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Paul Peacock has been making sausages at home for twenty or more years. He regularly teaches sausage-making courses at conferences and shows around the UK, and has filmed an entire series of sausage-making recipes for daytime television. Along with his wife Diana, Paul believes the best food you will ever eat is produced in your own kitchen, and the recipes in this book have stood the test of time, family and the general public. Paul has written more than thirty books on self-sufficiency, and can be found on radio stations around the UK including being a regular contributor to BBC Radio 4’s Gardeners’ Question Time. He also writes a weekly column for the Daily Mirror as Mr Digwell.
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Introduction

Sausages and their history

When we think of warfare in these modern times we might picture a fast jet or a battleship, a nuclear weapon or sarin gas. Some of us might remember the Spitfire or the Chieftain tank. Going back into pre-history, warfare was more desperate. It consisted of brave men, sometimes on horseback, often on foot, prepared to rip you open with a piece of sharp metal and then stand their ground. The sausage was a weapon of mass destruction in as much as it enabled lots of such warriors to travel long distances.

Without the sausage, none of the great civilisations of the Old Testament would have existed in the same way. There would be no Egypt for Joseph to take his family into, no Nebuchadnezzar to rule the whole of the known world.

The sausage, first and foremost, is a way of preserving meat and other food, and this not only fed us in times of feast and famine, but guaranteed people, armies and sailors mostly the ability to travel great distances and not run out of food. The salting of sausages – the very word sausage means ‘salted’ – also allowed the movement of food over great distances in a convenient form more or less impervious to insects. Anyone who has tried to cure a ham will know that salt alone is not enough to keep the meat safe. Many a piece of pork has been ruined by the action of insects laying their eggs in the meat, but a sausage, in an intestine skin, is more or less safe from the ovipositors of spoiling creatures.

In the Roman army, generals would eat fowl and other animals taken fresh from the lands they happened to find themselves in. Centurions would eat salted beef and lamb, but ordinary foot soldiers, working off their slavery by enslaving others, would eat strangely fermented fish soup and Lucanian sausage (a recipe for this can be found later on page 120). These were shipped from Italy, Spain and Turkey to the whole of the Roman world, as far as Hadrian’s Wall. Consequently any list of ‘What the Romans did for us’ should include the sausage, as well as enslavement, the mass destruction of civilisations and the peptic ulcer.

Interestingly, Scotland doesn’t have quite the tradition of sausages as we know them in the rest of the UK, nor does Ireland, but local sausages, particularly pork sausages in England and Wales, have long been associated with flavours that can be grown locally, such as sage or apple, and a particular breed of pig. The reason why we have so many different types of sausage in England is because in the Napoleonic Wars individual counties and individual families provided food for their regiments so we have a Lincolnshire sausage that was sent for the Lincolnshires, increasingly by canal barge to the nearest sea port, allowing a fast and constant food supply, unlike the French, whose supplies took weeks longer to arrive at the battle lines. It was the canal system and sausages that beat Napoleon. Later, parcels of sausages from various counties sent to the troops in France and Belgium during World War I were simply named Lincolnshire or Derby. These sausages were then directed to the regiments originating from those localities.

The other function performed by sausages was to make something we would naturally recoil from eating into something completely wonderful. Fat sausages in France, that is big fat, juicy sausages made from fat, became boudin blanc, something not that popular in the UK, but wonderful nonetheless. Blood sausages became boudin noir or black pudding. Particularly treasured in Lancashire and parts of Yorkshire, home-kept pigs were expensive meat and all the poor had left to eat once the great monasteries had taken their share of the cuts for the brothers who owned the land the pig peasants farmed, were oats grown locally (the North of England is generally not wheat country) and blood from the slaughtered pig. But cooked in a sausage, black pudding becomes one of the most marvellous delicacies.

Similarly, haggis is a combination of lights or pluck, oatmeal and herbs. Lights or pluck are the heart, lungs and windpipe of an animal, and to sit down to a meal of such on a plate would put all but the most carnivorous of us off eating for a week or more. However, ground with oats and stuffed into a stomach, boiled or baked, they become one of our culinary wonders. Look out for our recipe for haggis mash (page 164) – you’ll never have a shepherd’s pie any other way in future.

Trading of sausages

The keeping properties of sausage led to their trade but, the actual origin of sausage making is not clear. In order to make sausage you need salt, meat, fresh running water and the ability to empty and clean the guts of an animal. In a way, piety played its part, too, in the development of the sausage. Almost every civilisation has a religious abhorrence of waste at its core, and finding something useful to do with intestines reflects this. The gut is a remarkable piece of technology. It makes strong rope, the very best musical instruments, excellent containers for food and was probably important in the development of cheese. (Cheese-making became the main use for young male calves for rennet, itself made by drying and powdering the stomach of young cattle. Males generally were of little use around the farm and were quickly dispatched for food.) The gut also makes excellent weapons, including the sling shot, bow strings and, in more modern times, Zeppelins!

Trade in sausages is recorded first in Greece, probably because they had a reliable, long-lasting system of writing and were able to record their transactions rather than because they were first to trade sausages. There are plenty of examples of sausages being traded around the world, from earlier times. Parys Mountain, Anglesey, and the Great Orme in Llandudno in the Bronze and Iron Ages were centres of copper mining visited from all parts of the ancient world, and trade in food was a part of this activity. For some roundhouse dwellers, inland of the Welsh coast, highly spiced sausage was a common food long before a full Welsh breakfast was even conceived of.

Early sausages were air-dried, probably from the Mediterranean, where the climate was sufficiently dry for long enough to allow enough water to be removed from the sausage to enhance the keeping properties of salt. It was the Romans who brought in the smoking of sausages, which apart from providing enhanced flavour also had extra keeping qualities, and with this the science of dried sausages was almost complete. Sausages were made safe to eat even months after they were prepared in four separate systems. We will look at this in future chapters in more detail, but it is worth noting the skill of the Roman sausage makers.

Salting preserves in two ways. First of all it is directly poisonous to spoiling bacteria and fungi, and therefore kills them. This process is enhanced by some of the spices added to sausages. Salt also draws water from the meat and anything growing in it by osmosis. This is such a violent effect that the removal of water from bacteria and fungi by salt often ruptures and therefore kills the organism. Air-drying also reduces the amount of water in the sausage, increasing the osmotic effect and making it a barren and arid place for spoiling microbes to live.

Fermentation releases acids into the meat, so the use of a fermenting microbe in the sausage, for products like chorizo, makes it more difficult for microbes to live and grow in the meat. Finally, smoking sausages not only produces volatile chemicals that kill spoiling microbes, but the particles of smoke also make it less likely for anything that lands on the sausage to gain a foothold and grow into it.

The Lucanian sausage, coming from a region in Southern Italy, travelled the world with the armies of Rome, but as legions found themselves at the loneliest extremes of the Empire, it became increasingly difficult to follow the Lucanian recipe in climates too damp to allow sufficient air drying. As you travel north from the Mediterranean, the climate becomes more and more humid. Trying to dry out an air-dried sausage that typically loses 30 per cent of its weight by evaporation is not so easy. From Biblical times until the Middle Ages there is little in the way of Northern European air-dried sausage manufacture, though there are many records for Eastern Europe, Turkey and Bulgaria – countries with dry climates in the summer. However, it is reasonable to speculate that the development of what can be called ‘wet sausages’, including the British banger, is a result of multiple technologies and closely linked to that other great foodstuff we have in the West – hamburgers!

When I was a boy you would find many hamburger salesmen who would also sell hot dog sausages, cooked in boiling water, served on a long bun with onions and mustard. It is perhaps fitting that the hot dog and the hamburger should be sold together.

Genghis Khan in the twelfth century formed the largest empire that has ever been seen in history. It took in most of Asia, stretched into Europe and as far north as Russia. His mounted soldiers were given their daily allocation of meat, which would be rubbed with salt and spices and placed under their saddles to be tenderised before being eaten raw. When the Tartars, a European name for the Mongolian hordes, entered Moscow, the inhabitants loved the raw meat and it became very popular. Steak Tartare (raw mince, sometimes spiced, sometimes with a raw egg on the top) is the modern remnant of this diet.

As the Tartars retreated homeward, local skirmishes and trade in Eastern Europe took this food to Germany, where it was adored and became known as ‘meat in the Hamburg fashion’. Of course, we know the cooked version as hamburgers. However, it is a small step to put this meat into skins instead of eating it as a patty and the good old banger was born.

Wet sausages have shorter keeping properties than air-dried ones. Uncooked, they last about a week and, consequently, don’t travel well. Those of the view that sausages are a rural invention miss the mark when it comes to wet sausages since they need to be made and sold reasonably quickly and therefore tend to be from a particular locality, like a large village, or a small town.

The beginning of the twelfth century saw the development of gunpowder and with the mass production of saltpetre (some spell it ‘saltpeter’) in Syria, it became a common chemical throughout Europe. Indeed, in the UK, the Saltpetre men could come and tear down your toilet to extract the salts left behind by your kidneys! However, its use in sausage and meat preservation was still some way off.

The possible link between incorrectly prepared sausages and illness goes far back. In the tenth century the Byzantine Pope Leo VI banned the production of blood sausages, possibly partly from a misunderstanding about the scriptures, but also most likely following numerous deaths after consumption.

Generally speaking, saltpetre became a common additive to cured meat products and is now compulsory, though in much smaller quantities than formerly. Poisoning by sausage was fairly common in Germany, and around the year 1817, the recorder and medical officer Justinus Kerner called the disease botulism because of the link with sausage (botulus means sausage in Latin). A celebrated poisoning at a funeral in Belgium in 1735 led to the isolation of the pathogen, Clostridium botulinum. It is the addition of saltpetre that specifically kills this bacterium, making sausages much safer. Any sausage for sale, or to be given to anyone else to eat, now has to contain saltpetre, but in tightly controlled quantities. It is compulsory worldwide if you plan to sell your cured products or if you are going to get other people (including members of your own family) to eat what you have made.

Whereas the spread of sausages around the Old World was purely military at first, its transit to the New World, and thence back round the world again, was economically driven. The movement of the German people from Frankfurt, Bonn, Vienna and Hamburg from 1800 onwards, largely to avoid war or hunger (often both), had a great effect on the United States. For a while there was some debate about the possibility of the official language being German.

Back in Frankfurt, development of the rather long but thick sausages coincided with the rise in popularity of their favourite ‘little-dogs’ (dachshunds). The sausages became known as little-dogs, and when butchers moved to America they took their dogs and their sausages with them. The hot-dog has numerous origins, but people selling ‘dogs’ on street corners with sauerkraut and bread buns proved very popular. A number of historians suggest that the term hot-dog was coined at Yale University, where cooked sausages were sold to students from carts. Of course, the Wiener from Vienna and the Frankfurter continued as a sausage bought from butchers and were eventually shipped around the world with a new-found American commercial slant.

Although the sausage is currently enjoying a resurgence in popularity, the way we buy and eat it has changed in recent times. The word ‘banger’ comes from World War II and has associated the sausage with the stigma of exploding panfuls of water and fat, fairly tasteless and packed with salt. The sausages of the early twentieth century were emergency sausages, with not much in the way of meat, too much water and a lot of rusk or breadcrumbs. Consequently when cooked, they often exploded – a problem half-remedied by pricking the sausage, which actually just let all the flavour out!

British sausages took on a general decline since that time, but there have been greater problems associated with the growth of supermarkets. Selling sausages off the shelf, along with bacon and other meat products, has reduced the number of butchers on the high street. In North Manchester in the 1970s there were 50 butchers creating their own sausage from pork shoulder meat (study carried out for the Middleton Guardian).Thirty years later that number has dropped, certainly to less than three. This is a picture repeated around the UK. Sausages are bought wrapped in plastic, off the supermarket shelf. Mostly, it is the quality of the sausage that has suffered. There is little to choose between one packet of pink sausages and another, hence the consumer is not easily able to know which is a prime product. Once upon a time the shoppers only had to ask the butcher, who would usually regale them about the quality of his sausage.

On the other hand, supermarkets have brought a greater variety of sausages to the table. There was once, on the high street of many communities, a pork shop. They sold items like brawn, pressed ham, faggots, haggises and sausages, and sometimes what we called ‘party sausage’, incorrectly named chipolata by some. They would, from time to time, sell garlic sausage, but you would generally have to go to a delicatessen to get more exotic sausage. The supermarket, with its packaged sandwich meat and frozen foods, has resulted in the closure of such pork shops, but they are now full of sausages from around the world. Where once you could get salami only if you were lucky, and liver sausage came in an inedible plastic tube, you now have chorizo from Spain (indeed, you can get 300 different types from almost every village, some with mixed meats, some with various herbs, others with mushrooms or wild boar instead of pig meat), Polish kabano, kielbasa and umpteen different sausages from Eastern Europe, German sausages, Mexican sausages and, if you look carefully, a whole range of sausages from China and the Far East.

All these sausages are the result of the internationalisation of food, and in particular the growing popularity of pizza and the race for more and more different toppings. Sausage such as the fiery nduja from Mexico would never formerly have gone anywhere other than the locality in which it was made, but can now be found on the deli counters of supermarkets the world over, thanks to the efforts of Pizza Hut and Pizza Express.

The use of sausage as an ingredient rather than a food product in its own right has
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