
  [image: frn_fig_001.jpg]


  JERKY


  Other Cookbooks by A. D. Livingston


  Sausage


  Cold-Smoking Sausage


  Cold-Smoking & Salt-Curing Meat, Fish, & Game


  Cast-Iron Cooking


  The Whole Grain Cookbook


  Venison Cookbook


  The Curmudgeon’s Book of Skillet Cooking


  Complete Fish & Game Cookbook


  Freshwater Fish Cookbook


  


  


  


  JERKY


  MAKE YOUR OWN

  DELICIOUS JERKY

  AND JERKY DISHES

  USING BEEF,

  VENISON, FISH,

  OR FOWL


  


  


  


  A. D. LIVINGSTON


  [image: LP]


  LYONS PRESS


  Guilford, Connecticut


  An imprint of Globe Pequot Press


  
    To buy books in quantity for corporate use or incentives, call (800) 962–0973 or e-mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.

  


  Copyright © 2001, 2011 by A. D. Livingston


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.


  Lyons Press is an imprint of Globe Pequot Press.


  The author would like to thank the friends, guests, and cooks who have contributed to this book. Specific acknowledgments to individuals, other books, and authors are made in the text as appropriate. A few of the recipes and a little of the text were used, in slightly altered form, in the author’s column for Gray’s Sporting Journal.


  Project editor: Gregory Hyman



  Layout: Kevin Mak

  Text design: Elizabeth Kingsbury


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


  ISBN 978-1-59921-984-4


  Printed in the United States of America


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Contents


  
    Introduction


    Part One: Ways to Make Jerky


    1 Kitchen Oven Jerky


    2 Electric Dehydrator Jerky


    3 Camp and Old-Time Jerky


    4 Jerky Every Which Way


    5 Ground-Meat Jerky


    Part Two: Beef, Venison, and Other Meats for Jerky


    6 Beef: It’s for Jerky


    7 Venison Jerky


    8 Other Domestic, Game, and Exotic Meat Jerky


    9 Bird Jerky


    10 Fish Jerky


    Part Three: Making Use of Jerky


    11 Pemmican


    12 Cooking with Jerky


    Metric Conversion Tables


    Appendix A: Jerky Ingredients and Safety


    Appendix B: Sources


    About the Author

  


  Introduction


  Jerky is simply raw meat that has been slowly dried at low temperature. As the water is removed, the meat loses both weight and volume. What it doesn’t lose, however, is flavor. In fact, the flavor of the meat is greatly concentrated, which might explain why just about everybody with good teeth loves jerky.


  These days jerky is popular as a snack, and it also comes in handy as a high-energy food for backpackers, dogsledders, trail walkers, hunters, anglers, boaters, and other people who spend lots of time outdoors. For long-distance runners and sports competitors, jerky can deliver a burst of energy all out of proportion to its compact size and light weight. For campers, jerky is easy to pack and store. On an auto trip, jerky is great for the kids and doesn’t make a mess in the car, and, of course, it’s perfect for snacking during the football game or television shows—and for sneaking into movie theaters that don’t allow their patrons to bring their own popcorn. Family dogs savor the stuff, too, if my Nosher is a good representative.


  Indeed, modern man eats jerky by the ton, piece by savory piece. It’s available these days in supermarkets and outfitter shops and through mail-order catalogs and “.com” companies—and even in corner convenience stores. In other parts of the world, freshly made jerky is often sold at wayside stands and by street vendors. More and more people are making it at home these days, in this country and abroad, and packets of jerky seasoning mixes are sold in sausage and jerky supply catalogs and at the meat counters of large supermarkets.


  These days deer hunters are perhaps America’s greatest jerky makers, in terms of volume, because they sometimes have large amounts of meat to preserve and because jerky seems to be a popular chew among this group. Also, a lot of dehydrated-food buffs—many of whom have purchased expensive food dehydrators and vacuum-pack systems for home use—are especially interested in making their own jerky.


  Historically, jerky making is usually attributed to the American Indian, who made good use of it to store buffalo and other meats for future use and for journey food. But jerky really wasn’t first invented in the Americas. It has been made around the world since the time of the caveman, and records of its use date back as far as the ancient Egyptians. Before the invention of caning and refrigeration, drying was the only way to preserve meat.


  Jerky is still a practical way of preserving meat for future use. Yet modern man, for the most part, has taken to jerky for a more epicurean reason: Jerky simply tastes good and lasts longer, as a chew, than other foods or snacks. And since jerky is made from low-fat cuts of meat, it is also healthier than most junk food.


  As a practitioner, I believe that the very best jerky is made at low temperature over a long period of time. There are, however, other opinions and practical considerations in this matter. If truth be told, there’s simply more than one way to jerk meat. Recipes abound and techniques vary. Experts set forth conflicting information in books and magazine articles. Practitioners argue hotly, head to head. In truth, just about every jackleg jerky maker has something to share, as well as secrets to keep, and I hope the variety of recipes and methods in this book, old and new, will prove to be interesting and helpful. These variations will be discussed in more detail in the chapters that follow, along with suitable recipes. Meanwhile, here is some information that applies to all jerky making.


  THE SHAPE OF JERKY


  Most jerky these days is cut into thin strips. True, some commercial jerky is made in rather jagged pieces, but most of it is made in a more uniform size. Pressed jerky, which is made from ground or chopped meat, is almost always quite uniform. The strips of meat usually run about 5 or 6 inches long by 1 inch wide, and often less than ¼ inch thick; when the strips of meat are dried, the dimensions shrink considerably. In any case, the length and width of the strips aren’t nearly as important as the thickness, which greatly influences how long the jerky should be dried and how it will be eaten. Thick jerky tends to make a better chew and lasts longer, but thin requires less drying time and is easier to chew up for quick consumption.


  CUTTING THE MEAT


  A sharp knife is the jerky maker’s best friend. I always prefer blades made of carbon steel, because they can easily be sharpened with the aid of a good Arkansas whetstone. Modern stainless-steel knives and various sharpening devices fall into the gadget category. If you don’t believe me, talk with some professional butchers who don’t sell cutlery.


  An electric meat saw comes in handy for making jerky, especially if you are a stickler for uniform thicknesses. There are also some other aids for cutting jerky in uniform thicknesses. Check the mail-order and Internet sources listed at the end of this book. Meanwhile, keep your knife sharp.


  Almost always it’s best to partly freeze the meat before attempting to slice it thinly. How thin should it be? Most practitioners want ¼ inch thick or less. Not only does the thickness help determine the time required to dry the meat, but it also has a bearing on the texture of the finished jerky. The texture is also influenced greatly by the grain of the meat and how it is cut. If the jerky is cut with the grain, lengthwise, it will be stringy and tough, which is what most people want for a good chew. If it is cut across the grain, it tends to be crumbly and easier to chew up and swallow. Jerky that will be used in pemmican or in recipes (see part 3) works best if it is cut across the grain.


  When drying a batch of jerky, there is no rule stating that all your pieces must be of the same thickness or overall shape. It is, however, best to keep thick separated from thin, on separate trays. That way, you can dry the thicker strips longer without having to judge each piece in the whole batch.


  This might come as a cultural shock to some people, but jerky does not have to be made in narrow strips. Chapter 4 sets forth recipes for jerky nuggets, chunks, and slabs. So . . . if you are inept at carving meat with a knife, jerk it all and enjoy the variety.


  One other thing. You should wash your hands and utensils before and after cutting meat. This precaution is especially important before handling meat that is to be cut into chunks and then ground for making burger jerky.


  DRYING JERKY


  Modern practitioners are fortunate enough to have kitchen ovens and electric dehydrators suitable for making jerky. These are convenient, yes, but good jerky has been made for centuries without them. The idea, of course, is to remove the moisture from the meat at a low temperature. The several ways to accomplish this are detailed in the chapters in part 1 of this book, including howto texts on drying jerky in kitchen ovens, in electric dehydrators made especially for drying foods, in the open air, in patio smokers, and so on.


  The weight of the finished jerky as compared to the weight of the fresh meat is a pretty good indication of dryness. For the best overall results, 5 pounds of beef should be dried down to about 2 or 2½ pounds of jerky. For long storage, however, it can go on down to about 1 pound—but this jerky will be very hard and will lose some flavor. A good deal depends on the meat, however. Some venison, for example, will be considerably drier than most beef.


  Most people don’t bother to weigh the meat before and after jerking it in order to determine dryness. Instead, experience usually prevails. Properly prepared jerky feels dry to the touch; strips of jerky will bend without snapping but will at the same time show cracks and breaks in the bend.


  Clearly, drying jerky at home is not an exact science. There are too many variables, such as temperature, air circulation, humidity of the ambient air, drying time, thickness of the meat, and so on. The “cure” that the practitioner uses also affects the process.


  The trend of minimizing salt in modern jerky recipes or techniques is not recommended by this writer—but some excellent-tasting recipes do just that. I argue that the salt is very important, partially because it stimulates the taste buds, but mainly because it helps preserve the meat directly and helps draw the moisture out. Most bacteria simply can’t thrive without adequate moisture. For a more detailed discussion, see appendix A, “Jerky Ingredients and Safety.”


  STORING JERKY


  There are several approaches to and some conflicting opinions about the best way to store jerky. Some practitioners put it into an airtight jar or other container, whereas others want to store it in a cloth bag so that it can breathe. Some people tell you to keep it in a brown bag; others say not to do so under any circumstances. Some of the recipes and methods throughout this book will reflect some of these opinions, which in turn often apply to the jerky made by a certain procedure and under certain conditions.


  If I had to be pinned down to one method of storing jerky, I would wiggle a little but in the end I would surely choose widemouthed Mason jars sealed with the new vacuum-pack systems, now available for the home kitchen. In some cases, vacuum-packed plastic bags work better than Mason jars.


  Much depends on the temperature and humidity of the air. In cool dry climates, jerky stores satisfactorily without refrigeration, and the storage method isn’t very important. In hot humid climes, it’s best to store the jerky in the refrigerator (which will usually be low in both humidity and temperature) or in a freezer. If the jerky is to be kept outside the refrigerator, I prefer to either vacuum-seal it or keep it in a breathable container. Often I’ll wrap the strips in paper towels, which tend to wick away any moisture the jerky might contain or absorb on a humid day. Jerky wrapped a few strips at a time in paper towels and stored in a pillowcase will keep for a very long time, if it is properly dried to start with.


  Sometimes jerky that wasn’t quite dry enough for storage will develop a mold on the surface. This can be wiped off with a cloth dipped in vinegar, but most people find that the mold quells their appetite for that particular batch of jerky.


  Keep in mind that jerky taken from an oven or a dehydrator will become harder as it cools. Also remember that such jerky will continue to dry out during storage if the humidity is low. So, air can work in two ways: Moist air will add moisture to the jerky; dry air will draw moisture out of the jerky. Using a vacuum-pack system will minimize either action simply by removing the air. Consequently, I highly recommend the vacuum-pack systems for storing jerky as well as fish and fresh meats in the refrigerator or freezer. These machines are very easy to use. Just follow the manufacturer’s instructions, making sure that you have the proper kind of bags and new lid seals for the jars.


  One other tip: Always allow the jerky to cool down before storing it in an airtight container. Hot jerky tends to sweat.


  USING JERKY


  Jerky isn’t limited to snacks. It can be eaten in other ways, or cooked for a meal. Chapter 11 sets forth recipes and techniques for making and using pemmican—an American Indian mixture of powdered jerky and animal fat, which is storable and easy to eat. Chapter 12 contains some recipes for using jerky in complete one-pot dishes, such as the old cowboy Jowler and chili. Anyone who puts up lots of jerky, perhaps as a means of preserving the meat from a moose or elk taken on the hunt, may want to cook these dishes fairly often, and, of course, culinary adventurers will want a taste of the old ways of doing things.


  WHY MAKE YOUR OWN JERKY?


  Jerky is expensive if you buy it ready-made and neatly packaged in small units. But it’s really inexpensive, or can be, if you make your own in bulk and don’t go overboard on spices and herbs. At $3.00 per pound for the meat, homemade jerky will figure out at about $7.50 per pound. You’d pay that for an ounce or two of gourmet jerky ordered from a catalog. The price can be even lower if you buy and jerk a big chunk of meat, such as a beef hindquarter from a meat-processing plant or even a large roast from your favorite butcher. Put the pencil to it.


  Jerky tastes better fresh than it does after long storage, and jerky is at its very best when eaten directly from the oven or dehydrator, still warm and not as hard as it will become on cooling. Trouble is, warm jerky is just a little too good. More than one batch (never mind whose) has been entirely consumed by the “testing” while it was still drying in the oven. Warm jerky is addictive, really, and my mouth starts to water just to think of it as I write these words. You can taste it, too. Lean back in your easy chair, close your eyes, and whiff the aroma gently wafting from the kitchen oven.


  —A. D. Livingston


  Wewahitchka, Florida
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