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INTRODUCTION

Almost thirty years ago, when I owned a restaurant, I was confronted with a strange offer from a regular client. He worked at a laboratory where rabbits were raised for scientific experiments. The trials always included a control group made up of animals to which nothing was done, yet when these rabbits got old, they were “discarded.” He asked me if I would like some of these control-group subjects. I was grateful to get my hands on older rabbits—they’re perfect for thorough larding and slow braising—so I said yes. I was also eager to save them from a meaningless death.

The following Monday, a large cardboard box arrived. As I lifted the box, I knew from its motion that the rabbits were alive. Given the weight of the box, I expected to encounter about a dozen, so I was shocked to find only two giant rabbits that reminded me of a Monty Python skit. The task was left to me to do them in, which I did with a quick snap of the neck and a slit of the throat. On one hand, the killing wasn’t as bad as I had anticipated. But the whole process upset me, especially the sad resignation the rabbits displayed as they seemed to know they were about to die. Never again have I looked at meat in the same way. The experience drove home the fact that an animal has to give its life in order for us to eat meat. I was left convinced that people who consume meat should have to kill for their supper at least once in their lives.

The average American eats more than eight ounces of meat a day, far more than needed for healthy nutrition. Asians eat small amounts of meat with hefty portions of carbohydrates, such as rice or noodles, and have lower rates of heart disease and stroke than Americans. It may seem perplexing to read in a book about meat that we should eat less of it, but this is, indeed, my position. We should eat less and eat better. In France, a good chicken costs twenty dollars or more. But what a chicken it is. Organic and truly free range, it is slaughtered at an older age than American chickens and as a result has a lot more flavor, if a bit more texture. Grass-fed steers in Italy and France develop a better flavor than some of the grass-fed beef in America, again, in part, because they are butchered at an older age. Beef in Japan is a rare luxury, but genuine Kobe beef is considered among the best in the world.

Americans are also enthusiastic consumers of steaks and chops. In other words, we eat high on the hog—literally. Most, though not all, of the tender meat on an animal is found along the back. Meat from the leg and shoulder, despite being the most flavorful, is often neglected. In Meat, I have included recipes and techniques that allow the reader to explore some of these underexploited cuts, with braising often taking center stage as the best method for cooking them. Offal, known euphemistically in the United States as variety meats, is also overlooked. How many Americans know the joys of properly cooked kidneys or sweetbreads or even a slice of liver? To the uninitiated, these typically inexpensive cuts are often a delicious revelation.

 

I have divided the chapters in Meat according to the type of animal, with the recipes in each chapter organized by either cooking technique alone or by cut and its appropriate cooking techniques. The emphasis on techniques, all of which are described in Basic Cooking Techniques, is important because once you learn how to make one recipe, you can apply the same technique to a wide range of possibilities. Many of the recipes are extremely simple, sometimes involving only grilling or sautéing without a sauce or garnish. But what may seem overly simplistic is actually how most of us cook and eat.

You’ll find that each chapter is rich in photographs, most of them devoted to either cutting meat into pieces suitable for cooking or to techniques such as larding. These tasks may seem the work of a butcher rather than a cook, but butchers are disappearing, and many of those who remain are reluctant to carry out some of the more labor-intensive techniques. Plus, by doing the work yourself, you’ll gain both valuable practice with a knife and beneficial insight into how animals are put together. You’ll also save money by buying large cuts and breaking them down into steaks or chops or into pieces suitable for braising. You may even discover that you enjoy cutting up meat, finding it to be surprisingly soothing once you get the knack of it.

Pork, beef, lamb, and veal charts showing where various cuts are located on each animal will further your understanding of how to cut and cook meat. People are anatomically similar to the animals they eat, so it’s a good idea to check your own body to locate the various cuts. Once you know the source of each cut, you will recognize which parts are tougher—the more activity the muscle gets, the tougher the meat—and require longer cooking and which can be tossed onto a grill or into a sauté pan for a relatively short time.

Although techniques are at the heart of this book, putting together flavor combinations that both pair well with the meat at hand and share a geographical and seasonal affinity is also important. To help you achieve these successful pairings, I have included several flavor profiles inspired by traditional cuisines. For example, if you are thinking Moroccan, you’ll find a list that includes olives, preserved lemons, almonds, and saffron, to name only a few of the possibilities. Or, if you prefer Indian flavors, coriander, cumin, fenugreek, cashews, and coconut milk are among the options.

 

The controversy over how animals are raised and slaughtered for meat has been explored by a number of thoughtful writers, which prompts me to keep my advice on the subject brief: follow your conscience. Needless suffering is inherent in how many animals are raised and slaughtered, and we shoppers must use our wallets (nothing else is as convincing) to let sellers know that we want to buy meat from animals that have been treated humanely. Always ask the butcher the source of the meat he or she sells. A butcher who can provide a specific answer usually has greater concern for the well-being of animals. Plus, the easier it is to learn about the origin of the meat, the more likely it is that the animals have been humanely raised and slaughtered. By insisting on being better informed, we can transform an industry that is opaque and secretive into one that is transparent and, as a consequence, humane.

Even though most of us shop at a supermarket—and, admittedly, nowadays supermarkets are far more interesting than in the past—I recommend finding a high-quality butcher to patronize as often as possible. Not only will you learn from a butcher, but he or she will recognize your genuine concern for the quality and provenance of what is sold. The meat at a butcher shop is often more expensive than at supermarket, but it is also usually of higher quality, and because your butcher will teach you about lesser-known—and often less costly—cuts rarely found at supermarkets, you may actually end up saving money.

Simply put, much of what I’m encouraging is the simple act of tasting, of training your palate to recognize meat of better quality. As you learn to appreciate the flavor of fine meat (and to understand the flavor of what’s not so fine), you’ll find yourself satisfied with eating less meat. You’ll also find more joy in the kitchen as your cooking improves.

[image: Marrow bones]


BASIC COOKING TECHNIQUES

Meat is usually cooked by one of the following techniques: sautéing, broiling, roasting, braising (which includes stewing), poaching, frying, stir-frying, grilling, smoking, or barbecuing. It can be slowly cooked in its own fat, known as confit, or it may be served raw. The cut of meat determines the best cooking method. Some techniques are relatively quick and heat the meat only until it is warm inside; others are long, to ensure the heat penetrates the meat thoroughly and evenly. Tender cuts—such as those from the loin and some parts of the leg of a cow, pig, or lamb or tender parts of poultry—are suited to quick cooking: sautéing, roasting, frying, stir-frying, grilling, and, in some cases, poaching. Tougher cuts such as shank, shoulder, and certain muscles from the leg, are best barbecued, poached, or braised—techniques that involve cooking for a prolonged period, which breaks down the collagen, a particularly sturdy protein, rendering the meat tender.

Sautéing

Sautéing is cooking in a sauté pan or skillet in a small amount of fat. (The word panfrying is sometimes used for the same technique.) The purpose of the fat is to lubricate the meat and prevent it from sticking, and unless the meat is breaded, the fat is not absorbed by the meat. So, if you’re counting calories, don’t count the fat used to sauté the meat. In fact, the meat is likely to render fat, which means the total number of fat calories actually diminishes.

A wide variety of different fats can be used for sautéing, and because the cooked fat is often patted off sautéed meats (again, when they are not breaded), the type you use isn’t that important. What is important is that the fat is hot enough to brown the meat quickly before it overcooks or, worse, before it releases water into the pan. Butter is popular for sautéing because of its flavor and because it helps browning, but it burns at such a low temperature that it is not good for sautéing thin pieces of meat, which must be cooked at a high temperature. It is perfect for sautéing bone-in chicken pieces, however, because chicken can be cooked at a relatively low temperature and can take time to brown. The butter imparts a lovely flavor, not because the chicken absorbs fat, but because caramelized milk solids cling to the meat. For most sautéing, oils, clarified butter, and rendered animal fats are more practical than butter because they burn at higher temperatures. Many chefs and recipes suggest browning in a combination of butter and oil, mistakenly believing the oil prevents the butter from burning. But the milk solids in the butter burn at the same low temperature regardless of whether or not they are surrounded with oil.

I recommend “pure” olive oil for sautéing because of its neutral flavor. Most vegetable oils often have a vague fishy smell and taste when heated, and at the very least fill the kitchen with a weird aroma. Pure olive oil is olive oil that has been stripped of its flavor and is much less expensive than extra virgin olive oil. It would be a waste to use extra virgin olive oil because its delicate flavor is destroyed by the high heat.

Sautéing is sometimes used as an intermediate step in preparations, such as stews, in which the meat is then braised, or small roasts that won’t have time to brown in the oven. When sautéing meat for a stew, it’s important to keep the fat at a high temperature. The way to achieve this is to add the meat to the hot fat a few pieces at a time. If the meat is added all at once, the temperature will drop and the liquid (a mixture of sugars and proteins but mostly water) the meat naturally releases will ooze out into the pan, instead of caramelizing on the surface of the meat. Once this happens, the meat continues to release more liquid and ends up boiling in its own juices. Likewise, when the meat is turned, flip only a few pieces at a time to prevent the rush of liquid.

The temperature at which you sauté depends on how thick the meat is. Thick pieces, such as chicken on the bone, can be sautéed over low to medium heat because the meat requires a relatively long time to heat through and there’s plenty of time for browning to occur. On the other hand, you need high heat for a thin chop so it will brown before it overcooks.

 


Clarified Butter

Many recipes call for clarified butter, which burns at a much higher temperature than regular butter. The reason for this is that the water and the milk solids (proteins), which burn at a low temperature, are eliminated. There are two ways to clarify butter. If you are working with more than a couple of pounds (unlikely in a home kitchen), simply melt the butter over medium heat, let it sit, and skim off the froth. Then carefully ladle off the clarified butter, which is pure gold and clear. At the bottom you will see the water with additional milk solids dissolved in it. This can be discarded or fed to the cat.

A second method, more appropriate for small amounts of butter, is to boil the butter until all the water it contains evaporates and the milk solids lightly caramelize. This is easy to recognize because brown coagulated milk solids adhere to the bottom and sides of the pan after about 10 minutes. At this point, the cooking must be stopped immediately. The best way to do this is to submerge the bottom of the pan in a bowl of cold water for a second or two before pouring off the clear, gold butter through a fine-mesh strainer.



 


Making a Pan-Deglazed Sauce


1. Sauté the meat in pure olive oil; regular or clarified butter; rendered duck fat, pork fat, or bacon fat; or grape seed oil or vegetable oil. Remove the meat from the pan and pour off and discard the cooking fat.

2. Return the pan to medium heat and add one of the following aromatics: minced garlic, minced shallot, or finely chopped onion. Stir just until it releases a toasty aroma.

3. Pour in a liquid, such as wine (red or white, sweet or dry), beer, broth, tomato puree, apple cider, or water, and bring to a boil. Deglaze the pan, using a wooden spoon to scrape the caramelized juices into the liquid as it boils.

4. Boil down the liquid to reduce by half, then stir in meat glaze and cook until the mixture is reduced to a lightly syrupy consistency.

5. Season with one or more flavorings, such as a finely chopped fresh herb (parsley, chives, or chervil), drained capers, halved or chopped olives, diced tomatoes, chopped reconstituted dried chiles, sautéed fresh or reconstituted dried mushrooms, julienned prosciutto, or chopped fresh truffles.

6. Finish the sauce with an enrichment, such as heavy cream (reduce the sauce further after adding the cream), cold butter (whisked in at the last minute, without allowing the sauce to boil), or mayonnaise or aioli, preferably homemade (again at the last minute and without allowing the sauce to boil).





Choose a pan just large enough to hold the pieces of meat in a single layer without crowding. This prevents their juices from running out onto an exposed (and very hot) section of the pan and burning. Always start cooking the meat with the most attractive side down, so that when you turn the meat, it will be facing up. If you are cooking chicken, sauté the skin side first.

Because both sautéing and sweating call for cooking in a small amount of fat in a sauté pan, they are sometimes confused. Sweating, which is commonly used for vegetables, is cooking over low heat so that the food releases its natural juices, which then caramelize on the bottom of the pan. Sautéing, in contrast, is designed to seal juices within a savory crust.

When meats are properly sautéed, they leave a crust of savory caramelized juices adhering to the bottom of the pan. The juices must be golden brown, not black and burned. (Use a nonstick pan or a shiny-surfaced pan, not a black or dark pan, to sauté; a shiny pan allows you to judge the condition of the juices coating the pan bottom.) This flavorful crust can be deglazed and used to make a delicious pan sauce in just half a dozen easy steps with a handful of ingredients (see above).

Broiling

Unlike sautéing and grilling, which cook meat from the bottom up, broilers cook from the top down. The problem with most home broilers, especially electric broilers, is that they are not hot enough. If the broiler isn’t hot enough, the meat will turn gray, and the liquid it releases will drip down and be lost instead of caramelizing into a savory crust. To avoid this, preheat the broiler for at least 10 minutes before using it. Start with the meat almost (but not quite) touching the heat source and monitor the progress closely. If the meat starts to char too fast, lower it. If you can’t get it to brown, give up on broiling or get another broiler. And always use a flameproof dish or pan for broiling—not a rimless cookie sheet or a mere piece of foil—so any juices released by the meat are captured and can be served.

Roasting

In the purest sense, roasting means cooking in front of the heat source in the open air, not in the oven. The traditional method involves a roaring fire and a spit, with a pan placed under the spit to catch the juices. When meat is roasted in front of a hot fire, it is invariably scented slightly with smoke, instead of with the burning fat fumes that accumulate in an oven, so its flavor is inimitable. Roasting in the open air is also more likely to produce a crust on the meat because, unlike in an oven, no moisture is surrounding the roast. Unfortunately, most of us don’t have access to a spit, although the more determined among us can no doubt find one online and rig it up in front of the fireplace. Using small home spits in glass enclosures is no different than cooking in the oven except, perhaps, for ensuring more even browning.

Larger tender cuts, usually from the loin, are roasted, as are the legs of smaller animals; parts of the leg or, occasionally, the shoulder of larger animals; and most birds. Roasting meat in the oven is essentially baking, but it has several goals: the meat should have a savory, golden brown crust; it should be cooked evenly throughout to the desired temperature; and it should provide a jus to accompany each serving.

The most common roasting question is the temperature of the oven. The temperature is important because it affects browning. As a general principle, the smaller the roast, the higher the temperature. If a roast is very small—a quail, squab, or poussin, for example—brown it on the stove top first and then finish it in the oven. Few ovens can be set sufficiently hot to brown small items before they overcook. A large roast, such as a turkey, can be cooked at a relatively low temperature because there will be plenty of time for browning. A chicken, on the other hand, should be roasted at a high temperature so it turns brown and crusty but does not overcook.

A good general principle is to brown a roast at a high temperature and then lower the temperature according to the size and the desired internal temperature of the meat. As noted above, for small roasts, such as a squab or quail, the browning is done on the stove top. But for large roasts, like a big prime rib, start them in a 500°F oven until they are browned and then turn down the oven to 300°F for slow, even cooking. The initial cooking at high temperature ensures a crust will form and any bacteria on the surface of the meat will be killed. In restaurant kitchens equipped with accurate low-temperature ovens, cooks will sometimes roast at a high temperature to form a crust and kill bacteria and then turn the oven down to 125°F, a technique that ensures, even after as long as 24 hours, the meat is perfectly medium-rare throughout. However, don’t try this in a home oven, which isn’t accurate enough.

 


Basting

Many recipes for roasts (as well as braises) call for basting. The idea behind basting a roast is to keep the surface of the meat continuously in contact with fat so it doesn’t dry out. When roasting poultry this is superfluous since the poultry is already covered with a layer of fat contained in the skin. Meats from other animals should have a layer of fat left on to protect them from drying, or should have a sheet of fatback tied around them to eliminate the need for basting. The main disadvantage to basting is that it lets heat out of the oven. If you’re roasting on a spit, then there’s no harm in basting—but, frankly, not a whole lot of good either. In principle, basting should only be done with fat, not with liquids such as wine, broth, or the juices from the roast, which cause the roast to steam and inhibit browning. The roast becomes more of a braise.

Basting a braise is something else entirely. Letting heat out of the oven is less of an issue because the high heat needed to form a crust is no longer necessary. Basting a braise with its reduced and defatted braising liquid as the last stage of the braising is an excellent way to coat the meat with a savory glaze and to bring out the flavor of the liquid by exposing it to more oxygen.

In short, when you are braising, basting is a good idea; when you’re roasting, it isn’t.



 


Vegetable Prep

Root vegetables are often sectioned and turned or julienned to be used in braises or as accompaniments to roasts. Here are a few tricks:

Julienning a leek

[image: ]

1. Cut the root end off the leek and then cut off the greens. If the white is long, cut it in half crosswise.

[image: ]

2. Cut the leek sections in half lengthwise. Rinse out any sand that may be caught between the layers.

[image: ]

3. Fold the leek halves in half and cut into julienne.



 


Sectioning and turning a turnip
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1. Cut the ends off the turnip.
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2. Cut the turnip into sections.

[image: ]

3. Use a sharp paring knife to cut away excess flesh and shape the piece into an ovoid.



 


Julienning a carrot

[image: ]

1. Cut the peeled carrot into sections.

[image: ]

2. Use a vegetable slicer to slice the carrot lengthwise.

[image: ]

3. Stack the slices and cut them into julienne.



 


Sectioning a carrot

[image: ]

1. Cut the carrot sections into wedges.

[image: ]

2. Snap the core out of each section.



Jus and Gravy

Roasting delivers a bonus: the chance to serve jus or gravy. Jus is the drippings released from the roast, but the term is also used for the drippings combined with liquid, such as broth or water. A gravy is the diluted jus thickened, usually with flour or cornstarch. The first step to making either one is never to use a roasting rack. A rack suspends the meat over the roasting pan, which means the juices drip down onto the very hot pan and burn. Instead, choose a heavy roasting pan just large enough to accommodate the roast (an iron skillet is good) and with relatively low sides to ensure good heat circulation. Place the roast directly on the bottom, and surround it with meat trimmings or coarsely chopped aromatic vegetables, such as carrot and onion. Make sure the pan surface is completely covered or the jus could burn on the exposed spots. When roasting a chicken, put the neck and gizzard on the pan bottom and set the bird on them to prevent sticking.

Ironically, if you overcook a roast, it releases plenty of juices to skim and serve as a jus or to convert into a gravy. Frequently, however, a properly cooked roast does not release enough liquid. For example, a prime rib, roasted rare, will give off almost no juice. To circumvent this problem, brown meat trimmings (from your roast or, if your roast has already been trimmed, from the butcher) in the roasting pan in the hot oven; once they are browned, set the roast on top. The trimmings will provide juices, which in turn can be deglazed for a jus or gravy.

There are two kinds of jus: those that have caramelized and those that have not. A jus that has caramelized—cooked until all liquid disappears and only a solid glaze is left adhering to the pan—will have a much more pronounced flavor than one that has not. When dealing with small amounts of jus—especially when red meats are roasted rare—it makes sense to go ahead and caramelize the jus (if it hasn’t already caramelized) by boiling it down to a glaze. When dealing with large amounts of jus, such as from a well-done turkey, don’t bother to caramelize; it will take you all evening.

Sometimes when roasting a chicken or other small roast, you end up with a few tablespoons of juices and at least an equal amount of fat in the bottom of the pan. How do you get rid of the fat? The best approach is to set the pan on the stove top and boil down the juices until the moisture evaporates and the drippings caramelize and adhere to the pan bottom. At this point, pour off and discard the fat and then deglaze the pan with liquid.

A good way to create a flavorful jus is to deglaze the caramelized drippings in the roasting pan with broth, boil the broth down until it caramelizes, pour off any fat, deglaze with more broth, and caramelize again; repeat until you have the intensity you want, then use only a small amount of broth to dissolve the final caramelized layer. You can repeat this caramelization process as many times as you like, though I usually stop at three.

Once you have a jus, you can thicken it with cornstarch, a roux, cream, or giblets. You can whisk together equal amounts of cornstarch and cold water (usually about 1 teaspoon cornstarch per cup of jus) and slowly stir it into the simmering jus to produce a shiny, glazelike jus called a jus lié. You can use flour cooked with a little butter to create a roux to produce a gravy (about 1 tablespoon each flour and butter per cup of jus). The roux can be made directly in the roasting pan with fat released by the roast, supplemented with a little butter, if necessary, or it can be made in a saucepan. In either case, broth, water, or jus is added to the roux to make the gravy. To make a cream gravy, add cream to the gravy at the end, after thickening with roux. There are two ways to make giblet gravy, the French and the American. For the American method, roast the giblets along with the meat, chop them fairly fine, and add them to the gravy at the end. For the French method, puree the raw liver with an equal amount of butter and work the mixture through a strainer. Whisk the puree into the jus just before serving, being careful not to let the jus boil once you’ve added the giblet butter.

Braising

Braising is basically cooking foods in a relatively small amount of liquid (as contrasted with poaching, which is cooking in a lot of liquid). There are four kinds of braising: brown long, brown short, white long, and white short. Braises and stews are closely related. The primary difference is that stews are made with smaller pieces of meat.

Brown braises require browning the meat before it is braised by sautéing (for stews) or by browning in the oven. Traditional cookbooks explain that this creates a crust that helps seal in juices, but in fact juices continue to escape as the meat is browning. The trick to successful browning is to use heat that is high enough to evaporate the juices the moment they come to the surface of the meat, contributing to the savory crust. Juices that caramelize this way—cook as they are exposed to the air—develop savory compounds that add flavor to the finished dish.

White braising skips the browning of the meat, and instead begins its cooking in liquid. For example, a traditional Provençal daube is made by simmering chunks of beef or lamb in wine without browning them first. Even if the daube is made with red wine, it is still considered a white braise.

Short braising involves cooking meat only long enough to heat it through. The chicken fricassee recipes are examples of short braises. Short braises can be brown or white, depending on whether the meat is browned before it is combined with liquid. Beef Stroganoff is an example of a dish that is white short braised: the meat is cooked in liquid just until it is medium-rare. Long braising means that the meat has been brought to a relatively high internal temperature (about 190°F) and held there, usually for hours, until the meat breaks down and tenderizes. Like short braises, long braises can be brown or white.

[image: Chicken browning in a pan]

 


Degreasing

Recipes for braises and broths frequently call for “degreasing” during and after cooking. Degreasing is especially important when braising because the fat should be completely eliminated before the meat is glazed in the oven. The usual way to degrease a liquid is to move a ladle around the perimeter of the pot, with the ladle’s opening almost perfectly flat in relation to the surface of the liquid. This degreasing method takes practice to avoid allowing too much of the precious braising liquid into the ladle with the fat. A more efficient and easier method is to chill the liquid and then remove the congealed fat that forms on the top.



The most elaborate braises, brown long braises, involve several steps. A typical long braise uses a single large cut of meat with plenty of internal fat and fat covering the meat. If you are braising something lean, it is best to lard it as shown. This is a labor-intensive step and the necessary fatback can be hard to find, but larding is worth both the time and the effort. The pot should match the shape and size of the meat—an oval pot is generally a good choice—as closely as possible. This will keep the amount of cooking liquid needed to a minimum. First, cook the meat with aromatic vegetables until it releases juices that caramelize on the bottom of the pot. This stage is delicate because the juices must be cooked long enough to separate out the fat and to caramelize, but not so long that they burn. If the juices have not caramelized and formed a crust on the pan bottom, you will pour off the flavorful juices when you pour off the fat. The meat must also be cooked to a relatively high temperature—at least 160°F—so it will have released all its juices. If the meat is not heated through and the juices are starting to caramelize, add a small amount of water or broth to the pot to prevent the juices from burning and to give the meat longer to cook. When all the juices have finally caramelized, pour off the fat that has collected on top of the crust. Then add liquid—usually enough to come halfway up the sides of the meat—along with a bouquet garni and bring the liquid to a simmer.

 


Larding

Many cooks believe that cooking meat in liquid keeps it moist. Liquid, in fact, does nothing to keep meat moist. The addition of fat is what keeps meat moist.

It may seem paradoxical in this fat-conscious age to add fat to meats by larding, which calls for inserting strips of fat directly into the muscles. But there is no other way to add moistness to long-braised meats. Plus, the need to lard meats is particularly true today because meats are generally leaner than in the past.

Traditionally, there are two ways to lard: The first calls for a larder, a long pointed tube with a handle. The fat is inserted into the tube, the tube is driven into the meat, and then the tube is withdrawn, leaving the fat embedded in the meat. The second method uses a larding needle, which looks like a knitting needle with a hinged end for holding the fat. The fat is drawn through the meat, as if sewn. Because both methods can be difficult to master, the method shown here is a hybrid of the two. A larder is driven into the meat and then a larding needle is slid through the tube and into the meat, leaving the fat embedded.

Look for fatback, the thick layer of fat, with or without skin, from a pig’s back, for larding. You will probably need to special order it from your butcher. Make sure the layer of fat is nice and thick. Do not make the mistake of buying salt pork, which will make the meat too salty. When cutting the fatback into strips, or lardons, save the rind for adding gelatin to braises. You can also use more expensive Italian lardo (pork fat cured with salt and spices), but it is seasoned, so temper your seasoning accordingly.



 


Larding

[image: ]

1. Larding needle and larder.

[image: ]

2. Cut away the rind attached to the fatback, then cut the fatback into slices about ¼ inch thick.

[image: ]

3. Cut the slices into strips, or lardons, about ¼ inch on each side and as long as the fatback is wide.

[image: ]

4. If the recipe instructs, marinate the strips overnight with parsley and crushed garlic.

[image: ]

5. Attach a strip of fat to a larding needle. Slide a larder into the meat, and slide the larding needle into the tube of the larder.

[image: ]

6. Pull the larding needle through the meat and trim off the ends of the fat.



Cover the pot with a sheet of aluminum foil, pressing it down slightly in the middle so that moisture condenses on its underside and drips down onto the exposed parts of the meat, and then with a lid. The braising proper now starts—the dish is brought to the simmer on the stove, and the meat is kept at a bare simmer, which should appear as just a ripple on the surface of the liquid, never a boil. The easiest way to keep the braise at the correct cooking temperature is to put it in a 275°F oven and then check it periodically, adjusting the temperature as needed to maintain a bare simmer. You can also braise on top of the stove, but most stoves have self-starters that click infernally if you try to turn the heat down very low. When the meat starts to soften, usually after about 1½ hours, turn it over so any part that was exposed is now submerged. Continue cooking until a skewer slides easily in and out of the meat with no clinging. Depending on the cut, the whole process can take from 1 to 5 hours. Meat that is braised so long that it is practically falling apart is said to be cooked à la cuillière (pronounced kwee-YAIR), or “to the spoon,” implying that it is tender enough to be served with a spoon or a pair of spoons.

Once the meat is uniformly tender, transfer it to a clean (and ideally smaller) pot. Strain the braising liquid and degrease it. Sometimes you will need to reduce it as well. Then pour the liquid back over the meat, return the pot to the oven, and cook, basting often with the braising liquid, for about 30 minutes. As the braising liquid reduces, it covers the braise with an irresistible reddish sheen.

Long braising is reserved for tough, sinewy cuts that release gelatin as they cook. The main danger is that the meat will dry out. The best method for preventing this (other than choosing the right cut to braise) is to lard the meat, as already suggested, or to wrap it in a sheet of fatback, known as a bard. Pork rind can also be added to stews and braises to contribute extra gelatin, and meat glaze will contribute both gelatin and savor.

Other than brown and white, short and long, most braises get their identity from several components: the braising liquid, the aromatic garniture (such as the onions, celery, and carrots cooked in most stews), the herbs in the bouquet garni, or the finishing garniture. Keep in mind that the aromatic garniture, which helps flavor the braising liquid, is usually different from the finishing garniture (see above).

When braises are served, the braising liquid is often thickened to give it a lightly syrupy consistency. The best way to achieve this is to add ingredients that provide natural gelatin: concentrated broth, calf’s or pig’s feet (split lengthwise and blanched), meat glaze, pork rind (not from bacon), or knucklebones. A common alternative is to thicken the braising liquid—especially if it is made with red wine—with a butter and flour paste called a beurre manié. To make the paste, work together equal parts flour and butter with the back of a fork, counting on a tablespoon or two of the mixture per cup of liquid to be thickened. Whisk the beurre manié into the braising liquid and bring to a simmer just before serving. The flour and butter can also be cooked into a roux and the braising liquid whisked into it, which results in a liquid with a matte finish reminiscent of a classic gravy. Another method, and the tastiest, is to reduce the braising liquid down to the minimum amount you need, or until it has a lightly syrupy consistency, and then whisk in a little cold butter to finish, which yields a silky, unctuous consistency. Other starches, such as cornstarch or arrowroot, can be whisked with an equal amount of cold water. Then the mixture, called a slurry, can be whisked into the simmering braising liquid, giving it a nice sheen.

A final braising method, a tradition of the French kitchen, originated with hearth cooking. It calls for sealing meat in a pot with luting paste—a pastrylike mixture of flour and water—and then cooking it sous les cendres, “under the ashes,” often for as long as 24 hours. Little or no liquid is added to meat cooked by this method, known as à l’étuvée. The juices in the meat are the only braising liquid. By the time the meat is done, it has released all of its juices, which are undiluted by any braising liquid, and is unbelievably succulent. The technique shares some similarity with barbecuing, in which meat is cooked and smoked at the same time.

 


Garniture

The French have a nomenclature for describing the final garniture, or garnish, for a braise or stew. It’s not important to remember the specific terms, but the distinctions they describe are useful for understanding how to put together a braise or stew. When the aromatic garniture—usually onions, carrots, and celery—is left in and becomes part of the braise or stew, the dish is said to be bonne femme (housewife’s style). When the aromatic garniture is fished out after it has cooked for a while and a new garniture is simmered in the braise or stew during the last hour or so of cooking, the dish is said to be bourgeoise. When the aromatic garniture is removed and discarded at the end of cooking and a separate garniture is prepared on the stove top and added just before serving, the dish is said to be part of la cuisine classique. A classic boeuf bourguignon, for example, is made by stewing beef with red wine, carrots, onion, celery, and a bouquet garni. The vegetables and bouquet garni are then discarded and the stew is finished with a garniture of bacon (cut into strips called lardons), pearl onions, and sautéed mushrooms.



Stews

Stews are simply braises in which the meat has been cut into small pieces. When selecting meat for a stew, be sure to avoid a cut that is too lean. Many butchers mistakenly advertise “lean stew meat” to shoppers. Instead, you should opt for beef chuck, veal breast, or lamb shoulder.

Most stew recipes call for marinating meat; marinating definitely enhances the flavor, but it isn’t essential. It is ideally done overnight in the refrigerator or for 4 hours at room temperature. Garlic does wonders in a marinade, as do onions—both are almost essential.

One technique, often called for in older recipes, is to lard the individual pieces of meat. Most people aren’t going to bother with larding these days, but there’s no better method for ensuring that the meat will remain moist. If you decide to try it, marinate the strips of lard with garlic overnight before you use them. This will implant a burst of flavor inside each piece of meat. (See more about larding.)

Typically, the first instruction in a stew recipe is to brown the meat, which brings out a nice caramelized, meaty flavor, though you can choose to skip this step. If you decide to brown the meat, it should be at room temperature so it doesn’t cool down the pan, and you should brown only a few pieces at a time, again so the pan doesn’t cool. If the pan cools, browning stops and the meat releases liquid, which, instead of caramelizing on the surface of the meat and on the pan, creates steam. Once steaming begins, the meat will end up in an insipid liquid. If this happens, immediately take the meat out of the pan and wait for the pan to get hot again before restarting the browning. When it is time to turn the meat, don’t turn all the pieces at once for the same reason.

Some recipes call for flouring the meat before browning. This is an effective way to both encourage browning and add a thickening agent to the stew. Roll the meat in the flour, coating it evenly, and then pat off the excess. Don’t sprinkle the flour onto the meat as it browns, which would allow the flour to mix with the cooked fat and emulsify the fat into the braising liquid, making it greasy.

The braising liquid for a stew ideally contains, in addition to water or broth, some concentrated bouillon to give it body and a few tablespoons of meat glaze for flavor and texture. Other than bouillon, the best moistening liquid is the liquid from the marinade, if you used one; wine; or any of the suggestions listed in the box below. Aromatic vegetables and herbs for the bouquet garni are the same as for any braise (see the box below).

After a stew has been properly cooked and the fat has been skimmed off during and after braising, it can be served as is or the braising liquid can be reduced or thickened, or both. The advantage to reduction (boiling down) is that the flavor will be concentrated. Be careful to remove any fat on the surface of the liquid as it reduces, and never reduce the liquid at a hard boil, which can cause the fat to emulsify and make the liquid greasy. If you opt to thicken the liquid, it can done in any of the same ways—with beurre manié, roux, cornstarch or arrowroot slurry, or butter.

 


Braising Model

Here are the basic components of a braise or stew, drawn from the description of braising, with suggestions for each category. Keep in mind that the lists are starting points only, and that once you begin regularly preparing braises, you will add to the possibilities.

Ingredients for the Marinade

Braising liquids (following), curry powder, garlic, ginger, herbs, miso, saffron, turmeric, soy sauce

Braising Liquids

Apple cider, beer, broth, Cognac, grape juice, Madeira, meat glaze, port, red wine, rum, tomatoes, verjuice, vinegar, white wine

Ingredients for Bouquet Garni (asterisk designates classic ingredients)

Bay leaf,* chervil, leek greens, lemongrass, marjoram, parsley,* rosemary, savory, tarragon, thyme*

Aromatic Garnitures

Carrots, celery, chiles, fennel, garlic, ginger, leeks, mushrooms (dried or fresh), onions

Thickeners

Arrowroot, beurre manié, chiles (reconstituted dried, ground to a paste), chocolate, cornstarch, cream, egg yolks, meat glaze, nut butter, pig’s or calf’s foot, pork rind, potatoes, potato starch, pureed aromatic vegetables, roux

Flavors for Finishing Liquid for Serving

Butter; Cognac; herbs such as parsley, chives, tarragon, chervil, or cilantro; vinegar

Finishing Garnitures

Almonds, bacon, carrots (sliced or turned into shapes), cashews, croutons (sautéed in butter, in cubes, or in heart shapes), dried fruits, fava beans, garlic cloves (blanched or roasted), grapes, green beans, olives, parsnips, pearl onions, potatoes, preserved lemons, prunes, raisins, spinach



Making Confit

    The French verb confire means to cook in or impregnate a food with sugar syrup or alcohol (for fruits), vinegar (for vegetables), or fat (for meat), with the result that the food, known as a confit, is preserved without refrigeration. The best-known confit is made by gently cooking duck, goose, or pork completely submerged in its own fat until a skewer slides easily in and out of the meat. In the broadest sense, making confit could be considered a kind of braising because the meat is stewing in its own juices, which are kept inside the meat by the surrounding fat. Others argue that making a confit is analogous to frying because frying calls for submerging foods in hot fat. But that comparison fails to acknowledge the difference in the temperature of the fat. The fat for a confit is kept at a lower temperature than it is for frying and has a tenderizing effect on the meat. The idea of the confit has become trendy, so that nowadays all sorts of things—tomatoes or even seafood—that have no traditional roots are given the name. For more about making confit.

Poaching

Unlike braised meats, which are cooked with a minimum of liquid to encourage an interchange of flavors—the meat releases flavor into the surrounding aromatic liquid and then absorbs the aromatic liquid in an ongoing back-and-forth process—poached meats are typically fully submerged in an abundance of liquid, with the flavors that the meat releases becoming so diluted that they have no effect on the meat. Like poaching, boiling calls for a generous amount of liquid, but the liquid for boiling should bubble vigorously, while poaching liquids should just tremble on the surface and never bubble up.

Savory broths are made by poaching meat in a generous measure of water, with the meat sometimes discarded and sometimes served as part of a meal. The reverse is true as well: when the purpose of poaching meat in water is to serve the meat rather than make a broth, the broth can be served with the meat or reserved for another use. Occasionally, however, the distinction between braising and poaching is blurred. For example, the classic blanquette de veau calls for poaching pieces of veal in broth and then thickening the broth with a roux, egg yolks, and cream. A stew, which is a type of braise, is nearly identical except that a bit less liquid is used—just enough to cover the meat.

The most famous poached meat dishes are French pot-au-feu, New England boiled dinner (which, despite the name, is poached), and Italian bollito misto. All are made by poaching tough cuts of meat in broth to cover generously for several hours until they are fully tenderized. In a pot-au-feu, a variety of beef cuts is used; a bollito misto often contain meats from different animals; and a traditional New England boiled dinner features corned beef. When a pot-au-feu or bollito misto is served, the broth is usually presented as a first course and the meat follows, though it can also be plated with the meat surrounded by the broth. The corned beef usually makes the broth for a New England boiled dinner too salty to serve.

Although the most famous poached dishes are made by cooking tough cuts of meat for long hours, another poaching technique, known as à la ficelle, calls for poaching tender cuts just long enough to heat them through to the desired temperature. Ficelle means “string” and refers to tying string around a piece of meat, perhaps a section of beef fillet, submerging it in the ever-present simmering pot on the farmhouse stove or hearth, and then retrieving it with the string when it’s cooked to a uniform rare or medium-rare. Boeuf à la ficelle, made with tenderloin, is the best known à la ficelle dish, but the technique can also be used to poach a duck breast, a leg of lamb, a pork loin, or tender cuts of veal such as top round. The poached meat is then sliced and served surrounded with the poaching broth and the aromatic vegetables, such as carrots or onions, included in the broth.

 


Freezing Meat

Freezing meat is less than desirable—thawed, frozen meat seems to cook from rare to overdone in a split second—but sometimes it is necessary. Two factors help diminish the damaging effects of freezing: tight wrapping and rapid freezing. When wrapping meat for freezing, first tightly enclose it in plastic wrap and then cover it completely in aluminum foil to prevent freezer burn. Refrigerate the meat so it goes from cold to frozen very quickly. Set the freezer temperature control to the lowest setting—around zero is ideal—before putting the meat into the freezer.



Frying

There are two kinds of frying: shallow frying and deep-frying. Shallow frying is usually done in a sauté pan with high sides and with only enough hot fat to come halfway up the sides of the foods to be fried. Deep-frying calls for a large pot or deep fryer, and the food is submerged in the oil. In recent years, fried foods have been much maligned because of the presumption that they contain excessive fat. But if they are properly cooked, with an eye toward the ideal heat and depth for the oil, they will absorb very little fat. Also, if you use a vegetable oil rather than the more traditional animal fat, you won’t be introducing any cholesterol.

Always exercise caution when frying. The pan should be at least twice the depth of the oil, and the oil should come no more than halfway up the sides of the pan. Put the pan on the back of the stove so you, or someone else, don’t jostle it and cause the oil to splash. When adding foods to the hot oil, don’t use your hands (the oil can spatter). Instead, use a wire skimmer or slotted spoon.

Frying is a relatively straightforward technique, though a few general rules apply: The smaller the item to be fried, the hotter the oil should be. This is because heat penetrates quickly to the center, so prolonged frying in oil that is not hot enough will overcook the inside of the item without browning the outside. Conversely, if you’re frying chicken, for example, in oil that is too hot, the chicken will brown and even burn before the heat penetrates to the center.

Most fried foods are covered with some type of batter or other coating before they are plunged into the oil. These can be as simple as a mixture of flour and water or plain flour. More elaborate batters contain egg, sometimes with beaten egg whites.

Stir-Frying

Unlike frying, stir-frying is accomplished with a minimum of hot fat, usually peanut oil or another vegetable oil, and nearly continuous motion. A wok is traditionally used, though you can use a large sauté pan with high sides. It is an ideal technique for cooking relatively small pieces of meat that will brown quickly on contact with hot fat.

Before adding the meat to the pan, always heat the oil over high heat until it just begins to smoke. Then add the meat and stir and toss to brown it evenly and seal in the flavor.

Grilling

Often confused with barbecuing and sometimes even with smoking, grilling is cooking food directly above the heat source—charcoal or gas—on a grill rack. In an ideal situation, none of the smoke generated by fat or juices dripping onto the heat source comes up and touches the grilling meat. Sophisticated European grills even have vents with fans to pull away any smoke generated by the meat. On the other hand, many of us like our grilled foods to be lightly scented with smoke.

Just as for frying, the thinner the piece of meat being grilled, the hotter the heat should be. When buying a grill, choose one that allows you to adjust the height of the rack. That way you can grill chicken or other slow-cooking meats high above the heat source and thin steaks just a few inches from it.

Ideally, grilling should be done in the open air. Cooking in a covered grill isn’t true grilling; instead, it is a combination of grilling and smoking or grilling and roasting.

Sometimes it is convenient to grill with indirect heat—in other words, with the meat not placed directly over the heat source. To set up a charcoal grill for indirect-heat grilling, build a hot fire on one side of the grill bed and leave the other side with no fire or with a cooler fire. If using a gas grill, preheat all the burners on high, then turn off the burner(s) directly under the meat. This technique is especially useful when grilling a large cut, such as a leg of lamb. The lamb is grilled directly over the heat only until browned, and then it is moved to the side without direct heat, the grill is covered, and the lamb continues to cook on the interior—in essence, roast—without burning on the exterior. This is when a covered grill comes in handy. It is also useful if you want your food to have a smoky flavor. If you are using a charcoal grill, you can sprinkle the hot coals with a handful of wood chips that have been soaked in water for at least an hour, or you can place a small sheet of aluminum foil over the coals and top it with a handful of sawdust. If you have a gas grill, you don’t need to soak the chips. Some gas grills have specially designed smoker boxes for holding the chips or sawdust. If yours doesn’t, put them in a perforated aluminum foil packet and place it directly on the burner.

It’s important to avoid flare-ups when grilling, as they can leave greasy soot clinging to the food. Chicken is especially tricky because of the fat in the skin. Some cooks start the chicken flesh side down over relatively high heat and then cook it skin side down over lower heat. Sometimes it is necessary to move foods around to prevent flare-ups. If you still end up with bits of soot on the food, you can wipe them off with a towel before serving.

Smoking

Smoking is occasionally confused with grilling because the latter can involve using exotic woods to build the fire or adding soaked wood chips to the fire to generate smoke. Barbecuing and smoking are similar except that barbecuing has a form of braising going on at the same time.

There are two kinds of smoking, cold and hot. Cold smoking is done with smoke that has been allowed to cool so that it doesn’t cook the food. Most cold-smoked foods have been cured first, such as smoked salmon. The smoke adds flavor and works as a preservative. Cold smoking at home is a rather elaborate process because you must devise a way to cool off the smoke. I made my own cold smoker by attaching a length of stovepipe to the chimney hole of my hot smoker, which directs the smoke into a large cardboard box. I then put the food to be smoked, typically salmon, in the box and seal up the box tight.

Hot smoking is easier and can even be done on the stove top with equipment you probably already have on hand: Place a little mound of wood chips in the center of a wok, cover the chips with a small square of aluminum foil, and set a circular cake rack in the wok. Then set the food on the rack, cover the wok, making sure the seal is tight (see recipe for smoked duck breast), and place the wok over the heat. Or, you can buy a good-quality stainless-steel or cast-iron stove-top smoker that is not too costly.

You can use also a covered grill for hot smoking: Prepare a fire on one side of the grill bed, cover the fire with soaked wood chips (or put unsoaked chips in a smoker box or perforated foil packet if using a gas grill), put the food on the grill rack over the fire, and cover the grill. Once the meat has browned, move the food to the side with no fire to complete the cooking.

If you decide you want to pursue the world of hot-smoked foods, you may want to invest in an outdoor hot smoker, essentially a large, tall metal box with a hot plate on the bottom. Some hot smokers can also be adapted for cold smoking; they can produce smoke that is cooled before being introduced into another chamber.

Barbecuing

Barbecuing is closely related to both braising and smoking. It is, in fact, a kind of uncontained braise in which the smoke carries the heat of the fire and the liquid for the braise is the moisture naturally contained in the meat. Some recipes for barbecuing call for braising the meat first (and ideally incorporating the braising liquid into the sauce); others cook the meat entirely in a covered grill. The best meats for barbecuing are the tougher cuts of beef, pork, lamb, or game, many of which are also ideal for braising.

The grill is set up for barbecuing the same way it is set up for indirect-heat grilling, with the heat under one side of the grill rack and no heat under the other side, and the meat is placed on the latter for all or most of the cooking. This ensures the fire provides the gentle heat needed for generating smoke and for braising. For meats that cook for a long time, you will need to add charcoal to the fire every hour or so to keep it going. Wood chips or sawdust are sometimes added to generate smoke (see Grilling).

The flavor in barbecued foods comes primarily from the smoke, though a marinade and a sauce, which are sometimes one and the same, are also important elements. The sauce is the source of one serious controversy in the barbecue world: some purists say you must never brush the meat with sauce as it cooks, and others insist on applying it.

[image: A plate of stir-fry]


IMPROVISING INTERNATIONAL FLAVORS

When improvising in the kitchen, it helps to be inspired by a traditional cuisine. Time-honored cooking has a natural logic: it combines ingredients from the same region that also share a growing season. Foods that grow together do naturally well together in the kitchen and have helped establish centuries-old cooking styles. By combining these ingredients judiciously (you have to understand how they work), it is possible to invent within the style of a particular cuisine. Adherence to long-established collections of ingredients helps guide our creativity and keeps us from coming up with illogical combinations and questionable fusions.

This is not an exhaustive list of the cuisines of the world. Instead, I have chosen those that best illustrate the techniques for cooking meat. Once the techniques are mastered, it’s a simple matter to plug in various ingredients and flavor combinations.

 


A Note about Herbs

Most herbs are divided into two types. The first consists mostly of water and has a flavor that is delicate and fleeting. These herbs do not dry well and should be added to dishes near the end of cooking. They include parsley, chervil, chives, tarragon, basil, dill, cilantro, and mint. Other herbs, especially those that grow in hot climates, contain a great deal of oil, which means they dry well. They should be added to dishes near the beginning of cooking so they release their strong flavors slowly and discreetly. These include thyme, bay leaf, marjoram, oregano, sage, and epazote (used in Mexican
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