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We dedicate this book to the farmers and their animals who make our work possible.
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PREFACE

TRY TO CONJURE UP AN IMAGE OF A BUTCHER IN YOUR MIND. You’re not alone if you can’t. Most Americans don’t interact with butchers much these days. They are a dying breed. You probably don’t even have a butcher shop in your town anymore. There might be a guy in a bloody apron lurking behind the scenes at your supermarket, but he rarely makes an appearance near the refrigerated displays of shrink-wrapped boneless skinless chicken breasts. The people who deal with boxed or industrially processed meats are not butchers. They have no skills. All they have to do is open a bag, drain the blood, and hand it to the customer. They’re just clerks with a propensity for knives.

It used to be that every town had a butcher and in most there were two or three. The butcher shop was the place you visited weekly, or even daily, to pick up meat or gossip with the guy behind the counter—who was probably the son of the guy your mother gossiped with. This was the place where you got your Sunday dinner, your fresh ground for meat loaf, your holiday roast. The place where you could ask for a particular cut and after the first few times have it become your regular order. The place where the butcher leaned across the counter with a slice of bologna for your child. Even if you don’t actually remember any of that, you do. It’s part of our collective unconscious.

This was the type of place that in the spring of 2004 my wife, Jessica, and I set out to open. An old-school butcher shop with a modern-day twist—sourcing and selling only grass-fed and organic meat. We returned to the nearly lost tradition of buying and carving whole animals—all of them humanely raised on pasture, never administered hormones or antibiotics, and slaughtered at small local facilities near the farms they roam on, close to our shop in New York’s Hudson Valley. From birth to when they become meat in our cases, these animals have been touched by only a few sets of hands: the farmer’s, the slaughterer’s, and ours. We know where they have been every step of the way.

The story of how we founded our shop sounds like the setup to a bad joke: “So a vegan and a sometime vegetarian decide to open a butcher shop …” Laugh all you like but it’s true—when we started I was a devoted vegan of sixteen years and Jessica was a vegetarian (with a bacon exception). But it wasn’t quite as strange as it seems. I come from a long line of butchers, which skipped my parents’ generation. I got into the family trade after I went to college, then spent fifteen years as a chef. When I met Jessica, she had toyed with vegetarianism off and on. Around then she decided to return to eating meat, but only from ethically raised animals, not the stuff from your average supermarket. She had become deeply immersed in research on pastured animals in her quest to eat sustainable local meat. Jessica is a label reader but even she had trouble deciphering what she was finding. One of our supermarkets slapped “Local” stickers on their beef. Did that mean that the animals were pastured and raised without hormones or antibiotics? When she asked, no one at the store knew the answer. Some larger natural supermarkets had policies and standards that they were supposed to adhere to, but when she questioned their employees, they either knew nothing or offered contradictory information, and sometimes the meat they claimed to sell wasn’t on the shelves in the stores near us. She turned to online shopping. Unfortunately the websites touting grass-fed product were not only hard to verify but sold frozen meat shipped from the Midwest. Jessica was frustrated and confused. She started exploring the option of buying a whole animal directly from a local farmer—the only way she had come across of really knowing how and where it had been raised—but the idea was overwhelming; after all, she was the only one eating meat in our home. One day she lamented that she didn’t want to buy a whole steer for one grass-fed steak. Her dream was a butcher shop where she could walk in, buy a well-raised rib eye, talk to the butcher about where it came from and how to cook it, and walk out. I couldn’t believe no one was purchasing whole local animals, breaking them down, and selling them. So we set about opening exactly what Jessica wanted. Her desire for easy access to a small amount—not a year’s supply—of sustainably raised meat that was fresh, not frozen, and custom-cut resulted in Fleisher’s Grass-Fed & Organic Meats. We run the shop together; we are partners in every sense. Applestone, by the way, is her last name. Fleisher is my family name. And yes, we know it means butcher; that’s the point.

Jessica likes to call Fleisher’s the “Cheers” of butcher shops. It’s a place where everybody knows your name or at least your favorite cut. It has happily become a community gathering spot. We have customers who have turned into lifelong friends. And how could they not? We see them every week, more often than our own families most of the time. We are an integral part of their lives and they ours. We know when there is a baby on the way or when there has been a divorce (usually we get the wife when they split), when there is an illness in the family (more prepared foods) or even a death. We kvell as we watch kids who were in their mommas’ bellies when we first opened now asking for a rotisserie chicken wing. And they rejoiced with us when our child was born.

Even the physical space harkens back to a pre-supermarket time when butcher shops were the norm. Our shelves are wooden and lined with local and organic dry goods. A butcher block belonging to my great-grandfather, Wolf Fleisher, is proudly displayed, and our entryway is lit by the same light he had hanging in his Brooklyn shop—the original Fleisher’s. Our floors are iconic black-and-white checkerboard and our name out front is emblazoned in the same scripted gold leaf Wolf had above his door. The only thing missing is the sawdust.

[image: A butcher block belonging to my great-grandfather]

No one is going to get rich running a butcher shop, but our philosophy of sustainability has kept us going. As our former apprentice and friend Julie Powell described it in Cleaving: A Story of Marriage, Meat, and Obsession, the book she wrote based partially on her time at Fleisher’s, “It might be a neighborhood butcher shop, or it might be a political movement masquerading as a neighborhood butcher shop.” It’s both. We write in the manual we give new employees that the act of eating is inherently a political one. Though we didn’t come up with that idea, we realize that every bite of food we consume affects the animal from which it came, the farmer who raised that animal, the environment, and our health. Our staff at this point literally roll their eyes every time they hear us say it, but we never forget that animals die for our business and your dinner. So, we do our best to honor these animals and the farmers who raise them. Fleisher’s exists so people can come and feel good about what they eat and we can feel good about what we sell. When we started, ours was one of the only butcher shops in the nation specializing in sustainable butchery. Even though cutting whole animals is what all butchers used to do every day, almost no one does this anymore. Butchery was always a valid trade, then a lost art, so now it’s exotic, unknown.

Through the years we have watched people’s lives change—ours included—as they have become part of the sustainable movement. Vegans have become omnivores; families have started to shop, cook, and garden together; and farmers’ markets have become the new town square. People have begun to understand more about their food—how it was raised and where it comes from. They’re responding to the provenance as well as the flavor, and are inspired to learn more. That’s what we want, that’s what we strive for at the shop. With The Butcher’s Guide to Well-Raised Meat, we’re thrilled to bring this education beyond our doors. An army of well-informed consumers has a unique ability to further impact our food system. We are offering up the whole picture—from farm to slaughterhouse to butcher block to plate—to empower everyone to make informed choices no matter where they live or shop. And we have crammed the following pages with insider information, advice, encouragement, and practical tips to help the process. We hope it will become your trusted guide to sourcing, cutting, cooking, and enjoying good meat.

[image: The view out Fleisher’s Meat and Poultry window]
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FOUNDING FLEISHER’S WAS CHAOS. I’m a leap-then-look kind of guy, but I should have looked more first. Hindsight. We signed a lease on a space around the corner from our current location before we found sources for meat or lined up the slaughterhouse—in other words, totally backward and not something we would advise anyone to do. But overcoming these considerable obstacles was an amazing education. Nowadays we happily consult with people interested in opening sustainable butcher shops so they don’t make the same mistakes we did. Our learning curve was not a curve at all; it literally went straight up and we’ve never stopped learning. We had to educate ourselves on not just butchery but also animal husbandry, sustainable farming, and slaughtering practices. We got up to speed on everything from the use of hormones and antibiotics in animals to carbon sequestration to seasonal concerns affecting Hudson Valley farms to sourcing local cheese, dairy, and eggs (we sell all three). We needed to learn to ask the right questions of our farmers and slaughterhouse owners. In time these questions became our standards. We had to figure out how to sell to retail customers and how to educate our wholesale restaurant customers about what we were doing. We needed to become expert charcuterie makers. It was all new territory for us, and as far as we knew there was nobody in the country doing what we were doing. Factor in that we chose to do this at a time when butcher shops were drastically in decline in America, and in a depressed upstate New York town. It’s a wonder that we made it, but here we are.

Before we opened, neither of us had ever broken down a whole animal. I have butchery in my blood, had carved meat as a chef, and thought I knew a lot more than I did. Technically I’m a third-generation butcher. My grandfather, Jack, and great-grandfather, Wolf, both owned and operated Fleisher’s Meats in Windsor Terrace, Brooklyn. The shop closed when I was a kid, but it was formative. Wolf was nearly ninety when I knew him, but I still remember him as a real butcher, a real meat man. Jack was a huge presence in my life and was alive until just before I turned thirty. Pictures from the shop and his old butcher blocks were in my home when I was growing up. Jack was knowledgeable about food and loved to eat. He was also an artist—we have his gorgeous burnished wood sculptures in our home—and explained how meat is art, that whatever you do is an expression of art. He always said to be a really good butcher you needed to be someone who has experienced life and can turn that into a sellable product. You have to know opera and how to cook, and remember everything about the customer. I think what my grandfather meant was that it takes a well-rounded human being to be able to kibitz with customers. It was opera and the Dodgers in his day and politics and the Mets in mine. Most customers have a romantic notion of what a butcher is. They come and they want a little philosophy with their brisket, a few jokes with their chops. They want to make that connection, and I know that they would be happier with a butcher who was a failed poet than with a guy who stands behind the counter and just cuts meat for a living. If that’s all they wanted, they could hit the intercom at any supermarket. It’s why they come to a butcher shop.

[image: Butcher sketch]

Sadly my grandfather wasn’t around to advise me when we were deciding to open Fleisher’s. So Jessica and I went in search of old-time butchers and asked for their help. Some of these guys continue to assist us today. Their grandsons aren’t butchers, their family butcher shops are closed, and we’re grateful they have been happy to share their wisdom with us. Not that all the old-timers were cheerleaders. Many warned us we couldn’t succeed; it wasn’t the way of the world anymore. Americans are no longer accustomed to walking into a butcher shop and asking for cuts and cooking advice. Some told me we would eventually fail. No one ever wanted to talk in front of Jessica. They would drink coffee and walk around the block with me. One pulled me close: “You have a beautiful wife. You want to lose her? Because you’re going to have to close your doors. I’ll help you, but you’re not going to make it.” They helped us out of pity more than anything else. We understood that this was a long shot, that no one else was doing what we wanted to do. But we were hell-bent on trying to change how people eat, how they shop. We knew it was a great idea. So we picked up as much wisdom as these guys were willing to provide. They were essential in teaching me the basics, from butchering whole animals to setting up a case. They all have their own tricks of the trade. They have taught us to use gravity as we table-break, or bench-break, for example, rather than brute force. A quick push on top of a joint lying off the table does in seconds what a knife would do in minutes. All you need is some leverage and a thrust. Where else could I have learned these skills that had already become an almost forgotten memory to most?

[image: Butcher scale on counter]

It’s ironic that one of our most important mentors had had a family butcher shop himself right around the corner from Fleisher’s. Schneller’s was famous in the area for its prime meat and homemade sausages, and Tom Schneller had grown up behind that counter. Schneller’s had closed some years before (we had even considered the space when we were looking to open Fleisher’s), but its reputation remained. To this day when we mention that we have a butcher shop in Kingston, New York, old-time locals immediately assume it is Schneller’s. About a year after we opened, Tom himself, a Culinary Institute of America meat fabrication instructor, walked into our shop and offered to show me the ropes. I breathed a huge sigh of relief and said, “We don’t know what the hell we’re doing. I know we could be doing this better.” Now we do, thanks to Tom and so many other guys who have helped us keep a dying art—and ourselves—alive.

Jess started out cutting with me. Eventually we divided the labor. I focused on everything with four legs, and Jess turned her attention to everything with two. She’s responsible for making sure our name gets out there, staff training, customer service (not my strong suit), finding incredible sources of local cheese and dairy, and rolling her eyes every time I come up with another “great” idea.

[image: Butcher block table sketch]

Beyond learning to carve, my job was to go out and find farmers, to source, and to go to slaughterhouses. We knew we were looking for the cleanest and safest producers and slaughterhouses we could find, but safety is subjective. We don’t believe that it’s safe to irradiate your meat, dye it, fill it with antibiotics, hormones, and preservatives. We find it unnerving that the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) regulates how many rat droppings can be in our food but somehow these rules don’t put a dent in the massive food recalls that seem to happen every month. We decided that for us safety would be about trust and small-scale producers, small farmers, small slaughterhouses, local community. When I found the names of farmers, we would drive over to their farms. We quickly realized we knew nothing about farming. One of the best farmers we ever met taught me that when you go on a farm you have to look at the grass and know the earth it springs from. Look at what the animals are eating—this will tell you what’s truly going on. A good cattle farmer is really a grass farmer. To get the right nutrients, the animals should rotate from pasture to pasture, naturally weed-whacking as they go but not overgrazing. Overgrazing leads to soil erosion and runoff. Healthy grass from well-rotated pastures can absorb carbon. We had no idea.

We found that the small farmers most likely to be raising their animals well and on good feed aren’t at it full-time. To make ends meet, they have to work day jobs and tend to the animals in the morning and at night. The fictional Farmer John and Mrs. John taking care of the homestead was just that—fiction. We also thought we would find farmers who were reading the same books Jess was dog-earing, the sort of people you might meet in a farmers’ market who left a city to get back to the land. And we did—and some were great farmers—but many were in the same position we were: at the bottom of a very steep learning curve. Real farmers for the most part—and I’m overgeneralizing here but bear with me—don’t have dog-eared copies of Michael Pollan’s books on their bedside tables. They’re not sending in contributions to the Natural Resources Defense Council. And they’re not particularly interested in having a bunch of sustainable agriculture groupies traipsing around on their land every weekend while they’re trying to work. There are exceptions to this, of course—the rancher and author Bill Niman and the grass farmer, author, Food, Inc. star, and one of our heroes Joel Salatin both come to mind. But generally speaking, farmers are farmers. They work really hard. And that work isn’t political. Our farmers raise animals well and don’t abuse them or their land because that’s the best practice. Maybe they’ve heard of Slow Food or read Fast Food Nation and maybe they haven’t. If they’re angry about our messed-up food system, it’s the part that pertains to them—the small-family-versus-large-corporate-farms issue, or the government regulations that often crush them. We have found that knowing we only sell grass-fed and organic meat doesn’t really matter to them. Sometimes it does a little, but mainly what matters is that they get paid. Consistently. We pay 15 to 25 percent more than market rate. Without us, they usually have to sell the animals at auction and take whatever is offered. What we do allows them to do what they do.

Thankfully our days of wandering around random farms didn’t last long, because we happened on local meat fixture Ted Johnson, a butcher/slaughterer/middleman. He hooked us up with meat and, most important, a small local slaughterhouse. They are the necessary link between sustainable farmer and local butcher, and yet there aren’t enough of them out there (see more on slaughterhouses). Jessica claims Ted took us under his wing and taught us everything he knew because I called him for the first time at 6:30 a.m.—non-city-slicker time. I don’t think I had been to bed yet. We were strange bedfellows. Actually most of the people we work with are—they respect us and support us and we respect them and support them. We just can’t talk about politics or religion. What we have in common matters more. As far as Ted was concerned, we had wildly unrealistic ideas of how animals should be raised. Still, he was patient with us and promised that he would find animals that had never been given “the juice,” as he called hormones and antibiotics. While we waited for his call, we painted the store and prepared to open.

This was March 2004. When Ted called, he wanted me to come and meet one of our future farmers in Massachusetts, less than two hours from our Kingston shop. Although I had spent considerable time around meat as a chef, I hadn’t spent much time on farms. Jess kept joking about how neither one of us had ever been on a farm besides the Long Island Game Farm growing up. I dressed wrong for the freezing weather in jeans and a T-shirt. I wore sneakers. Now we know you do not step out of your car on a farm without boots. March means mud and the farm was covered in it—and shit—knee-deep.

Ted and the farmer, correctly dressed, were in the field next to hulking Black Angus steers, which can weigh well over 1,000 pounds. They told me to come on out, so I waded in and watched as they slapped an enormous creature on the ass, showing me the proper way to check if a steer is ready for market. If the aitchbone, its haunches, is too bony or visible, it’s not. Shivering, I spied a steer across the field in a hut with a fence around it. I was mainly keeping my mouth shut so I wouldn’t seem like the novice I was, but I couldn’t help but ask, “What’s with the cow over there? Is it sick?” Let me give you a little tip: If you find yourself on a farm trying to look like you know what you’re doing, remember, a cow is only ever female, a bull has balls, and a steer is castrated. Cows are for milk; steers are for steak. The farmer explained that he had had to become a four-season farm to support himself—adding U-pick strawberries, sleigh rides, and a petting zoo. The steer with the house was the farm’s mascot. It would never be slaughtered. Oddly its name was Speckles, not Lucky.


WHAT’S IN A NAME

You might have already noticed that despite the fact that every menu in America seems to list farm names these days, and customers really like—and ask for—farm names, we don’t name-drop, and you won’t find farm names on labels sticking out of the meat in our cases. The main reason we don’t name names is that they can be misleading. There’s a misguided sentiment among consumers that if meat comes from a farm with a name, it’s automatically good—pastured, raised without the use of hormones and antibiotics, humane. But that’s just not true. A name doesn’t tell you anything about the farmer or the farming methods. Heard of Shady Brook Farms? Does that bucolic name trigger trust, make you feel like animals raised there must be treated well? Sorry, but Shady Brook is owned by the agribusiness giant Cargill Meat Solutions Corporation. If they’re hip to the farm name game, we don’t want to be.

When people ask us if we know such-and-such farm, chances are we don’t. While we’re lucky enough to live in the Hudson Valley where there are many, many farms, most of these are small—they slaughter, like, three steers a year. That wouldn’t last us a week. We spend a lot of our time researching and thinking about farms, and yet we can’t possibly know the names of all of them. Besides, many of our farmers don’t use names. They’re working farmers who don’t have the legacy of naming their farms. It’s just what they do. One of our slaughterhouse guys raises animals for us on his land. There’s no name for that. It’s just Mike’s place. Know it? No. Of course you don’t—you shouldn’t! Most of our farms don’t sell to anyone but Fleisher’s, so their names wouldn’t mean anything to anyone but us. So the next time you see a farm name, please ask the butcher, store manager, or waiter what it means—where it is, what sort of farming they do, who owns them—before you bite.



The farmer offered me a sample to take home. I left out the part about being a vegan, thanked him, and took a skirt steak to cook for Jess. She proclaimed it a complete and total revelation, like nothing she had ever had before: delicious, kind of livery. When Ted heard that, he instructed us never to use the word livery in front of a customer. But she meant it in a good way—earthy, grassy, animaly, flavorful. So we had beef for the shop. We were on our way. Ted helped connect us to other farmers who raised pigs and lambs. We started to understand what we had to offer farmers: a guarantee. We were prepared to pay steadily and year-round. If they sold to us, they didn’t need to deal with farmers’ markets or do any of their own marketing.


WHAT WE EXPECT FROM OUR FARMERS


• Animals must come from local farms (within a 150-mile radius).

• Animals must be raised on the farm from birth to death or must be bought from a small local farm that specializes in birthing animals, like a cow/calf operation. (Small farmers tend to breed pigs and lambs where they are raised and “finished”—fattened for slaughter.)

• Animals must never be given antibiotics or hormones—not just taken off drugs for a period of time and tested “clean” before slaughter.

• If an animal is bought at auction, the farmer must provide paperwork proving that the animal has never been given antibiotics or hormones, and the animal must be from a reputable farm.

• Animals may be treated with antibiotics for illness but then must be removed from the herd and sold to a different purchaser.

• Animals must be fully pastured—we call this pasture-raised. Ruminants (animals with four-compartment stomachs designed to digest grasses) must have access to grass or hay throughout their lives. To us, fully pastured means animals are outside on pasture 100 percent of the time, but it does not have to mean that their diet consists only of grass. If it does, that’s called 100 percent grass-fed, or grass-fed/grass-finished)

• Animals may be grass-fed/grain-finished or 100 percent grass-fed if ruminants.

• Animals may be fed grain either grown on the farmer’s land or purchased from a local co-op. Grain must be free of pesticides and herbicides; organic is preferred but is more often than not prohibitively expensive for small farmers.

• Animals must be processed at a nearby slaughterhouse and can never travel more than a couple of hours to get to one. Travel is stressful for animals.





Our role in this system quickly grew clearer. As Jessica likes to say, “We don’t sell meat; we sell trust.” Over the years we have seen that Fleisher’s attracts three types of customers and we love all of them. We’ve got the philosophical types—locavores who want nothing more than to support the local economy and who are very concerned about environmental impact and the welfare of the farmer and his animals. We see our fair share of health-conscious people seeking out grass-fed meat because it’s said to contain more nutrients and fewer toxins than factory-farmed grain-fed meat. Often they have beaten cancer, or they’re trying to feed the right thing to their young children. Our foodie customers don’t tend to care where the meat comes from or what nutrients it might contain; they are here for the flavor. We had been focused on sourcing well-raised animals but always remembered to put flavor right up there in terms of importance. You can sell anything once, but if it doesn’t taste good, the customer won’t come back.

It was complicated when we opened the store and I was cutting but not tasting. Jess really felt that if we were selling it, I had to eat it. There were some difficult moments because we never told anyone I was a vegan—I remember one particularly awkward tasting meal at Blue Hill at Stone Barns with chef Dan Barber. But Jess didn’t have to push hard. I was curious. Our bacon put me over the edge six months after we opened shop. (Hence the line on our best-selling T-shirt: BACON: THE GATEWAY MEAT.) Shortly after that I was eating everything else, too. I felt that good about its origins and its treatment.


WHAT WE CARRY

We decided to keep our offerings narrow and to do them well. No ostrich, no emu, no alligator. No cases full of charcuterie. Just beef, lamb, pork, chicken, fresh sausages. Turkey for holidays. Sometimes veal and duck. Infrequently customers have special-ordered goat. And, even less frequently, they ask for offal, which, being a whole animal operation, we have plenty of. We would love to have even more adventurous customers interested in sustainable options. But generally speaking it’s the rare person who walks in the shop looking for tripe, tongue, or even rabbit. We recognize that Americans want it all in one place. So we conceded by offering pretty much all you’d ever need to make dinner. We have stock, a lovingly curated selection of regional/East Coast artisanal cheeses, local milk, yogurt, and pastured eggs, some dried beans, grains, a few bottles of oil, and the occasional local vegetable, including onions. If you need inspiration, we have some books on hand. We even have soap handcrafted from our beef tallow.

[image: Stack of homemade soap bars]



Fleisher’s has been a learning process on every level. Finding farmers who do what we want consistently, and with enough livestock to sell to us, took time, trial and error, and persistence. Finding and keeping customers has been another challenge. Many people didn’t get it that our prices reflect the true cost of food in an arena dominated by industrial product loaded with subsidized corn and soy. The expense of hand-raising animals—locally raised grains, fuel oil—is astronomical. The operating costs are all through the roof. You would think subsidies might help here, too, but a disproportionate percentage of the money our government pays farmers to grow our food goes to the big corporate operations, and small farmers doing things right struggle.


EATING ANIMALS

Now we refer to ourselves as ethical carnivores and know plenty of other vegetarians who have made the switch to pasture-raised and organic meat. Obviously there’s a difference between vegans and vegetarians. If you are not eating animal by-products at all, that’s one thing—you have effectively taken yourself out of the system. But we are always baffled by the e-mails we get protesting what we do from vegetarians who eat conventional dairy and eggs. If you put cheese from the worst-treated cows imaginable on your (decidedly un-local) veggie burgers, we have a hard time entering into a discussion with you. If your cheese and eggs come from the kinds of animals we sell, great, let’s talk. But it’s the rare vegetarian who eats that way.

[image: Livestock grazing in a field]



But we have seen a change. Since 2004, our customers are starting to get it more and more. And demand is growing. They know something about sustainability, and are beginning to understand that every part of the system needs to be sustainable—the farmer, the slaughterhouse, the butcher, the feed, the transportation, the waste management, and even the cuts of meat—not just the animals.

Along the way, there were so many times when we almost had to close our doors. Each time, one or the other of us would beg, plead, or cajole to try again, just stay open to Thanksgiving, Christmas, or the Fourth of July. The thing that always kept us going was the community and the thought that we could change the world one chicken leg at a time.
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