to perk on the tops of the pancakes, gently lifting the edge with the spatula to verify a good, even, toasty golden color on the bottom.
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