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Introduction

This is not a book about butchering, per se. Rather, it is about the butcher. This particular work cuts even deeper than just the trade—it is personal. After all, the art of butchering runs in my blood.

As my mother was told, my grandfather Abraham Samuel Dennis was in his early twenties in the fall of 1941 and stationed at Keesler Field, in Biloxi, Mississippi, serving as a mess sergeant in the United States Army Air Forces. Rumors of orders came to deploy my grandfather’s unit to a base little known to most Americans, in Honolulu, Hawaii. Its name was Pearl Harbor.

Though the war raged in Europe, the Pacific theater was still very much an afterthought to most Americans—especially to those living stateside. At the time, Pearl Harbor would have served as a dream-worthy outpost, filled with all things étranger: palm trees, Rip Curls, hula skirts, and pig roasts. To this point, Abraham, or “Abie” as he was known, had rarely traveled outside the family confines in Southern Georgia.

In the weeks leading up to deployment, my grandfather and his comrades were ordered to remain in Mississippi. A few months later, on December 7, 1941, history was changed forever. It is a day that lives in infamy—the awakening of the sleeping giant of the American war machine. As the war progressed, my grandfather eventually went on to serve time at Pearl Harbor, yet while most of his action remained behind front lines, he largely remained stoic and reticent in regard to his time in the service. Abe’s younger brother, my great-uncle, David, however, was not only more outspoken, he could command an audience with his stories better than anyone I’ve ever known. Even as he reached his later and final years, his brilliant mind ensured that names, dates, and details were never forsaken, not to mention some slight stretching of the yarn.

My favorite story of his comes from his time in New Guinea, also serving in the Army Air Forces. Lucky Strikes and news from home provided a bit of respite from life in the foxholes, dodging the daily sorties from the Japanese Zeroes. One day, an airmail package arrived—light blue thirty-two-ounce mason jars stuffed with newspapers and with lids pressure sealed. As David relayed, my great-grandmother Sophie had sent fried chicken across the Pacific, and David and his friends made fast work gnawing down on our family pride. My cousin Sam (David’s son) and I often laugh over bourbons poured neat about the veracity of such a story, but when you’ve had our family’s fried chicken, it can make you believe in the impossible.

When both Abe and David returned as heroes from their time in service, life went much back to “normal,” assuming family responsibilities while running the Dennis Food Store in Valdosta, Georgia. Both Abe and David built upon the business of their parents, my grandfather primarily serving as the in-house butcher while David took on an array of responsibilities, including a hobby shop within the store. My grandfather took much pride in his work, expanding the traditional butcher shop offerings with specialty cuts, dry-aging techniques, and meat sourced only from Kansas City—a city known for providing the best quality in those days. With his dedication to quality and experience, the store gained a reputation for having the best meats and steaks in town. Along with their sister, Mary, they carried on the business until they eventually retired. When they sold the store, a new crop of large chain grocery stores was changing the entire landscape of food consumerism as we know it.
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As it turns out, the art of butchering doesn’t just run in my own blood, but in my wife Callie’s as well. Conrad Margowski, her great-uncle, served as a fatherlike figure to Callie, and for many years before his passing, I was honored to spend quality time with him, drinking cold Red Dog beers and talking about his passion of woodworking. Raised in La Salle, Illinois, and serving time in the Marines as a supply sergeant during the Korean War, Conrad spent his years in the military at Camp Pendleton, California, meeting his wife, Billye. Upon returning to La Salle after his time in the service, Conrad started his butchering career training in-house at the local A&P grocery chain. In those days, butchering in the larger chains looked very much like a smaller shop today, with sawdust-laden floors and primal cuts still being broken down by local hands. When the A&P chain shuttered its doors, Conrad finalized his career as the head butcher at Sullivan’s, a small, locally owned grocery chain in Princeton, Illinois, for nearly two decades, until retirement. His art, elaborate woodwork of train sets, birdhouses, and other creations, still exists at present, but his chivalrous legacy and dedication to family are perhaps the surviving traits I most remember.
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This book is personal. As a storyteller, I’ve long regaled accounts from my own family history, including my grandfather’s career as a butcher. But truth be told, I’ve known little about the background and trade beyond just the title. I went on a journey of discovery, to learn, share, and honor not only my own family but also the grand tradition of butchering that permeates all cultures and cuisines.

We often say that life is a game of give and take. However, above all, my travels and this book highlight what the butcher gives. The art of giving was not only fostered in my own family’s service to their country but in their daily routines cultivated by the trade. “Gimme a quarter pound, plus a little more of this,” customers will request. “Can you cut it this way, maybe shave off a little of that?” ask others. “I need a special order, cut and tied and ready in an hour,” one demands. And of course, my favorite, “How do you cook this?” As always, the butcher gives, providing constantly in order to serve others.
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Gleaning upon the traits of those uncovered, I find myself also in a place to give. As I have done in all of my books, I welcome you to join me on the road, or up in the blue skies in my ole Piper Cherokee, to track down the people, stories, and recipes that foster the art of giving: butchering. By starting our journey at the butcher, we will uncover an array of recipes and techniques, from raw to deep-fried to smoked and grilled, that encompass cuisines and styles from all over the globe. You might even be surprised to learn that butchering has expanded beyond just the traditional fare to include varying styles of preparations, even vegetables too!
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I invite you to devour these pages with the same enthusiasm in which they have been written. And whether you have familial ties or not, my hope is that this work will serve as a conduit to create your own friendships, insight, and trust that can come only from knowing your very own butcher on the block.

So, sharpen your knives, folks—let’s get to work.

[image: image]




Part 01

Butchering Primer
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“I like to call myself a ‘live to eater.’ My entire life revolves around food,” says James Peisker, who wields a sharp boning knife in one hand and a cup of black coffee in the other. As a butcher, business owner, and COO of Porter Road Butcher in Nashville, Tennessee, James and cofounder Chris Carter have spent the past decade building an empire while also fulfilling their mission of fueling a better tomorrow through properly raised meats.

“I own a meat company, and even I tell people to eat less meat,” says James. But there’s one caveat James shares: “People should eat better meat.”

I called on James to showcase some of the basic skills and techniques that one might use to further their skills in butchering common items at home. Admittedly my request could come off as somewhat counterintuitive: Porter Road Butcher and butchers across the country make their living by serving their customers, creating custom cuts or orders on demand. But James was happy to oblige my ask by spending a day showcasing his skills and philosophy. “The fun part of my job is educating people—to enjoy food and cooking.”

While the following pages will serve as a basic primer on the trade, I walk away with a much stronger sense that James has taught me more than just technique and best practices. He’s opened my eyes to the potential of a better future of how we responsibly raise, source, and consume meat to benefit not only ourselves but also our livestock and the environment.

After meeting each other working as chefs at the Hermitage Hotel, James and Chris had an instant connection. They decided to ditch their jobs and enter the world of entrepreneurship by starting their own catering company. But within a few months of their gig, something continued to hold them back. “I was trying to create the perfect meal,” says James, “and that’s when I realized the meat needed to be better.”

Sticking to their mission, the two founded Porter Road Butcher in 2011 and never looked back. But the journey always leads back to the source. “We felt that it was time to relabel ‘farm-raised’ to something more authentic—‘raised the right way,’” says James. “You can hit a lot of marketing and packaging buzz words, but still not raise correctly.” Beyond their retail location, James and Chris took their practice seriously by working with farmers in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Pennsylvania to source and raise their products. From there, they created their own slaughtering and processing facility to control every aspect of the journey.

“Our goal is to decentralize the meat industry,” says James, “to give the power back to the farmers. Farmers want to do things the right way, but a better system is needed to reward their work.” In other words, additional expenses. “I often tell people not to question why things are a bit more expensive, rather why other things are so inexpensive,” says James. It’s a delicate balance to manage running a mission-oriented business against giant conglomerates, but the booming success of Porter Road Butcher’s retail, wholesale, and online business proves that respect is earned, and success favors hard work.

After we finish our day I too return home in search of that perfect meal. It starts with the hand-cut tenderloin James generously contributed. It is perfection.

Now it’s on me to not screw it up!

A Primer on Butchering at Home

For all intents and purposes, the focus of this work is on the stories, traits, and recipes from a wide array of talented butchers with origins across the globe. Additionally recipe concepts celebrate cuts and ingredients that can be procured at your local butcher, or involve some sort of at-home butchering technique while promoting broad styles of cuisine.

Of course, there are many common areas in which home cooks can become familiar and enhance their repertoire and practice at home. You will glean other tidbits of tips and techniques in the chapters that follow. This primer is for those looking to introduce themselves to or explore basic at-home techniques of butchering.

Beyond the traditional array of texts and books devoted to this subject, I also encourage and promote those seeking more refined knowledge to take advantage of technology—videos, podcasts, applications, online education, as well as virtual events. These are now widely available to take your butchering to the next level. But in my humble opinion, whatever your method of self-study, it is also best polished off with creating a relationship with your own local butcher, as the trend of sharing knowledge within this trade is contagious.

On that note, a defining characteristic that I uncovered throughout my travels is that most butchers learn the art of butchering just as much through trial and error as they do through apprenticeship. And while the trade has thousands of years of refinement, it continues to evolve. Practicing and learning these techniques, whether basic or in-depth, can provide a lifetime of enjoyment and self-improvement, not to mention an opportunity to pass on knowledge and passion to those that follow.

The Environment

Unlike in the old days, modern butcher shops do not typically contain sawdust-laden floors with mineral-scented, funky air. Primarily you will find a well-lit, well-designed shop that’s squeaky clean. As James Peisker says, it all changed after The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s novel that exposed the meat processing industry of the past, ushering in new standards and regulations that are still practiced today. If you plan to handle raw meats and other items at home, you should follow the practice embraced by professionals.

At home, the countertop is typically the most stable and best surface for butchering. It should be cleaned and sanitized regularly. Ideally the countertop is also at a comfortable height. Leveraging the steady counter for cutting and chopping is vital, but using gravity to rest certain items on the counter, while pulling or tearing other items that hang from the surface, can also be useful when working with larger portions. If you are working in a tighter kitchen, be aware of any other items that might be around the butchering area that should be moved prior to working, like a fruit bowl, as you want to eliminate the chance of unintentionally contaminating other surfaces or items. If countertop space is an issue, any sturdy, sanitized surface can be used, such as a table or dedicated butcher block.

Having access to a nearby trash can will allow you to easily discard items without touching other surfaces. Of course, keeping your hands and other items clean is of vital importance, so a sink in which to wash your hands and tools with warm water and antimicrobial soap throughout the process is ideal. When you have finished your work, it’s important to properly clean and sanitize the surfaces and any tools used during the practice.

Also, be mindful of your clothing. Since sometimes the practice can be messy, it’s best to wear a washable apron or clothing.

Like most things in life, preparation is key here. I like to create a mental game plan of my process in advance so that I’m not running back and forth, potentially contaminating other surfaces, like the handles of my refrigerator and cabinet pulls. If you are storing larger quantities, be sure to have plenty of ice and storage options on hand, and clear out room in your refrigerator and freezer prior to starting your routine.

The more thought out your process, the better your results and the easier your cleanup.

The Tools

I pressed James on what items are necessary for butchering at home, and I got a sense he’s somewhat of a minimalist. “Find a sharp knife that you are comfortable with—that’s all you really need,” he says. For James, that sharp knife really means two boning knives: one that is stiff and another that is semi-flexible. The stiff knife can be used for jobs that require more heavy-duty work, such as cutting through joints, small bones, and cartilage, whereas the semi-flexible boning knife has a bit of give to it, something that comes in handy when filleting a fish or trimming away silver skin from a tenderloin. So while a sharp knife is James’s primary tool for the trade, I do gather a few more items that are helpful for the at-home butcher, which can be sourced at most kitchen supply stores or online outlets.

Knives


	Stiff and semi-flexible boning knives, breaking knives, paring knives, heavy-weight cleaver.



Honing/Sharpening Steel


	Used to hone the blade of a sharpened knife.



Sharpening Tool or Machine to Sharpen Knives at Home


	Note: Several kitchen-supply or retail locations as well as mail-order companies now conveniently offer this service.



Boning Hooks


	Used to secure meats on a cutting board when butchering.



Gambrels


	Used to suspend or hang cuts of meat.



Cut-Resistant Mesh Gloves

Kitchen Apron

Kitchen Shears

Butcher Paper

Butcher’s Twine

Masking Tape


	Used to secure wrapped butcher paper, if desired.



Sharpie Marker


	Keep handy to denote contents and dates of wrapped items.



Cutting Boards


	Ideally have one plastic board solely dedicated for use with poultry.



Storage Vessels


	Baking sheets, wire racks, sealable containers, and ziplock bags.



Clean Towels

Hand Soap and Dish Soap

Nontoxic and Antimicrobial Cleaners


	If you prefer to avoid harsh chemicals, you can create your own cleaning solution to use on countertops, cabinets, cutting boards, and other surfaces. Simply combine 1 cup of white distilled vinegar with 1 cup of distilled water. A few drops of lemon and/or orange essential oils can be added to enhance the cleaning power and provide a clean scent. Note: Due to the acidity of the vinegar, it’s best to avoid using this on softer stone surfaces such as granite or marble.



First Aid Kit


Dry-Aging at Home

For James, the dry-aging process is a key component to the flavor of the meat. But this dedication to a better product comes at a sacrifice. Most of the items Porter Road Butcher sells, especially beef, are dry-aged at least fifteen days, meaning that a certain percentage of the meat (weight) is lost to the dry-aging process. In addition, another portion of the aged meat must be trimmed prior to selling or packaging, thus the process of dry-aging directly impacts the total yield for use or sale. Most larger meat producers are aware of this loss and use a “wet age” method to age the meat immediately after slaughter without exposing the meat to air. While this method prevents the majority of weight loss, it sacrifices the rich flavor of the dry-aging process.

The art of aging can take years to master, which is why most folks tend to rely on their butcher or meat supplier to manage this process as part of their offering. Don’t be afraid to ask your butcher about their aging process—some will even custom age cuts for you if you ask! You might also find that you have a specific butcher or shop you prefer due to its expertise in aging meats.

For those wanting to take matters into their own hands, nowadays you can further the dry-aging process safely at home by using dry-aging bags that are specifically designed to allow the meat to age and breathe within your home refrigerator. Notice I said that these bags are specifically designed for this process—do not try to use a standard plastic bag or other container. While you are able to age meats at home without the use of these bags, I find them to be an affordable and efficient means to produce consistent, safe results. Be sure to follow specific manufacturer instructions related to dry-aging products at home.

If you plan to experiment with dry-aging at home, it’s best to start with the largest cut possible. In other words, if you pick up a few trimmed fillets from your local butcher, dry-aging them further, or individually, is going to cost you a premium by the time the meat ages (loss of mass) as well as the additional trimming that is necessary prior to cooking. So you should always consider aging larger portions, such as rib roasts and whole tenderloins, or primal cuts.
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Common Butchering Techniques

Whole Chicken

In my mind, breaking down a whole chicken is a necessary skill for the avid home cook. Yet whenever I find myself perusing my local grocery store, I can almost spot the fear in people’s eyes when it comes to breaking down a whole bird. First and foremost, buying the entire chicken is typically at least 20 to 30 percent cheaper than purchasing a single cut. You get the best of all worlds: a nice selection of white and dark meat to feed the family, while also putting that backbone or other trimmings in the freezer for a stock to elevate the rest of your meals (see Making Stock at Home). That said, not all chickens are created equal. James Peisker is a big believer in sourcing hormone-free birds that have had plenty of territory to roam. You can taste the results—the meat is a touch darker in color, more flavorful, and super tender. As mentioned previously, it’s a good practice to always dedicate a plastic board solely to working with poultry. The following method is just one way (James’s way) of breaking down a chicken, which can be emulated for turkey as well as game birds. That said, there are many different techniques that you can utilize to get a similar result.


	With the breast up and butt end of the bird facing you, pull the legs of the chicken to loosen and, using a stiff boning knife, slice through the skin to expose the legs.

	Turn the chicken over and, using your hands, pop the thigh bones out of the sockets by pulling the legs to the backbone.

	Shove your thumb into the oyster, the small circular piece of dark meat on the back of the thigh, and invert the legs, slicing each thigh away from the back—there should be little resistance when following the natural break of the thigh bone.

	Separate the legs from the thighs, using your knife to follow the thin line of fat as a guide to the joint.

	Rotate the chicken, placing the neck portion on the board, and use the knife to follow the natural seam to remove the backbone from the breastplate, using a bit of force to cut through the rib bones.

	Using the point of the knife, stab into the middle of the breastplate, and slice the breastplate to cleanly separate the two breasts.

	Pop the wing out of the socket from one of the breasts, and slice the wing at the joint away from the breast. Repeat with the remaining wing and breast.
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Whole Beef Tenderloin

As with breaking down a chicken, this simple technique allows you to purchase whole tenderloins, carving them into a large roast to feed a crowd, or slicing into individual steaks. Often during the holiday season, you will find steep discounts on whole tenderloins, and breaking them down at home is a realistic and affordable way to put those discounts to good use. A whole tenderloin consists of the head, center (or chateaubriand), and tail, and it’s typically composed of two chains of meat. Don’t fret if you are already confused—the biggest advice I can relay here is to use your hands. Follow the natural lines of the meat and you’ll be just fine.


	Using your hands, pull away the excess fat, or suet, from the meat. Most of the fat will pull easily and naturally from the tenderloin, but as necessary, a knife can be used to trim away any stubborn portions that do not simply peel away.

	Slide your hands down the tenderloin, with your thumb in the center, to find the seam between the two chains of the meat. One of the chains will be roughly 30 percent smaller in size than the other, typically with more fat. Trim the smaller chain away from the tenderloin (this piece of meat can be ground for burgers, or pounded thin for fajita or other stew meat).

	Working with the larger chain, carefully use your knife to trim away the silver skin and any additional excess fat from the meat. The key to removing the silver skin without having any waste is to pull on the silver skin back and forth, allowing the knife to gently cut it away.

	Looking at the smaller tail portion, determine the point at which the tail could be folded under the tenderloin to create a consistent thickness throughout.

	At that point, use your knife to cut the tail of the tenderloin roughly 75 percent through the meat and fold the tail underneath the tenderloin to have an even, consistent piece of meat.

	To single tie the roast, use butcher’s twine to go underneath the tenderloin, and wrap the twine onto itself two times to hold it in place. Tie a standard knot firmly to secure the twine. Continue in this method until the entire tenderloin is evenly tied. This method is most useful if you desire to cut the loin into individual steaks, secured by the twine.

	If cooking the entire tenderloin, you can use a continuous knot method by once again going underneath the tenderloin to tie a secure knot for the first hold. Wrap the twine around your hands to create a circle, and slide that circle down and around the tenderloin, pull on the line to tighten, and once again create a new circle in your hand and slide that circle down and around the tenderloin, repeating the method until the tenderloin is firmly tied, and finishing the tying with a final knot at the end.

	Trim into individual steaks or leave whole, as desired.
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Whole Fish

Whole fish can be procured at fishmongers or butcher shops, but most often, to preserve freshness, the fish has been gutted prior to sale. When determining the freshness of a fish, James Peisker of Porter Road Butcher shares that it’s important to use all of your senses. The eyes of the fish should be very clear and round in shape, not sunken in or glossy. The fish should feel clean and wet, without any slime, and pushing into the flesh, it should not indent, but quickly re-form. The gills should be bright red and the fish should smell like the sea.

The following technique shows how to break down a whole flat fish, such as red snapper, into fillets. Since the skin is discarded, scaling the fish for this breakdown is not necessary. If desired, you can scale the fish by using the back side (opposite of the sharp edge) of your knife to “brush” and remove the scales, working from the tail to the head portion to remove.


	Use kitchen shears to remove the fins from the fish—this includes the top dorsal fins, pectoral fins from the sides, tail fin, ventral or pelvic fins, as well as the anal fins on the bottom.

	Starting from the head, feel for the backbone at the top of the fish. Using a semiflexible boning knife, carefully cut into the fish, stopping at the backbone, and drag the knife from head to tail to remove the fillet from the backbone.

	Using the knife, cut along the collar (right behind the gills), from the top to the bottom of the fish.

	Hold the belly, and use the knife to cut down the back, away from the bones, about halfway down the fish. Use gentle pressure to allow the knife to cut through the rib bones to remove the fillet.

	Repeat steps 2 through 4 for the remaining side of the fish.

	Carefully cut away the rib cage and belly from both fillets.

	To remove the skin, lay the fillets flesh side up. Working from the tail, use the knife to cut into the meat, stopping just at the skin. Turn the knife to be slightly parallel to the skin, and pull on the skin to allow the knife to gently cut away the flesh. Pulling the skin and not forcing the knife through the meat will reduce the amount of wasted flesh on the skin.

	Run your hands down the middle portion of the fish to feel for any pin bones to remove.



[image: image]

[image: image]

Frenched Double-Cut Pork Chop

Any day of the week, I’ll take a perfectly cooked pork chop over a steak. And while you might be less familiar with purchasing this particular bone-in cut that comes from the pork loin, you might be more familiar with nearly the exact same cut of beef known as a standing rib roast. But purposely I’ve asked James to break down this particular hunk of pig, as it is a great purchase for a backyard grill-out. To add even more technique and presentation, the chops are cut into thick double-cut portions, with the bones “frenched” (cleaned) for good measure.


	Remove the small feather bones by slicing away from the backbone.

	To separate into a double-cut chop, count two rib bones and slice between the ribs, often at a slight angle to follow the natural curvature of the ribs. If desired, single-cut chops can also be created by portioning at every bone.

	To french the bones, cut away the connective tissue and scrap from all four sides of the bones.

	Using your hands, peel away the cut scrap to cleanly reveal the bones. A cloth towel can also be used to assist in cleaning the bones.

	Trim the excess exterior fat on the side of the chop to ⅛- to ¼-inch thickness, or as desired.
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Part 02

The Butchers
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The Rihm Family, Rihm Foods

Cambridge City, IN

“I suppose I started cutting meat by the time I was, well, about this tall.” Though Jerry Rihm stands at more than six feet, he commands a much larger presence, something more akin to that of a wise, broad oak tree. I watch as he motions, with one hand floating below his hip and a melted scotch teetering slightly in his other hand. Though Jerry doesn’t give me an exact age, I can only surmise that he has been “cutting meat” before most folks learned to read.

I arrived in Cambridge City, Indiana, on the advice of a good friend and filmmaker, Clay Hassler. For years Clay has constantly opined to me that his uncle Jerry is a character among characters. With time, Clay’s earnest stories of the camaraderie, family, and food became too convincing not to pass, so I fired up the Piper, embracing a hairy crosswind at Mettel Field outside of Cambridge City.
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When we drive up to the redbrick farmhouse with a barn in the back, several dogs and horses bark and whinny, and I sense immediately that I’m welcomed. We meet Clay’s aunt and Jerry’s wife, Angie, and rather quickly I ease into a gentle back-and-forth with her as she generously shares old paper clippings and photos and recounts stories of family history. “People will say the Rihm family is all about work,” says Angie. Frankly I would say that’s just part of the story.

Jerry serves as part of the fourth generation in a butcher bloodline that first started stateside with his great-grandfather George, who emigrated from Germany through the Erie Canal and began his business in the late 1880s in Piqua, Ohio. His grandfather George Jr. eventually settled into what is now home, Cambridge City, in 1928, after purchasing the Lee Meat Market. As I’m catching up with Angie, Jerry soon makes his way home from the processing plant, greeting me at his back door with a mason jar full of peach moonshine. A shot or two later, I’m not sure I’ll ever want to leave.

But my stomach begins to rumble, and Clay informs me that it’s time to depart to meet Joseph, Jerry’s son, who is carrying on the fifth generation of family pride. On our drive over, I get a sense that if you ever get lost in the collective towns of Cambridge City or Dublin, which make up a part of Indiana’s Wayne County, one simply needs to make a few right turns. One of the many Rihm Foods signs will lead you either to a family home, the retail store, or the processing plant. Pulling up to Joseph’s place, I quickly get to admiring his multiple grill and smoker setup that’s spread out on his front porch. Joseph raises the lid on one smoker to reveal a slew of smoking hogs’ heads.
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As the hours pass, people pull on and off Highway 40, the main road fronting the property, dropping in on Joseph’s porch uninvited to sample a feast of fried sweetbreads, hog’s head tacos, county fair pork burgers, steak tips, and a meat and cheese plate that is entirely made up of Rihm family goodness. I get a sense that these kinds of strangers are no strangers at all; rather, these types of gatherings are quite common, as it’s a chance for the family and others to partake and relish in the fruits of their labor.

Just prior to eating, Joseph motions to an ATV, asking if I want to go for a ride up to the plant. Grabbing a few cold “travelers” for the trip, we meander through the hills and trees, spotting morel mushrooms along the way, cutting across property lines, until we arrive at his daily place of work, six days a week. “I sometimes go this route to the plant, back and forth every day, it’s peaceful,” says Joseph. I get a sense that much responsibility in taking over the family business has been laid upon this man’s shoulders. While it’s clear that Joseph has grown up rather fast, his younger brother, Gus, in the ATV behind us, seems to be just coming around to the fact that his life could also yield a privileged responsibility. But duties must be earned, not inherited.
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I learn about this mantra from Angie, as she shares that the Rihm family business has not been passed down—it has been acquired by each generation. “Each family member has to buy in, literally,” Angie relays about the economics of inheritance. Jerry eventually bought into the business from his father, Walter, going so far to solely acquire it from his brothers, Jim and Don. I sense that there’s much integrity in this arrangement, ensuring that each new generation takes the responsibility of work and investment seriously, while also preserving the family relationships.

After my ride, I get back and focus on more important matters—eating. The house-ground pork burger combines both pork and smoky jowl bacon, and with two hands and an open heart, I plow through this meaty masterpiece as soon as it makes its way off the grill. The smoky flavor of the pork patties combined with the crunch of fresh vegetables and sweet barbecue sauce makes me wonder why pork burgers haven’t taken over the country. Satisfied with my main course, I scarf down a smoky and gelatinous hog’s head taco in one hand, polishing off a cold Busch Light in the other.

Working somewhat backward from mains to appetizers, I also peruse my way through the meat and cheese platter, favoring the venison smoked sausage, which Jerry tells me folks drive all the way from West Virginia to keep in annual supply. But my favorite dish is also the simplest. Like most good butchers, Jerry wastes nothing of an animal—it is sacred. When customers ask for their steak ends to be removed from rib eyes or strips prior to sale, Jerry takes the time to carve out the delicate pearl of meat found just in the tail. These are the butcher’s cuts, made better after a soak in Worcestershire, and eaten raw. This one bite stops me in my tracks—tender, smoky, and simply delicious. I realize this is what I’ve come all this way for. Well, also the moonshine.
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Trying to glean some further secrets from Jerry, I ask him about the difficulty of the butchering trade altogether. Though it’s the physical work that takes its toll, he tells me nonchalantly that when it comes to cutting meat, eventually you learn that all “protein is protein,” and common butchering techniques and methods can be leveraged for a wide array of animals. A sharp knife and a willingness to learn can expedite the craft for a lot of home cooks. Yet over his lifetime, Jerry has seen the industry change greatly.

In the old days, the food store and meat counter served as a gathering place in Cambridge City—a central destination for folks to purchase and pick up what they needed for weeks at a time. “That’s when people cooked,” says Jerry with a smile. With the advent of restaurants and familiarity of outsourced meals, the store and trade itself began to lose step to more commercial operations. Instead of fighting the trend, Jerry embraced it altogether, firing up his own catering business, eventually cooking for up to five thousand people a weekend at Tom Raper’s famous RV rallies outside of Richmond, Indiana. When I ask what it was like to pull off such a catering feat, Jerry tells me, “If you want a dog and pony show, don’t call me. I make sure the food is good, it’s served hot, and there’s plenty of it.” Gotta love Uncle Jerry.

When you live long enough, the pendulum always swings. Recently the latest generations are rediscovering the quality and sanctity of animals by calling on the Rihms to custom process their own livestock and game, bringing the entire operation full circle. I get a glimpse of the experience as we tour the plant, first built in 1972 and now facing expansion due to demand. From the cutting room floor to the packing room, I see a ton of pride as Jerry surveys the new layout, knowing both Joseph and perhaps Gus will carry the torch for the next generation.
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After a long evening of eating and drinking, Jerry invites us back the next morning to sit at the table over hot coffee, homemade sourdough pancakes, and his family’s hot sausage patties and jowl bacon. It’s becoming clear that our time spent together will soon come to an end, and admittedly I’m not ready to leave. But nothing gold can stay, and as I’m packing up to go, Jerry brings me an ice pack so full of meat that I’m worried it will throw off the weight and balance of the plane. It’s a risk worth taking, I suppose.

As we say our goodbyes, Jerry returns right back to the kitchen, picking up the dishes, washing them, and cleaning up after the meal he provided. Clay looks at him, smiles, and says, “You don’t have to do that, Uncle Jerry—you are always the one serving us.”

“Well, what else can you do?” says Jerry.
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Whole Hog’s Head Tacos
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This dish proves the point that tacos make everything great, and though it might sound unexpected to smoke a whole hog’s head at first, I can promise that this dish is absolutely divine. As a custom meat supplier, the Rihm family ensures that nothing good goes to waste, which is the genesis behind this recipe. The head itself contains plenty of great meat, especially in the cheek areas, and it just needs some low and slow love to allow things to break down and pull off the bone in the same way you would a pork shoulder or ribs. Joseph Rihm tells me he created this dish for a wedding party, of all things, and it’s been a family favorite ever since. You can request hogs’ heads from any butcher or supplier, and of course for those less adventurous, sub the head meat for a few pounds of traditional pulled or chopped pork.

Serves 6 to 8

Hands on: 45 minutes

Total: 10 hours

Tacos

1 whole hog’s head, rinsed and patted dry

½ cup yellow mustard

2½ tablespoons Creole seasoning

15 corn tortillas

Pico de Gallo

8 roma tomatoes, cores removed, seeded, and diced into ¼-inch cubes

½ green bell pepper, diced into ¼-inch cubes

¼ red onion, finely minced

¼ cup finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

2 tablespoons minced jarred jalapeños

1 teaspoon kosher salt

1 lime, juiced


	Using your hands, coat the hog’s head with an even layer of yellow mustard. Next, rub the Creole seasoning into the meat, ensuring the mixture is well seasoned into every nook and crevice.

	Open the bottom vent of a charcoal grill completely. Pour a large pile of charcoal onto the bottom grate on one side of the grill. Light a charcoal chimney starter filled halfway with additional charcoal. When the coals are covered with gray ash, pour them onto the pile of existing charcoal. Adjust the vents, nearly closing them, as needed to maintain an internal temperature of 200° to 225°F. Coat the top grate with oil; place on the grill. (If using a gas grill or smoker, preheat to low [200° to 225°F] on one side.)

	Add the hog’s head and smoke over indirect heat about 8 hours, or until internal temperature taken from the cheek or jowl reaches 205°F. Remove from the heat, tent with foil, and allow to cool for 1 hour.

	Meanwhile, make the pico de gallo. In a medium bowl, combine the tomatoes, bell pepper, onion, cilantro, jalapeños, salt, and lime juice and keep cool until ready to serve.

	Using two forks, or your hands with insulated gloves, begin to pull the meat from the head—it should pull clean from the bone and shred into bite-sized pieces. Continue in this manner until no more meat remains, yielding a few pounds of pulled meat in total.

	Gently warm the corn tortillas over the grill, fill each with pork, and top with pico de gallo. Serve.
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