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Introduction

SAUSAGE—AS SOON AS YOU SAY THE WORD, THE MEMORIES BEGIN: SUNDAY morning, thick patties sizzling in the pan, filling the house with the fragrance of sage, pepper, and succulent pork. Or a late spring Saturday afternoon at the ball game, eating hot juicy franks with mustard and sauerkraut.

Just about everyone in America, from every background and region, has fond and satisfying memories of sausages. Wherever you grew up, from Bayonne to the Bayou Teche, it’s likely that sausage of one kind or another was found on your table or sold in the streets of your neighborhood. Whether it’s a hot dog or kielbasa, boudin or bratwurst, there’s something about sausage that excites the taste buds and stays in the memory.

We grew up eating sausages of every type, taste, and description. Although we’re from different regions and ethnic backgrounds, we both pursued a passion for sausages across America, eating them at festivals and greasy spoons, fancy restaurants and waterfront dives, sampling Sheboygan brats, Cajun boudin, Italian cotechino, Oakland hot links, Chicago franks, whenever and wherever we had the chance. And one day, putting away a prodigious platter of Cajun cassoulet at a favorite restaurant, we decided to write a book about sausage in America—its history and traditions, how to make it, how to use it, how it flavors so much of the best of our cooking.

By this time we had both been involved with food and wine professionally for many years—Denis Kelly as a writer and teacher and Bruce Aidells as cookbook author, cooking teacher, and expert sausage maker. Bruce had become so enthusiastic about the savory subject, in fact, that he had become one of the country’s premier sausage makers, producing delicious, hand-crafted sausages at his Bay Area–based Aidells Sausage Company. How did Bruce get into the sausage-making business? He tells the story best: “I first started making sausages when I was living in London, working as a cancer researcher, and trying to convince myself that the traditional British banger was made from anything other than sawdust, salt, and grease. I’d been eating sausage all my life—from traditional, garlicky Jewish salami and frankfurters to more exotic types found in my neighborhood in Los Angeles, like chorizo and linguiça. After a few months in cold, gray London subsisting on a diet of pub food and bangers, I was suffering from sausage deprivation and figured I could do better making them myself.

With the help of a cookbook and a small electric grinder I made up tasty batches of chorizo, American pork sausage with sage and pepper, Italian sausage with fennel, and Provençal sausage with garlic and herbs. It took me most of the night to stuff all I’d made, but the next day when I fried them up and sat down to a hearty and delicious meal for the first time in months, I was hooked. From then on I never looked back, making (and eating) sausage at every opportunity.

When I returned to Berkeley, the Gourmet Ghetto near Chez Panisse was in full swing, and I ended up becoming a chef at Poulet, a popular restaurant and charcuterie. I just naturally kept on making sausage and learned what a wonderful flavoring ingredient it can be in soups, stews, pâtés, salads, and other hearty dishes. As the European peasants and regional American cooks had known for years, sausage is a great flavoring for almost any dish, and it doesn’t take a lot to create exciting flavors and taste in a variety of dishes.

From then on the sausage phenomenon grew and grew, and finally I found myself making and selling a whole range of sausages—andouille and chaurice, chicken-apple sausage, Italian sausage, chorizo, and kielbasa—to restaurants and chefs. The response from them and from butchers, retailers, and home cooks all over the country testify to the interest in authentic handmade sausages in America today.”

Ethnic and Regional Roots

SAUSAGE IS FOUND IN VIRTUALLY EVERY REGION AND ETHNIC TRADITION IN America. From the simple and satisfying pork and sage sausage of the Midwest, Cajun chaurice and New Bedford Portugese linguiça to Italian sweet fennel sausage and Coney Island franks, sausage in one shape or another has long been an important part of American cooking. Sausages can serve as main dishes or as accompaniments and flavorings with vegetables, pasta, or beans. Whether you make them yourself or buy them ready-made, you can use sausages in dishes that range from traditional specialties like red beans and rice or cotechino with white beans to creative new combinations with vegetables, poultry, pasta, and seafood.

In this book, we take a close look at the regional and ethnic traditions that are at the heart of American cooking, and see how sausages are used to flavor and lend individual accents to these varied cuisines. We’ll show you exactly how to make the authentic sausages indigenous to each region: andouille and boudin from the Cajun country, hot and mild sausages from the Italian neighborhoods of northeastern cities, the ubiquitous American breakfast sausage, smoked and fresh kiebasas as Polish-Americans make it in Chicago, Sheboygan’s famous bratwurst, Chicago hot dogs, chorizo, linguiça, Oakland hot links, and many more.

But this is more than just a book about sausage making. It is an overview of American cooking, using the sausage to link all the themes together. We’ll describe America’s regions and neighborhoods, their history, culinary traditions, and festivals. And we’ll give you plenty of recipes that use sausage to flavor everything from a traditional gumbo to fashionable composed salads.

A Juicy History

“A COOK TURNS A SAUSAGE, BIG WITH BLOOD AND FAT, OVER A SCORCHING blaze, without a pause to broil it quick.” A modern Californian grilling a tasty sausage over mesquite charcoal? Well, it was probably a blood sausage much like our boudin noir, and it might even have been grilled over charcoal, but the time and place was Greece in about 700 B.C. This quote from Homer’s Odyssey is just one of many ancient references to one of mankind’s oldest and most succulent delicacies. Homer, who had a particular affection for sausages, refers to them again and again in his descriptions of food and feasting. References to sausages abound in early Greek and Roman sources, from Athenaeus’s marathon banquet described in Deipnosophistae (The Learned Drinkers) to one of the earliest cookbooks extant, Apicus’s De Re Coquinaria.

The origin of sausages dates back even further in culinary history. The art of salting, curing, and smoking meat goes back to the beginnings of domestication and agriculture in the Near East, and perhaps even earlier. As soon as mankind was able to achieve a regular surplus of meat, we began to look for ways to preserve it. Cutting up scraps of meat, salting them, and sealing them in casings made from the intestines and other organs of animals was one of the first discoveries of early pastoralists. The pig, the main source of most sausages, was domesticated quite early, in about 5000 B.C. in Egypt and China, and pig-raising spread quickly throughout the Near East, Europe, and Asia.

Since then, virtually every society has developed its own version of sausage. The name derives from the Latin word for salted, salsus, and salt for preserving meat, fish, and cheese has been an important commodity from Roman times to the present. Sausages are found in virtually every region in Europe, giving flavor and substance to dishes that define the style and flavor of its varied cuisines. Try to think of German, Italian, Polish, and Portuguese cooking, to name a few, without traditional sausages like knockwurst, salami, kielbasa, and linguiça.

In America, the original population of Native Americans found ways to preserve the land’s bounty, and they passed their methods on to early settlers. Pemmican, a mixture of buffalo or venison, fat, berries, and herbs, was packed into hide containers and helped many an Indian (and settler) village through winter and hard times.

Settlers from England brought with them a long tradition of sausage making. Colonial cookbooks recorded English recipes published by Hannah Glasse and other early writers. They gave the basic ingredients of American breakfast sausage as it is made even today: ground pork, salt, black pepper, and sage. As settlers arrived from other areas in Europe, Asia, and Africa, they brought with them their culinary traditions, and these almost always included sausages. The French in the South and Louisiana; Italians, Jews, Greeks, and Portuguese in the teeming cities of the Northeast; Germans, Poles, Hungarians, and Swedes in the Midwest; Spanish in the Southwest; and Chinese on the West Coast—all brought with them the sausages that gave character to their cooking.

The history of American food and its sausages is, like America, a history of immigrants. In this book, we’ll present this rich array of flavors and see how sausages are used to define many of America’s favorite dishes. And we’ll show some of the ways that today’s creative chefs are inventing new sausages, which are expanding the frontiers of American cooking.

Types of Sausages

THERE ARE AS MANY TYPES OF SAUSAGE AS THERE ARE COOKS AND CULTURES, offering a tremendous variety of flavors, textures, and uses. The most basic way to define sausage is: a combination of chopped meat, fat, salt, and spices. Over the years, sausages have been made from an ever-widening array of ingredients—beef, poultry, game, seafood, even vegetables—but pork has been the constantly recurring favorite. Pigs are easy and economical to raise, and their bland and succulent meat combines well with spices and flavorings. Pork also has a mild-tasting fat that binds well and gives a rich and juicy flavor to the sausage.

The most common and easiest-to-make sausage is the standard American breakfast patty consisting of freshly ground pork seasoned with salt, sage, and black pepper. Virtually every culture has some kind of similar, easy-to-make fresh sausage. Many Italian sausages are simply made of freshly ground pork that is flavored and then stuffed into casings of hog or sheep intestines. Cajun boudin, spicy country sausage, fresh bratwurst, kielbasa, and chorizo are all popular and easily made fresh sausages. Fresh sausage is perishable, however, and will keep in the refrigerator only for a few days, but it freezes well for 2 to 3 months. Fresh sausage, in bulk or in casings, can be one of the most versatile and helpful ingredients in your freezer.

Edna Lewis, a fine interpreter of regional American food, says that having some country ham in your refrigerator is like owning one good black dress. You are always prepared, no matter what the occasion. The same could be said of sausage, fresh or smoked. With a stash of sausage in the freezer, you can always turn the most meager leftovers, dried beans, or pasta into a feast, whatever the circumstances or no matter how many guests drop in unexpectedly.

Many sausages are dried and/or smoked to aid preservation and enhance flavor. In the days before refrigeration, householders discovered that hanging pieces of salted meat, poultry, or fish above the hearth preserved them for future use. Smoked sausages, where the meat is mixed with salt and spices and then hung for a time in smoke, have long been a source of protein through the cold winter months. Air-drying sausages, such as salami or Lebanon bologna, dehydrates the meats, discourages bacterial activity, and helps to preserve them even more. Drying and smoking also concentrate flavors and add a special tang to these sausages, which makes them very popular as seasonings in dishes. Care must be taken when using these techniques, however, to prevent spoilage. In our section on smoking, we describe how to air-dry and smoke sausages safely.

There is another major type of sausage in which the meat is emulsified with the fat and spices to provide a smooth texture and subtle flavors. America’s most popular sausage, the hot dog, is the most common emulsified sausage, but knockwurst, bologna, and other smooth sausages are also widely appreciated in the United States. Emulsified sausages are generally tricky to make in the home kitchen. But we have worked out a recipe for a Chicago-style hot dog that produces very good results.

How To Use This Book

AS WE SAID EARLIER, YOU DON’T HAVE TO MAKE YOUR OWN SAUSAGE TO COOK most of the recipes in this book. Fine, high-quality sausages are increasingly available in American markets, and many can be purchased by mail order. These and similar commercial sausages can be used in almost all of the recipes. A section on Mail-Order Sources (this page) offers a guide to ordering sausages as well as sausage-making ingredients and equipment, and other products.

Most of our recipes are about how to use sausage. Making your own sausage is a lot of fun, though, and not very difficult, so we hope you’ll try a few recipes in Part I. But if you prefer to skip the sausage-making recipes, you can use store-bought sausage in the second half of the book, “Cooking with Sausage.”

Although all of the recipes have been carefully tested, and the amounts are exact, no recipe is written in stone, so feel free to experiment and improvise. We often list alternative ingredients or suggestions for changes in the recipes, which should serve as guidelines. Cooking is fun, and cooking with spicy and flavorful sausages can be even more so. Let your taste buds be your guide, try new ingredients when the spirit moves, and enjoy yourself.

Our portion sizes tend to be on the generous side. We don’t like to run out of food and would rather err on the side of too much than too little. Many of the dishes are even better rewarmed. Some dishes can be served either as hors d’oeuvres or as a main course, and we try to indicate probable servings for each.



Part 1

The Spice in the Melting Pot

Wherever you go in America you’ll find sausages. Whether it’s a Coney Island frankfurter or a Sheboygan brat, potato sausage in Minnesota or kielbasa on Chicago’s North Side, chorizo in the Southwest or sage and pepper farmer’s sausage in the Heartland, there’s always some kind of delicious sausage to sink your teeth into.

These tasty sausages are linked to America’s ethnic traditions. When we came to this country we brought our sausage traditions along. American sausages are as different as our origins, and they are truly a variable feast. A bit of sausage can make a recipe Italian or German or Polish in flavor. Sausages are the spice in the melting pot, the bits of our heritage that make life (and food) in America interesting and endlessly creative.

One characteristic of American cooking today is an emphasis on lightness and flavor. Sausage has long been used as an accent in dishes and, contrary to popular myth, can provide protein and spiciness without adding excessive amounts of calories and cholesterol. Chicken or turkey sausages are even lighter and just as flavorful. As you’ll see in our section on making sausages, the fat content of homemade or small-production sausages is much lower than that of the commercial products—most often on a par with lean hamburger. When used as a flavoring, sausage can provide excitement to a great range of foods. One of the reasons sausage has been such a popular part of cooking throughout history is its ability, at little extra cost, to enhance even the most humble ingredients.

Even though we’ve designed this book to let you cook many of our recipes without making your own sausages, there are plenty of easy-to-make sausages that should tempt you to try your hand. We think you’ll be surprised at how easy it all is and how tasty and delightful homemade sausages can be.

When you do make sausage, invite some friends over to pitch in and help. Sausage making has always been a communal activity, and making sausages together, frying up samples, and tasting, can double the fun and halve the work. Tasting can get out of hand though. Be sure to save enough sausage meat to fill a respectable amount of casing.




Chapter 1
THE JOY OF HOMEMADE SAUSAGE
Tips & Techniques
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MAKING SAUSAGE AT HOME IS NOT DIFFICULT OR OVERLY COMPLICATED, AND it can be a lot of fun. There’s something about chopping the meat and mixing in the spices, stuffing the sausage into casings, and tying off the plump links that is, in a word, satisfying. When you panfry your own linguiça or andouille, chorizo or boudin, and the rich aromas drift through the house, the effort seems like nothing. You join those uncounted generations of sausage makers who have made the world, and its food, a bit more lively and interesting.

Homemade sausages have real advantages over most commercial products. There are no additives, extenders, or other ingredients to cause worry or concern. If you choose to cold smoke or air-dry your homemade sausages, you need to add curing salts for safety’s sake (see this page, “Note on Nitrites”), but the amount of curing salts required will be at the absolute minimum to retard bacterial growth if you follow our directions. And you certainly don’t have to cold smoke or air-dry sausages; you can hot smoke them or leave them fresh.

An added plus is the lesser amount of fat used in sausages made in the home kitchen. Some fat is necessary for flavor and juiciness in all sausages, but you can keep it to a minimum, and well below most store-bought sausage. Amounts vary for each type, but in general the fat content of homemade sausages is significantly lower than most commercial products.

Equipment

NO SPECIAL EQUIPMENT IS NECESSARY—A SHARP KNIFE OR A FOOD PROCESSOR will do—although if you really get into sausage making you might want to acquire some specialized tools of the trade, such as a meat grinder or sausage stuffer. For a simple sausage, all you have to do is mince the meat and fat to the desired texture, mix in the spices, form the meat into patties, and fry—as easy as making hamburgers. Or you can go a step further and use a long funnel to stuff the sausage meat into casings and tie off links. You just slip the casing over the end of the funnel and push the chopped meat in by hand or with the end of a wooden spoon. It can be a bit slow for large quantities, but you’ll be making sausage the same way Italian or Polish grandmothers have over the centuries, and they get very few complaints.

A meat grinder, however, will make your sausage making a lot easier, if you want to make up any quantity. If you add a sausage horn attachment for the grinder and a small kitchen scale, you’ll be well on your way to becoming a bona fide sausage maker.

We prefer to use a meat grinder, hand-operated or electric, equipped with plates of differing hole sizes (⅛ inch, ¼ inch, and ⅜ inch) to allow for varied textures, along with a sausage stuffing attachment, or horn. With the various-sized plates, you can grind the meat as fine or as coarse as you like. Then, after the meat is mixed and seasoned, just attach the horn to the grinder, slip the sausage casing over the tip, and use the grinder to feed the meat into the casing simply by turning the handle. Hand grinders and some electric models are relatively inexpensive; an electric grinder makes sense if you are going to put up large batches of sausage. Keep the blade and plates clean and dry, and lubricate the moving parts of the grinder with vegetable oil each time you use it. The meat grinder attachment and sausage horn available for the KitchenAid mixer work well and are easy to use. Incidentally, food processors are all right to use for grinding meat occasionally, but they don’t produce pieces of consistent size and texture.

If you make sausage on a regular basis or in large lots, you might want to get a sausage stuffer—a long cylinder with a piston that pushes the ground meat into the casings. For sausage-making equipment, visit a hardware store or butcher-supply house in an Italian, German, or Polish neighborhood, or consult our listing of mail order sources (this page).

Any good kitchen scale should work fine for measuring ingredients. If you don’t have a scale, remember that 2 cups of ground meat weighs about 1 pound. If you are fortunate enough to have a friendly butcher, you might be able to buy the meat and fat and have him grind it for you. Tell the butcher to use the “chili” blade, so the meat is not too finely ground. Be sure to have the meat ground fresh and use it the same day you buy it.

Ingredients

[image: ] Meat

MEAT FOR SAUSAGE MAKING SHOULD BE AS FRESH AS POSSIBLE AND KEPT refrigerated right up to the time you use it. It is all right to use the tougher and cheaper cuts because the meat is going to be ground or chopped. Shoulder cuts are best, as they are cheap, flavorful, and easy to bone. Pork is preferred for most types of sausage, and the shoulder, sometimes called Boston butt, provides juicy, tasty meat. Beef chuck and lamb shoulder are also popular. If you are using venison or other large game, the shoulder is the best for sausage, although loin or leg can be used. For poultry sausage, we prefer chicken or turkey thigh meat.

When boning and cutting up meat for sausage making, be sure to remove and discard any gristle or connective tissue. Meat trimmings are sometimes used to make sausage, but sufficient amounts of trimming are usually available only in a butcher shop or large restaurant kitchen.

[image: ] Fat

SAUSAGE NEEDS FAT FOR JUICINESS AND FLAVOR. COMMERCIAL PRODUCTS CAN contain from 30 to 50 percent fat, while sausages made in the home from our recipes and by artisan producers use between 15 and 25 percent. (For comparison, lean hamburger contains 15 to 22 percent fat, regular up to 30 percent.) The amount of fat you consume will be significantly less if you follow our usual practice and drain off the excess after browning the sausages.

Pork fat is preferred for its mild flavor and high melting point. Lamb fat has too strong a flavor, while poultry fats are too soft and melt too easily. Beef is acceptable, although a bit too grainy for some sausages. Pork back fat with the skin removed has the best texture and is favored for most sausages. Belly or bacon fat is too soft, and kidney fat too hard. Most butchers will be more than willing to sell or give you the type of fat you need for virtually any sausage.

If the meat is coarsely ground on a ⅜-inch plate and the fat on a finer plate, ⅛-inch or ¼-inch, much less fat can be used. Our recipes generally follow this procedure. Finer-ground sausages tend to need more fat because they have a mealier texture, while chunky meat stays juicier with less fat added.

Since you will be using less fat than commercial sausages, you should be careful not to overcook the sausages. An internal temperature of 155° to 160° when you insert an instant-read thermometer into the end of the sausage is more than adequate to produce a safe and juicy result. Commercial sausage makers are required to cook pork sausage to an internal temperature of only 144°, so you will be well beyond the minimum.

[image: ] Seasonings

THE SPICE BLEND IS WHAT GIVES EACH SAUSAGE ITS UNIQUE FLAVOR, AND fresh spices are essential to fine sausage making. Throw out spices that are on the shelf for more than 3 months, and buy fresh ones. We prefer to grind our own black pepper, usually coarsely, although we do call for a fine grind in some smoother sausages. In general, it is best to grind most other spices, such as nutmeg, coriander, cloves, etc., just before using—it makes a difference you can taste.

Fresh herbs can be used in place of dried (in the proportion of two parts fresh to one part dried), and amounts of cayenne and other hot peppers depend on the heat levels you prefer. Herbs and spices vary widely in flavor and potency, so you should always fry up a small portion of the sausage meat and taste it, then let your taste buds be your guide.

Salt is an important element for preservation and flavor. It discourages the growth of unwanted bacteria and other organisms and enhances the impact of the other spices. We use less salt in our recipes than most commercial sausage makers, and prefer kosher salt for its purity and milder flavor. If you don’t have kosher salt, use a little less pure table salt (2½ teaspoons instead of 1 tablespoon) than the recipe calls for. To test salt for additives, dissolve a couple of teaspoons in a glass of water. If the solution remains cloudy after stirring, the salt has too many impurities and should not be used.

[image: ] Other Ingredients

THE AVERAGE COMMERCIAL SAUSAGE IS OFTEN LOADED WITH EXTENDERS, MSG, binders, preservatives, sugar, and water. We think they provide a pretty good argument for making your own sausages or for seeking out the small artisan producers of authentic sausages. We will occasionally add a little bit of sweet wine or sugar if a recipe calls for it, and we use small amounts of water or wine to moisten the meat and help blend together the ingredients. In our recipes, we do recommend adding curing salts if you are going to cold smoke or air-dry sausages, for safety’s sake. They are not necessary for fresh sausage or if you choose to hot smoke sausage (see this page, “Smoking Sausages”).

Casings

CASINGS ARE NOT NECESSARY FOR HOME SAUSAGE MAKING (UNLESS THEY ARE to be smoked), and most of our sausages are delicious if the mixture is just formed into patties and fried. Many of our recipes call for bulk sausage, and you can wrap and freeze meal-sized portions of any sausage for future use.

But a juicy link hot from the grill is so toothsome and delicious that you’ll most likely want to stuff at least some of your homemade sausages into casings. Most authentic sausages are stuffed into natural casings of hog, lamb, or beef intestines, thoroughly cleaned with the soft tissues removed. These thin membranes are dried and packed in salt for storage. Many commercial sausages use artificial casings made of collagen or are sold “skinless.”

Casings are usually sold in bundles called “hanks.” Depending on the type and size of the casing, a hank will take care of 50 to 150 pounds of meat, but don’t worry if that sounds like a lot. Packed in salt, casings can last several years in the refrigerator. They can be purchased from custom butchers, butcher-supply houses, or by mail order (this page).

Hog casings are the most versatile and popular, and range in size from 1¼ to 2½ inches in diameter. They are relatively tender, not very expensive, and easy to work with. If you were to pick one casing to buy, we would recommend a medium hog casing (32 to 35 mm or 1¼ inches). This is the size, for example, of the standard Italian sausage, and most of our sausage recipes can be made using this size casing. One hank will hold 100 to 125 pounds of sausage meat.

Lamb or sheep casings are the narrowest and most delicate; they are also the most expensive. Typically used in breakfast links and old-fashioned hot dogs, they range from ½ inch (lamb) to a little over 1 inch (sheep) in diameter. One hank should hold about 50 to 60 pounds of sausage meat.

There are two popular types of beef casings: beef middles and beef rounds. The rounds, which are used for sausages such as ring bologna or ring kielbasa, range in diameter from 2 to 3 inches and will hold between 75 and 100 pounds of product per hank. Beef middles are often sold sewn and are used to make large, semidry sausages such as summer sausage, as well as liverwurst and braunschweiger. An individual sewed middle will range in diameter from 2 to 4½ inches and will hold 2 to 3 pounds of meat. Beef casings can be tough and are most often peeled away before the sausage is eaten.

Caul fat is a membranous fat that can be used to wrap patties of meat called crépinettes. This membrane helps to keep the juices in and gives the patty a nice appearance. Caul fat can be stored frozen, and unused caul fat can be refrozen. It can be difficult to find, although specialty butchers and wholesale meat distributors often carry it.

Handling and Storage

WE CANNOT STRESS ENOUGH HOW IMPORTANT FRESH MEAT AND PROPER STORAGE and handling are to quality sausage making. Meat should be purchased from a reputable butcher and used the same day. You can use frozen meat, but it should be frozen at its peak of freshness. For best results, meat should be thawed as slowly as possible, for 1 or 2 days in the refrigerator, depending on how big the pieces are. Frozen meat should not be kept for more than 3 months; otherwise it can develop a rancid flavor. You may use frozen fat, as this is often the only way to find it. As long as you don’t let the fat warm up to above 45°, you can refreeze it.

Ground meat will spoil sooner than whole cuts, so keep sausage meat cold and use it as quickly as possible. We suggest you cut the meat into pieces and put it into the freezer for 30 minutes before grinding. After you’ve ground the meat and fat, put the mixture back into the refrigerator until you are ready to stuff the casings. If you are making more than one type of sausage at one time, grind and season all the mixtures, refrigerate, and then stuff them into the casings all at once. When making sausage, the temperature of the meat should not get above 50° for any extended period of time.

Sanitation

JUST AS IMPORTANT AS THE USE OF IMPECCABLY FRESH INGREDIENTS IS THE need to practice good sanitation when making sausage.


•  After washing the grinder and stuffer with hot water, cool them in the refrigerator or freezer before use. Have all your cutting boards, tables, equipment, and knives scrupulously clean. Periodically sterilize wooden cutting boards with a solution of ¾ cup bleach and 1 gallon warm water. Let stand for 5 minutes and rinse with clean water. Wash hands frequently with plenty of soap and hot water during sausage making.

•  When making several varieties of sausage, preweigh the meats and fat, and store them in labeled bowls in the refrigerator until you are ready to grind them. Work on only one batch at a time, and keep the other batches refrigerated. After the meat has been ground and the spices mixed in, store it in the refrigerator until ready to stuff into the casings.

•  Make your sausages during the cooler times of the day, morning or evening. If possible, the room temperature should not be above 70°.

•  Have all the ingredients ready to go and the spice mix made in advance.

•  Don’t let the grinder or stuffer sit with meat in it. If you are going to take a break or move on to something else, take the grinder apart, and remove and discard any residual meat or fat. Wash and dry the grinder and reassemble it when you are ready to use it again. Meat should not sit in a grinder or stuffer for more than 15 to 20 minutes at 70° room temperature, less time if the room is hotter.

•  When smoking or air-drying sausage, do not dry them in too warm a place. Always hang sausage on clean sticks.



Step-by-Step Method for Making Sausage at Home

[image: ] Grinding


1. If you have a meat grinder, hand-operated or electric, attach the size plate (with holes of ⅛ inch, ¼ inch, or ⅜ inch) that the recipe calls for. Cut the meat and fats into ¾-by ¾-inch-wide strips (no larger than the mouth of the grinder), 1 to 6 inches long. While cutting up the meat, take care to remove any gristle and connective tissue. Grind the meat and the fat together into a large bowl. The mixture should come off the grinder plate in “worms.” If the meat looks mushy, it means the grinder knife is not making good contact with the plate or the knife is dull. Remove the plate and knife, clean away any gristle, and reassemble, making sure the plate is reasonably tight against the knife. If you continue to have this problem, you might have to buy a new knife.

If you are using a food processor, cut the meat and fat into ¾-inch cubes to get reasonably consistent chopping. Process in very small batches of 1 pound or less by using the pulse switch or turning on and off until the desired consistency is reached. Do not overprocess the meat. For 3 to 4 pounds of sausage you will probably need to process 3 or 4 batches, depending on the size of your food processor. Mini food processors or blenders should not be used to make sausage.

2. Add salt and spices, and mix in any water or liquid and optional curing salts (cold water from the tap is fine). Knead the sausage meat with your hands, squeezing and turning the mixture. Do not overmix, as this could cause the fat to melt and might give the sausage a white, fatty appearance.

3. Make a small patty of the sausage meat and fry it. Taste and adjust the salt or other seasonings. Cover and refrigerate the meat until you are ready to stuff it into the casings or use in a recipe. You should try to stuff the sausage meat into the casings on the same day it was ground, since it gets quite stiff and difficult to handle if refrigerated too long.



[image: ] Preparing and Stuffing the Casings


4. You will need about 2 feet of medium hog casings or 4 feet of sheep casings for each pound of sausage mixture. If you are using salt-packed casings, remove a length of casing from the salt and place it in a bowl of warm water. Put the bowl in the sink and attach one end of the casing to the kitchen faucet. Gently run warm water through the casing to wash out the salt. Continue to soak the casing in warm water for 1 to 2 hours, or until it is soft and pliable. If you are using preflushed, liquid-packed casings, you have to soak them in clean warm water for only 15 to 30 minutes, and flush them briefly as above.

5. Attach a sausage-stuffing horn to the front of the grinder or stuffer. Don’t forget to remove the plate and knife. Spread open one end of the casing and shake a drop of water onto it. The water will help lubricate the casing as you gently pull it over the end of the horn. Carefully push the whole casing onto the horn, leaving 3 or 4 inches dangling.

6. Fill the grinder or stuffer with the sausage meat and feed it through the grinder until it begins to enter the casing. Tie the end of the casing into a knot. With a skewer or hat pin, prick any air bubbles that appear as the casing fills up. A second pair of hands is very helpful when stuffing sausage. Continue to stuff the casing, using your thumb against the tip of the horn to control the rate and tightness of the filling. Do not fill the casings too full, or the sausage might burst during linking or cooking, but do pack them firmly.

7. When you have filled all but 3 to 4 inches of casing (still attached to the horn), remove the horn from the grinder and push any remaining sausage meat through the horn into the casing with the handle of a wooden spoon. Slip the casing off the horn.

8. Drain any leftover casings, salt with kosher salt, and refrigerate for later use.



[image: ] Linking


9. Depending on the type of sausages, links should be 5 to 8 inches in length. Starting from the knotted end of the casing on your right, measure the desired length and pinch the casing between your right thumb and forefinger. Move the same number of inches down the casing and pinch again to form a second link. Holding the second link in both hands, twirl it clockwise so that it twists the casing at both ends and seals both links. Measure to the left the same length again and pinch the casing, then measure and pinch off again to form link number four. Twist the fourth link to seal it and link number three. Continue to twist alternate links until you reach the end of the casing. Knot the end to seal the last link. There should be approximately ¼ to ½ inch of twisted casing between each link. Cut through the middle of the twisted casing to separate each sausage and seal the ends.

If the sausage bursts while linking—and this happens to even the most experienced sausage makers—cut through the casing at the break and tie off or knot both ends and continue linking. You can either restuff the leftover meat or make patties out of it.



[image: ] Maturing and Storing Sausages


10. The meats, spice, and other flavorings need time to mature in the sausage mixture. This maturation will contribute to a mellow flavor and better texture. Place the sausages, uncovered, on a rack in the refrigerator overnight or suspend them by a hook from a rack in the refrigerator. If the sausages do not contain curing salts, we don’t recommend maturing them unrefrigerated unless you have a very cold garage or basement that does not get above 40°. Use a thermometer to be sure, since fresh sausages are basically raw ground meat and can spoil easily. Unsmoked raw sausages should be kept for no more than 3 days in the refrigerator. If you want to keep fresh sausages longer, wrap them well in freezer paper or foil, and freeze them for up to 2 months. Smoked sausage will keep refrigerated for a week; frozen, it will keep for 2 months.



Cooking Sausage

WE LIKE TO panfry RAW SAUSAGE IN A DRY HEAVY SKILLET OVER MEDIUM heat. Put the sausages into a cold pan and cook them in their own juices, turning them until they are browned on all sides. This should take 10 to 15 minutes, depending on the thickness of the sausages. When panfrying smoked sausages, add about ¼ inch of water to the skillet to help soften the casings. Cover and cook until the liquid evaporates. Continue to cook until the sausages are evenly browned, about 10 minutes.

Grilling is a wonderful way to cook sausages. You can grill them raw or precook them by poaching in hot (180°) water for 15 to 20 minutes for sausages in medium hog casings. If you intend to grill sausages directly over a charcoal fire, it’s a good idea to prepoach them to reduce the amount of fat that will drip onto the fire and flare up. We prefer to cook poached sausages in a covered kettle-style barbecue, turning them frequently until they are evenly browned, which takes 7 to 12 minutes, depending on the diameter of the sausages and how hot your coals are. The internal temperature of the sausages should reach 155° to 160° when measured by inserting an instant-read thermometer 2 to 3 inches into the end of a sausage. Don’t use extremely hot coals, which can cause excessive flaming and will burn the outside of the sausages before the insides have cooked.

The trick to poaching sausages is to cook them very gradually so that the moisture stays in the sausage and they don’t become too dry. (This is why we don’t suggest you prick sausages beforehand.) To poach 3 pounds of sausage stuffed into medium hog casings, bring 2 to 3 gallons of lightly salted water to a temperature of 180° to 200°. An accurate instant-read thermometer is useful here. The water should not be boiling. Put the sausages in the hot water and poach them over very low heat. The water should stay between 160° and 180°. Depending on the thickness of the sausages, they will take 15 to 40 minutes to cook to an internal temperature of 155° to 160°. Sausages stuffed in medium hog casings should take about 20 minutes; thicker or thinner sausages will take more or less time. Remove the sausages and eat at once, or cool in a colander under cold running water and refrigerate or freeze. Reheat them later by panfrying, grilling, or poaching.

Smoking Sausages

COUNTRY PEOPLE HAVE LONG KNOWN THAT MEAT HUNG IN THE SMOKE OF hearths and chimneys lasts longer and often tastes better than fresh meat. Smoking, drying, and salting were the main means of preserving meats in the days before refrigeration.

In early America, salted and smoked meat and fish were the mainstays of rural householders. Farmhouses and plantations, from the poorest prairie sod huts to the rich estates of the Tidewater, all had their smokehouses to preserve the summer’s harvest of flesh through the cold, hard winter. Virginia ham or smoked hog jowl, Nova Scotia lox or kippered herring, andouille or kielbasa—the products of the smokehouse became an integral part of the flavor of American cooking.

Today, with modern refrigeration, we are not so concerned with smoking as a means of preserving meat, poultry, and fish. We don’t need to hang hams or sausages for days or even weeks to keep them from spoiling over the winter. Rather, we are looking for the fragrant smoky flavors of hickory or oak, applewood or mesquite.

With very little equipment or effort, the home cook and sausage maker can achieve the taste and aroma of traditionally smoked foods. Whether it’s done in a kettle-style barbecue, a water smoker, a semiprofessional commercial smoker, or a converted old refrigerator, home smoking can give a flavor of the past and that special tang of hearth or campfire that brings back a hint of an ancient, savory feast.

[image: ] Cold Smoking

THE TYPE OF SMOKING MOST COMMON ON PLANTATIONS AND FARMS IN America over the last two centuries is called cold smoking. The term “cold,” however, is misleading since it’s not very cool in country smokehouses. In general, cold smoking takes place at temperatures that range between 90° and 120°, not enough to cook most foods, whereas hot smoking uses higher temperatures to cook the food as it smokes. Cold smoking is used to produce country or Virginia hams, most commercial smoked sausages, and bacon, all of which are then cooked before eating. Since uncooked food absorbs flavor more quickly, cold-smoked sausages are generally smokier in flavor than hot-smoked. Cold smoking can be done successfully at home using a homemade smoker, water smoker, or small electric smoker. Cold-smoked sausages must include sodium nitrite curing salts for safety.

[image: ] Hot Smoking

IF YOU HAVE EVER EATEN TEXAS-STYLE BARBECUED MEAT, THEN YOU’VE EATEN food that has been hot smoked. This type of smoking is done at temperatures high enough to cook the food while imparting a mild and pleasantly smoky flavor. Hot smoking is really a type of smoke-cooking. Again, as with cold smoking, the world “hot” is a relative term. Usually hot smoking takes place at temperatures that range between 170° and 250°, the aim being to slowly roast the meat or sausage while it absorbs a smoky flavor. Because it is cooked slowly and evenly, the meat or sausage comes out tender and juicy. With the advent of the covered kettle barbecue and the water smoker, hot smoking has become quite popular with home cooks, and most sausage recipes in this book can be hot smoked that way. Hot-smoked sausages do not require the addition of sodium nitrite or curing salts, as at the hotter temperatures the food cooks before unwanted bacteria and other organisms can multiply. Hot-smoked food has the same perishability as any roasted meat. It will keep for about 5 to 7 days in the refrigerator.

[image: ] Smoking: Art or Science?

SMOKING IS NOT AN EXACT SCIENCE, AND NO RECIPE CAN BE ABSOLUTELY PRECISE. The many variables make exact instructions impossible. The temperature, density, and thickness of the meat or sausage, the outside air temperature and humidity, the type of smoke, the amount of food in the smoker, and the smoking temperature all make a difference. Don’t worry, though; you will get good results if you pay attention to temperatures by using an instant-read thermometer to monitor the food as it is smoked. To use an instant-read thermometer, insert it into the meat or sausage from time to time to determine when the proper temperature is reached—for hot smoking, 155° to 160°. For cold-smoked meats, follow the directions on this page. If your model does not have a built-in thermometer, a second instant-read thermometer can be set into the top vent of a smoker to keep track of the smoking temperatures. Do not use a traditional meat thermometer that is left in the meat while cooking, as they are often unreliable.

Some home-smoking enthusiasts keep a smoking journal to record information like temperature, type of wood, length of smoke, etc., for future reference.

[image: ] Woods

HARDWOODS ARE BEST FOR SMOKING. SOFTWOODS, SUCH AS PINE, FIR, CEDAR, and spruce, are not suitable because they produce smoke so full of pitch and resin that it gives food a turpentine flavor and coats everything with a black, sticky film. If you can’t positively identify the wood, don’t use it for smoking. Never use backyard clippings, which may contain noxious insecticides or poisonous plants, such as oleander or poison oak. The most popular woods for smoking sausages are hickory, alder, mesquite, oak, and fruitwoods, such as apple or cherry. Dried corn-cobs also make a good smoking fuel. Different woods impart different flavors; some work better with fish or poultry, while others are more compatible with beef or pork. Try experimenting with your own combinations of wood and sausage to see what suits your taste. For hot smoking, you should use chunks of wood, soaked first so that they’ll smolder and not burn. You can use wood chips, but you’ll have to replenish them more often. For cold smoking, use hardwood sawdust or wood chips.

[image: ] Equipment

Gas or electric smokers. These are small versions of commercial smokers, usually consisting of a metal box with a gas or electric heating element on the bottom. Wood



Step-by-Step Method for Air-Drying and Cold Smoking
(for sausages with curing salts only)













Step-by-Step Method for Hot Smoking or Smoke-Cooking in a Water Smoker










Step-by-Step Method for Hot Smoking or Smoke-Cooking in a Kettle Barbecue









Safety Tips and Helpful Hints














Note on Nitrites: Curing Salts
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