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Disclaimer: Some of the recipes in this book include raw eggs, meat, or fish. When these foods are consumed raw, there is always the risk that bacteria, which is killed by proper cooking, may be present. For this reason, when serving these foods raw, always buy certified salmonella-free eggs and the freshest meat and fish available from a reliable grocer, storing them in the refrigerator until they are served. Because of the health risks associated with the consumption of bacteria that can be present in raw eggs, meat, and fish, these foods should not be consumed by infants, small children, pregnant women, the elderly, or any persons who may be immunocompromised. The author and publisher expressly disclaim responsibility for any adverse effects that may result from the use or application of the recipes and information contained in this book.
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For my mother, Claudine, who, with her Sunday night dinners,
unknowingly planted the idea for this book.

[image: ]

People who feel that a lamb’s cheek is gross and vulgar when a chop is not are like the medieval philosophers who argued about such hairsplitting problems as how many angels could dance on the point of a pin. If you have these prejudices, ask yourself if they are not built on what you may have been taught when you were young and unthinking, and then if you can, teach yourself to enjoy some of the parts of an animal that are not commonly prepared.
M. F. K. FISHER
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INTRODUCTION

Not So Odd After All

Just what do I mean by this strange title, Odd Bits? Most of the meat we eat—the tenderloins, the racks, the steaks, the legs, and the chops—is only a small percentage of the animal carcass. These prime cuts, once expensive and special, are now, thanks to industrialized farming, very cheap. Simple to cook, these familiar and common everyday cuts fill our butcher shops and supermarkets. What were once uncommon and prestigious pieces of meat have become banal and boring.

Well, I’m not interested in these cuts and you won’t find them here. This book is about the rest of the animal: the pieces we once enjoyed and relished but no longer bother with. Unfamiliar and odd, they have become the “odd bits.” I am not talking just about offal or variety meats. Yes, I am interested in the strange wobbly bits and they’re here, but alas these pieces are not the only animal cuts considered odd today. So, I chose this term because it is broader and more inclusive. Odd Bits covers everything from tongues to tails, cheeks to shanks, brains to bellies. They are all animal parts we have forgotten not only how to cook but also how to eat. This book, Odd Bits, is an introduction to cooking and eating the rest of the animal.

Today we are so removed from the sources of our food that we rarely think of meat coming from living, breathing animals. The steaks, chops, and ground meat we buy shrink-wrapped in the supermarket give no hint of the animals they came from, while an ear, a kidney, or a tail all remind us very tangibly that they were once parts of a living creature. These pieces of the animal now seem odd and strange to us, something we don’t want to eat. But why is it stranger to eat a beef cheek than a cow’s back? Why do people chew a rib chop but recoil at roasted marrow bones? Why do we happily eat lamb chops but overlook lamb neck? And why do so many people know, without a doubt, that they hate brains? Should we care that these odd bits go unappreciated? Isn’t there more than enough cheap meat for us to buy and eat?

As a percentage of our income, food is cheaper than it has been at any time in the past—especially meat. We spend much less of our income on our food than our grandparents, and we spend less time sourcing it, cooking it, and eating it. The application of industrial principles and economies of scale to farming have lowered the cost of our food dramatically. (Still, while factory farming has reduced the cost of meat, it hasn’t improved its quality or taste.)

However, dirt-cheap food is not sustainable and, in the long term, it can only be a blip on our culinary landscape. We are already rethinking our relationship to our food and recognizing that there are other costs incurred with this type of farming: polluted and infertile land, shrinking biodiversity, and, worst of all, wretched treatment of animals. Those of us who care about what we eat—and we should all care—must demand that the animals we eat are raised naturally and humanely, treated with respect in both life and death. This is the only way a thinking carnivore can continue to eat meat.



    Scared? Intimidated? Grossed out? Put off by memories of Mom, or some long ago lunch lady, coming at you with a slab of ineptly and indifferently fried liver, or by some comedian’s jokes about haggis? Does the phrase ‘Eat IT! It’s good for you!’ still strike fear into your heart?


    ANTHONY BOURDAIN



Yes, the meat produced this way costs more, but that in turn has its benefits. By paying the true costs of production, we no longer rely on factory farms that pollute the countryside, the animals can be well cared for, and we will have better quality and better tasting meat. Paying more for our meat is good in other ways. If our meat costs more, we will not waste it, we’ll take more care when we cook it, and we will eat less of it—a good thing because most of us eat too much meat. My time in France has shown me that where meat is more expensive, portions are smaller and waste is less. I also see the way meat is handled and displayed there—with care and respect. More expensive meat forces us to look beyond those now familiar prime cuts for less popular and often cheaper cuts, the odd bits—it encourages us to cook and eat the whole animal. All these positive results come from keeping our side of the bargain we made when we domesticated animals: in exchange for their meat, eggs, and milk, we provide them with food, protection, and care.

Recently, in the world of professional cooking, there has been a renewed interest in odd bits. When it comes to food, often the impetus is top down: chefs discover “new” foods and “new” techniques, which then migrate into home kitchens. Fergus Henderson, the English chef-owner of St. John restaurant in London, has become a cult figure for his philosophy of “nose to tail” eating. This is good, and I love Fergus’s cooking, but I am sure he would be the first to say that he is just making proper English food, cooking dishes that have a long history in England’s cuisine. My mother, whose roots are Scottish, cooked many similar dishes when I was young—not with Fergus’s skill, perhaps, but there is not much in his books that she doesn’t recognize. Unfortunately, as with many new trends, this enthusiasm for odd bits can lead to excess and one-upmanship. Cooks compete to create the weirdest dishes that anyone would want—or more often not want—to eat. This doesn’t help. It makes people already unfamiliar with odd bits think that they are difficult to cook—that only trained chefs know how to handle them—and strange to eat—something to be tried only in a restaurant. This is the reverse of true. At cooking school, chefs get very little exposure to odd bits, apart from the fashionable sweetbreads and calf’s liver, and few of them understand the art of butchery and where on and in the animal a given odd bit is found. Most know less than my mother about cooking odd bits—and if she can cook them, so can you.

But where do you turn for advice in cooking odd bits? As odd bits have disappeared from our consciousness and our kitchens, so has our savoir-faire with them and our recipes for them. So in the following pages I hope to coax you into cooking odd bits by giving you some basic information and techniques. I want you to think beyond the familiar chops, steaks, and roasts when making dinner, and to realize there is a panoply of delicious, tasty morsels waiting for you to welcome them into your kitchen. At present, many are relegated to pet food: they all deserve a better fate. I am not trying to shock, although I am sure I will: my goal is simply to demystify the rest of the animal, to give you sound advice and to show you that cooking odd bits is really not that difficult.

Odd Bits Past and Present

When man began hunting, he consumed all of his kill. First he enjoyed the animal’s heart and brain. People of many cultures believed that by eating them they would acquire the animal’s strength, bravery, and intelligence. Next the intestines, liver, kidneys, and sweetbreads, the most perishable odd bits, were enjoyed, either by the hunter as reward for his success, or reserved for an honored elder of the group. The Romans enjoyed lavish banquets that included bird tongues and stews of goose feet and cockscombs. The ancient Greeks delighted in eating splanchna, the animal viscera. There was less of it, so it was more precious than the animal’s meat, and merited respect and special handling. In Greece, kokoretsi, skewered lamb offal wrapped with intestines, remains a popular dish. In France these odd bits are still called les parties nobles, the “noble’s pieces” or “prized parts,” and odd bits like liver, tongue, feet, and tails, were popular with the great cooks Taillevent (1398), La Varenne (1651), and Grimod (1803–1812), who all included recipes for them in their books. Odd bits’ prestige still remains high in Europe, Asia, and South America, Africa, and the Middle East, but their fortunes have fallen in the Anglo-Saxon world.

One argument put forward to explain why odd bits aren’t popular in the kitchens of the English-speaking world is that we don’t appreciate their taste and texture. This is nonsense. Sausages and puddings made with intestines stuffed with mixtures of blood, liver, lungs, heart, marrow, brains, and tongues then simmered in stews were part of the early English diet. They were not perhaps gourmet treats, but with the arrival of the Normans in 1066, the range of odd bits used and the methods of cooking them became more varied and sophisticated. Liver, giblets, and sweetbreads along with testicles, tripe, palates, and cockscombs graced the royal table. King Henry II feasted on boar’s head and the Elizabethans enjoyed bird tongues. Later, Hannah Glasse described how to cook ox tongue and udders and how to stuff a calf’s head in her Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy (1747).

At the end the eighteenth century, the growth of abattoirs in Britain facilitated the killing of large numbers of animals in a single place, which resulted in an oversupply of odd bits. As they were very perishable and difficult to ship, they were given to the poor instead of being thrown away. The result of this generosity was that many odd bits came to be seen as food for the poor, and their prestige fell. The arrival in England, starting in the late eighteenth century, of French chefs displaced by the French Revolution made odd bits fashionable again. Eating marrow with special spoons became popular among the aristocracy, and the middle classes enjoyed oxtail soup and tripe stew. Odd bits remained popular until the Second World War, when, as one of the few protein sources not subject to rationing, they became a regular part of the English wartime diet. Then, when the war was over, eating them reminded many of hard times, and so they were often passed over for now-affordable, and more sophisticated, steak.

In a past that I can remember, odd bits were still widely eaten. Dorothy Hartley’s Food of England (1954) includes recipes for giblets, pig’s ears, cow heel, brawn, and oxtail. These dishes were part of my childhood culinary horizon, eaten at home and in restaurants and pubs. My aunt never missed an opportunity to order crumbed brains and bacon at the local watering hole, and she was famous in our family for her oxtail stew. My first job as a cook was in a large Melbourne hotel, where I was in charge of making breakfast. One of the most popular dishes was a mixed grill that included lamb’s kidney. So until quite recently, English cooks at home and abroad were eating and cooking odd bits. It is the drop in price of other cuts and the association of odd bits with hard times and poverty that has led to their decline.

But what about North America? It’s true that there is more squeamishness around eating odd bits on this continent than elsewhere, despite strong culinary traditions of using the odd bits. Native Americans ate the entire animal, and early colonists could not afford to waste any part of the animals they slaughtered. As the West opened up, son-of-a-bitch stew and bone marrow, called prairie butter, were common dishes. Buffalo tongues became a delicacy featured on restaurant menus along with ox heart, pig’s feet and kidneys.

Irma Rombauer’s Joy of Cooking (1936) has recipes for tripe, liver, oxtail, sweetbreads, brains, tongue, kidneys, and even testicles and cockscombs. While not every American was eating odd bits, a good percentage of the population was, as noted in the Joy of Cooking: “Variety meats provide welcome relief from the weekly round of beef, pork, veal, chicken, and fish.” The author goes on to note a rise in their popularity, which she attributes to her compatriots’ broadening culinary horizons due to the new American passion for travel. Americans, like Australians and the English, did travel more as airfares became affordable in the 1970s, but there was no parallel surge in the eating and cooking of odd bits. Despite Rombauer’s assertion, odd bits continued to disappear from Anglo-Saxon kitchens in the late twentieth century. What happened?

Loss of Food Literacy

The way our food is produced changed dramatically in the second half of the twentieth century. The family farm nearly vanished, swallowed up by industrial farming based on fossil fuels and monocultures. This has led to a dramatic drop in food prices—we now spend a third of what our grandparents did on our food. Chickens, once a prized bird reserved for Sunday dinner, are now cheap and ubiquitous. Steak is inexpensive enough for us to eat every night, and it’s quick and easy to cook. So why bother with the odd bits that often took time and effort to prepare? With a few exceptions, odd bits disappeared from the marketplace. To a great extent, this is because when an animal is slaughtered, the odd bits must be carefully separated from the carcass, and many require further processing before they can be sold. With meat prices so low, these cuts were no longer viable. Except for calf’s liver and sweetbreads, with their special cachet, most odd bits are not worth processing and the result is that many never find their way out of the abattoirs or often end up as pet or animal food.

The US government has also helped create and reinforce prejudices against odd bits by banning some of them from sale for human consumption, notably lungs and blood. In Europe both can be purchased from a butcher, and in some countries blood is available in the supermarket. Other, temporary bans, such as the removal from sale of oxtail, brains, marrow, and sweetbreads during the outbreak of mad cow disease (BSE), have further stigmatized odd bits. It is interesting to note that if we had allowed our cattle to graze instead of feeding them ground up animals, the ban wouldn’t have been necessary.

At the same time as farming was being industrialized, the food supply chain was being centralized. Supermarkets became our prime source for food, and small food shops, notably independent butcher shops, closed. Without someone to recommend a cut, save us a set of brains, brine a tongue, or share an odd bits recipe, we were left to our own devices. Even the most informed shopper must rely on the advice of experts, but supermarkets rarely provide any skilled personnel to help us shop, and they don’t employ butchers, as the meat arrives precut. This is also the situation in some of the remaining butcher shops, where there are no real butchers left: they’ve been replaced by meat slicers. We are all easily seduced by the convenience of buying everything in one place, but with no one to ask, and less and less knowledge of our own, it is hard for us to make good choices. We don’t, and often can’t, use our sense of smell or touch. Even our common sense leaves us, and we shop by price and appearance, believing these are more important than taste.

Our supermarkets prefer uniform foods that look good on their shelves, and as a result numerous apple and tomato varieties that didn’t fit these parameters have vanished. Odd bits are also victims of this need for durability and perfection, as many of them are extremely fragile and require careful handling. They cannot linger in the supermarket or in the consumer’s refrigerator, and few of them could be described as photogenic morsels. Our growing distaste for linking the meat we cook with the animal it came from has badly hurt odd bits’ popularity: some odd bits, like the head, tongue, or heart, instantly remind shoppers they are buying a part of a dead animal—something the dismembered, plastic-wrapped supermarket meat does not do. With loss of knowledge and no one to guide us, we turn for help to the new “experts”: the government, meat processors, nutritionists, and even celebrities, and we rely on the health and nutritional claims on the package to make our choices.


‘Tell me,’ she said, her voice sympathetic as she leaned over the table and restored control of the sausage casing to my clumsy fingers for the fifth time. ‘I’ve been wanting to ask you ever since you and your family arrived, but I did not wish to seem inquisitive. Please forgive me, but did your mother teach you nothing at all?’

ELISABETH LUARD



We do, as Rombauer noted, travel more than previous generations and many of us try exotic foods in foreign places. Globalized culture is marked by a fascination, almost an obsession, with the new. Cuisines the world over are in a constant state of flux, always incorporating new ingredients into their cooking. The tomato and potato in Europe are famous examples of the impact of new ingredients on established cuisines. However, these two did not conquer overnight, but took decades and longer to be accepted. Today the pace of change is much faster: an ingredient unknown to us last year is in every supermarket this year, and it seems that we can’t cook without it, whether it is balsamic vinegar or an exotic sea salt. Tantalized by the new, we neglect and forget the past. Food media aggravates the situation, with magazines promoting the hottest trends in food and cookbooks filled with banal recipes that provide little information and don’t teach the reader any skills or techniques. More and more, we are eating variations of the same dish. It seems that we talk more about food than ever before, and the proliferation of food on television reveals that we are interested in food, but the more time we spend watching food programming the less time we spend in the kitchen cooking. The idolizing of chefs has left home cooks thinking that cooking is a specialized skill. It’s true that cooking in a high-end restaurant requires training and dedication, but making dinner is something we can all do.

The Future for Odd Bits

Despite some bleak periods in the recent past and continuing strong prejudices against them, I believe the future for odd bits is bright—not least because many of the forces that worked against them are now supporting and promoting them.

Increases in the price of food and earthquakes in our economies make people reassess their food choices. In France, long a bastion of odd bits, there was a dip in their popularity—until the recent shakiness of the global economy resulted in a 15 percent increase in sales, demonstrated by the long queue every Friday morning at my market tripèrie. In the United Kingdom, sales of odd bits rose by 25 percent in a year and in North America and Australia, where meat is still cheaper than it is in Europe, there have been increases, albeit less dramatic, in the demand for odd bits. Food television can have a positive effect. In an episode of Iron Chef America, the secret ingredient was offal, which sparked an interest among viewers; and when contestants on the hugely popular cooking program MasterChef Australia dueled with lamb shanks, that odd bit sold out across the country the next day. People are rediscovering odd bits.

In the last decade, food has become an increasingly politicized issue, with many voices raging against the industrial food system and raising awareness of the negative effects of producing cheap food. This, combined with scares about the safety of our food system, has people demanding to know the source of their food and how the animals they eat are treated. There is a renewed interest in organic, pasture-raised, regional, and seasonal foods. Groups like Slow Food International, which champions traditional foods and techniques, have helped create markets for small, local food artisans. There is a growth in sustainable farming and ethical animal husbandry and a renewed interest in raising heritage breeds. After a long decline in family and smallholder farming, young people are returning to the land and the numbers of small farms are growing. Helping make this smaller scale farming viable, there has been a growth in farmers’ markets and community-supported agriculture. Skills that have been neglected—especially in North America—like charcuterie, cheese making, preserving, fermenting, braising, and the art of confit are all enjoying a resurgence of interest. These market channels and skills, along with the renaissance in cooking and eating odd bits, help make this kind of farming economically feasible.

Many chefs are doing their bit to help by sourcing their meat from small suppliers, and they often buy the whole animal to help reduce their food costs. This means they too have to find creative ways of using every part of the animal to make their investment worthwhile. As methods of cooking these tasty morsels are not well covered in culinary schools, they look to the past and comb other cultures for ideas. They must cook dishes that their customers will order and enjoy. And what is presented on restaurant menus filters into the home kitchen.

Animal anatomy is a mystery to most of us, including chefs, who rarely learn how to handle a whole animal in cooking school. Chefs are turning to butchers to understand how an animal is butchered, so that they can break down a carcass themselves. Some chefs have even left their stoves to work in the cold room, and butchery is becoming a newly “sexy” profession. However it must be remembered that butchery is a very highly skilled trade that takes a long time and much practice to master. It is time for a revalorization of the art of butchery, and I am glad to see more and more butcher shops opening, run by people who care about meat and about their craft.


However, the paradox with such animal parts is that there are actually less of them than there are of other parts of a carcass: while an animal has two rumps, and two forequarters, it has only one liver, one heart, two kidneys, one brain, and one tail. Yet, whereas scarcity usually renders things more precious and highly sought after, here there has become an increasing aversion to them.

CHERRY RIPE



Today one way we learn about food is by watching television personalities eat their way through foreign cultures. This is helping us become more adventurous eaters than we were in the 1960s. We are coming to realize that everyone in the world—from Scandinavia to the Middle East and from Asia to South America—eats and enjoys odd bits, according them a special place in their culinary traditions. We see that maybe we’ve been missing something. Once people discover how easy most odd bits are to cook, the demand for them will increase, and so will their availability. While I doubt odd bits will replace hamburger, I’d be happy if they just became mainstream. Imagine spicy tripe in tomato sauce for sale alongside those beef and vegetable kebabs at the butcher’s. Braised heart and cheeks a staple on winter menus. Liver stir-fry or devilled kidneys promoted as weeknight dinner fare in a food magazine. It’s coming: there is an odd bits revival underway—and this is not a revolutionary movement, but rather a conservative one. It’s a return to the past, and grandma would love it.

Why Trust Me?

Why me? Those of you who are familiar with my other books, Bones and Fat, know that I like to tackle unfashionable topics. And I believe that I am well qualified for this one. As a child I ate a lot of odd bits. There was corned beef: I can still taste the salty thick slices and the English mustard that I delighted in making, measuring out Keen’s mustard powder with a tiny spoon into a small cut glass dish that held less than a tablespoon, adding water drop by drop until the right consistency was achieved. It was a powerful paste that balanced the spicing of the beef. There was tasty lamb neck stew with onions, sliced potatoes, and green peas and lamb’s liver sautéed in butter. My mother made wonderful soups from bones and hocks, unctuous oxtail stew, and homemade meat pies filled with a palatable mixture of odd bits. I sucked the marrow from bones and ate ox tongue set in wobbly jelly every Christmas. These are all wonderful, tasty food memories, but no childhood is entirely golden, and there were odd bits that cast long, dark shadows over mine. The two main culprits were tripe in white sauce with onions, and crumbed lamb’s brains. Eeergh! The mere thought of them still makes me queasy.

The tripe of my childhood was totally disgusting. Tripe with onions in a white sauce (we didn’t know to call it béchamel) is a classic English dish. My mother’s rendition of béchamel, as I remember it, was a thick, white sludge that blanketed the pieces of tripe, gluing them to the plate—not even the sprinkling of chopped parsley she added could help. I wasn’t put off by any strong gutty odor or pungent flavor, but rather by the complete absence of both odor and flavor, and the odd, chewy, congealed texture of it all. Her lamb’s brains were no better (although they came with crisp bacon slices, which were delicious). I developed a method for eating these dreaded brains. First I gobbled up the bacon, then I would carefully eat the bread crumb coating from each lump of brain, a skill perfected by much practice. That left only the naked cooked brains to deal with, and try as I might I could not swallow those soft, white, mushy lumps. Luckily for me, brains were always a Sunday night dinner. This was the only night I was allowed to eat in my pajamas, so I slipped those texture-less brains into my dressing gown pocket and waited for an opportune moment to dispose of them. These two culinary horrors were so deeply etched into my consciousness that I was well into my twenties before I tried brains or tripe again—and then only by chance.

Although I’ve had many culinary epiphanies in France, the one involving odd bits was accidental. I worked for a family in Paris, collecting their son from school and teaching him English. I had little money and less imagination, living on a diet of mackerel and mussels, two of the cheapest things I could buy and cook on a small, unreliable electric hot plate in my chambre de bonne. So whenever his parents asked me to dinner, I accepted and, being well brought up, I ate whatever they offered me. One evening I was served a dish that smelt strongly earthy, with pieces of something I couldn’t identify; but its deep brown sauce studded with carrots and topped with fresh parsley looked wonderfully appetizing, so I dug in. The taste was rich, and the texture pleasantly chewy and slightly slippery. The sauce was flavorful and gelatinously lip smacking. I loved it. When I asked what it was, I was shocked to learn it was tripe (it’s the same word in both languages). It bore no resemblance to the parsley-flecked, white, tasteless glue of my childhood. This positive experience with tripe liberated my natural curiosity and other dishes followed—headcheese, andouillette (a sausage of intestines), pig’s feet, and blood sausage, which I could buy prepared and warm up on my hot plate. Not all my adventures with odd bits were pleasant experiences. I recall a game civet—a stew of hare thickened with blood—that made me physically ill. I’d been very sick for several weeks before eating it and the sauce was just too rich for my system. My second civet was a much better experience, and my sojourn in France taught me that I could eat almost anything, as long as it was cooked well and I was healthy.


Ancestral memory is much like the stuff we keep in a trunk in the attic—we know it’s there, but we don’t open the lid till we need it, and when we do, all we find is the remnants left by rats.

ELISABETH LUARD



France is not the only place I discovered delicious odd bits. I now have eaten ribs from all animals—not odd to you, perhaps, but it was a cut missing from my Scottish-Australian childhood. In southern Texas I tasted menudo for the first time. This fiery Mexican soup includes tripe, calf’s feet, and hominy and supposedly cures a hangover; I can attest that it’s delicious without one. In Asia many dishes, from duck’s tongues to pho (a soup based on bones and garnished with blood cakes) thrilled my taste buds. Even the country of my ancestors, Scotland, introduced me to the delights of haggis and devilled kidneys.

My conversion to brains came later, in Toronto. My husband and I were enjoying a tasting menu at our favorite restaurant, when a course with a brain fritter arrived. I wasn’t worried: it was only a garnish. I could set it aside or slip it into my serviette (after all I was experienced in spiriting away brains). But as the chef was a friend, I decided I should take the plunge and try it. All that I now remember of that whole tasting menu is just how wonderful that brain fritter was—a light crisp coating enclosing a rich, creamy center: the perfect ratio of soft filling to crunch. My conversion to odd bits was complete.

So, who better than me to lead you through the world of odd bits? I understand when people say, “I don’t eat that!” I know they simply have yet to eat a tasty rendition of the dish. There are wonderful dishes to discover and rediscover, if you keep an open mind. Some are familiar, others new and challenging, and all are delicious. An animal carcass is more than prime cuts—there is so much more to enjoy. One of the most readily available odd bits, liver, comes in a range of tastes from chicken to beef, and it is fast food—quicker and easier to cook than a grilled cheese sandwich.

But odd bits is not a category exclusively concerned with offal; it covers cuts we’ve forgotten—from brisket to shank, neck to tail, cheeks to chuck. All of them will be championed in this book. Tasty and often cheap, odd bits can be cooked in a myriad of ways that allow the cook to be creative. Once you understand the basics of odd bits, they will be no more mysterious than a New York steak, and you will be cooking, eating, and enjoying them more often.

When many people still don’t even know what a whole chicken looks like, can I make them care about its giblets? Perhaps not, but that is no reason not to assemble a guide for those who do care. I’ll admit that not all odd bits are delectable, and some are more about texture than taste, but that doesn’t mean any of them should be thrown away. If you don’t like them plain, improve them with a spice or a sauce, chop them into a farce, or add them to the stockpot. Every part of the animal deserves to be eaten, and I hope you will feel the same way after reading this book, if you don’t already.

This book is a personal exploration of the world of odd bits. It is not the definitive book; there are some odd bits not mentioned here, rather, it reflects my choices and what I like to eat. I hope this book will inspire you to set off on your own culinary voyage of discovery.

Notes for the Cook

I’ll offer just a brief explanation of how this book is organized, and why. It is important to know where in the animal the cut comes from, as this helps you understand how to cook it. So this book is broken down like an animal: into the head, the front, the middle, and the back end. Like any organizing scheme, it is not perfect, and some odd bits overlap or could be included in more than one section. But you’ll understand the general idea.

It is important to note that cooking is an art, not an exact science, despite the beliefs of some chefs and the claims of some current trends. The ingredients and equipment one cook uses will never be exactly the same as those of another. While I have carefully tested all the recipes in this book, the cooking times may vary and the number of servings a recipe yields will depend on your personal preference for portion size. Approach these recipes as you should any recipe—with a good dose of common sense.

Although volume measures are provided in this book, cooking by weight is a more accurate method and how I cook, so I give those measures too, as often as it’s appropriate. In several recipes where a specific amount of salt is required, only a weight measure is given. (Note that the recipes in this book use sea salt, because it has the best flavor and is free of additives.) I strongly advise buying a kitchen scale if you don’t already own one.

It’s always a good idea to think carefully about what you buy, cook, and eat, and to know where it comes from. Start with fresh, high-quality products, and you will be on the way to eating well in every sense of the word. This philosophy is of utmost importance when cooking with odd bits. Where your animal comes from, how it has been raised, and what it has eaten will all affect the quality of its meat, fat, and organs. Demand naturally raised animals from producers who care for their animals, because the health of the animals is of greatest importance when you are eating their organs—as is the proper handling of the organs and other odd bits after slaughter and before sale. Small farmers will often be very happy to sell you odd bits—they more than anyone know that their animals are not simply steaks and chops.

Some odd bits discussed in this book are not available in parts of North America, or are even banned for human consumption. Those odd bits I tested in France, with meat purchased in an inspected butcher shop, and I am still alive and healthy. It is right that the government should inspect and control our food system, but there are times when they are protecting us from something that will not harm us. The government might better spend some of our money educating us how to shop and use our common sense, rather than continuingly telling us what not to eat. Our senses of smell and touch and our eyes can tell us almost all we need to know about what’s good for us, if we let them.

Take action: lobby for changes in regulations if misguided rules are making certain odd bits unavailable; ask your supplier, your butcher, or your farmer for these odd bits. Often availability is simply a question of demand. If nobody wants these cuts, then it is not worth the time to clean and prepare them for consumption. My wish is that all these cuts will become widely available again, and I encourage you to try making these dishes if you find yourself in a place where they are legally available.

We must educate ourselves, and we must educate our children—there is no point in their being computer literate and food illiterate. Food is a rich, sensual pleasure as important to a culture as poetry or music. Cooking and eating are the heart of a civilization: they shape and express us. We must take back the responsibility for what we cook and eat. Relax, enjoy, and celebrate food and—most importantly—cook.

Sourcing Odd Bits

It is not very helpful to list butchers or suppliers in certain towns or cities: that is way too specific for a book that I hope has no borders. Instead, I want to encourage you to find your own sources. I am adamant about seeking out local butchers. We need more quality butchers and the way to achieve that is by supporting them. If there are no butchers in your area, don’t give up; there are other options. Visit local farmers’ markets; their numbers are growing steadily everywhere, and there are now over 6,000 in the United States. Talk to the farmers and tell them what you are looking for. Don’t be afraid to ask for odd bits: they will be more than happy to have a market for them. Order what you want in advance so they can arrange with the abattoir to put them aside for you. Perhaps if you live near an abattoir, you can call them and ask if they know where you can source odd bits. They probably will give you the names of local farmers. Talk to the chef at your favorite restaurant. Many chefs are now buying whole animals; perhaps they will sell the odd bits they can’t put on their menu because they don’t have enough, or they can connect you with their supplier. Join a group like Slow Food and just ask around. My friend Ray lives a couple of hours outside of Toronto, and his neighbor raises a few heritage breed pigs. Every year Ray buys a whole pig. The pigs are sent to the local abattoir, where they are killed and broken down, but Ray doesn’t want the odd bits and is happy to give them to me (perhaps I’ll send him a copy of this book). Be creative, ask, demand, and insist. The way odd bits will return to our markets and butcher shops is if we ask for them.

Guidelines for Choosing Odd Bits

How an animal is raised, slaughtered, butchered, and aged all are important factors in the final quality of its odd bits. Unfortunately, these are difficult parameters to judge by just looking. You need a butcher or supplier that you can trust and build a relationship with. How to tell? Well, there are several good clues. Do they handle their products with care and respect? Are they knowledgeable and willing to answer questions? Can they offer advice and suggest alternative cuts? Are they willing to source unusual odd bits for you? Do they slaughter the animals themselves, or have a good relationship with the abattoir, so that they can fulfill any special requests? For your part in the relationship, you must be flexible and willing to make substitutions when buying odd bits. Most of the recipes in this book can be made with several different cuts from the same animal; help your supplier out by buying cuts that others overlook.

Inform yourself and use common sense when shopping. Odd bits should smell clean and pleasantly meaty. They should have a good color and be moist but not wet and sticky, and they should not be drowning in pools of blood.

The final proof is in the eating. Was it flavorful? Demand more from suppliers and you’ll be rewarded.

Linguistic Notes for Odd Bits Recipes

While we speak all English, in the kitchen we often have different words for the same thing.


Arugula = Rocket
Beet = Beetroot
Broiler = Grill
Corned beef = Salt beef
Fava beans = Broad beans
Ground meat = Minced meat
Headcheese = Brawn
Heavy cream = Double cream




Once you knock an animal on the head it is only polite to eat the whole animal.

FERGUS HENDERSON
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ONE

Get a Head: Challenging

Have you ever noticed that in most diagrams depicting meat cuts the animals are headless? For most of us, the thought of staring down a decapitated animal head in our kitchen is unnerving, a too-tangible reminder that meat comes from a living, breathing animal. However, the head is one of the best parts of the animal. It is not simply an odd bit but a cornucopia of them. Here you find the eyes, ears, cheeks, brain, and tongue—all unique in flavor and texture.

Heads Up

There is no denying that an animal’s head is a powerful symbol. It demonstrates man’s mastery over beast—that’s why the hunter hangs it over the fireplace. In medieval England, the boar’s head took pride of place on royal tables, and in many cultures the head is offered to an honored guest or to the most revered member of the family. Today animal heads rarely make it into our kitchens, let alone onto our tables. However, cooking and eating it, either whole or in parts, represents not our mastery over the animal, but our respect for it.

I want to introduce you to the pleasures of the head by showing you how to cook it whole; later in the chapter we’ll learn how to cook its parts. While cooking a whole animal head may seem off putting, it is easier than you think: just simmer it until the meat falls off the bone. Once the skull is discarded, the head is less intimidating, and easier to eat. You can enjoy it in a soup or a stew, or make headcheese. Even if you don’t fancy eating the head, you will have a useful, rich, gelatinous stock. If you’re adventurous, you can tackle roasted pig’s head, with its crunchy skin and fatty, succulent meat; if you’re not so bold, start with one of the head’s parts—the cheeks, meaty muscles made for braising, are a good place to begin. From there, you can tackle tongue, brain, and ear, and then eventually a whole head, perhaps as headcheese, will make it to your table.

How to Choose

I’ve never been stared down by a whole cow’s head, and only a few calf’s heads have looked me in the eye. Both are more common as a collection of parts: cheeks, brains, and tongues. While in Europe boned and rolled calf’s head already cooked and ready to eat is a common sight, the choice of whole heads on this side of the Atlantic is more limited. In North America, it is pig, sheep, goat, or one that is still attached when you buy a whole small animal, like a rabbit or squab. As whole heads can be difficult to source, this chapter will give plenty of recipes for the tasty parts that make up the head.


 … the fleshy parts of a head are exquisitely tender … the memory of its surpassing succulence remains with one just as the recollection of the bouquet, aroma and flavor of an exquisite wine stays with one through the years, stimulating the longing for a repetition of so perfect an experience in degustation.

C. LOUIS LEIPOLDT



The most readily available head is a pig’s head, so in this part of the chapter I have concentrated on it—no hardship, as it is one of the best to cook: meaty and delicious. But all cleaned heads can be cooked using the same methods, and you can make headcheese using the head of a sheep, goat, or rabbit, or you could mix the meats from different animals. Check Sourcing Odd Bits for suggestions on where to buy a whole head.

It’s important to understand how the head is processed. After killing, animals (with the exception of pigs and sometimes calves) are skinned, and this removes their ears and eyelids. The result is a fearsome expression with the eyes staring and often the teeth bared. Pigs keep their skin, and are scalded whole in a tub of boiling water and then scrubbed to remove their hair. So whole pig heads ready for sale still have their ears and eyelids. This gives them a more benign expression, with eyes closed as if they were sleeping. Occasionally, pig’s heads are skinned if the abattoir lacks a scalding tank big enough to process them. Avoid these heads, as two of the best parts of a pig’s head are the skin and the ears.

    Before you buy a head, decide how you are going to cook it, and check out the size of the pot or pan you intend to use. Heads come in all sizes, but it is often hard to judge if it will fit, so take a tape measure with you to the butcher’s. The practical approach is to ask your butcher to split the head in half, making sure he removes the tongue in one piece first. Once the head is split, you can easily remove the brain, but if you are squeamish, ask him to take it out for you. He can also remove the eyes if they bother you; I usually just leave them as for some they are a tasty treat.

If you’re poaching the head, it is often more practical to have your butcher cut it again, into quarters along its jaw line. Pigs often have long jaws, and you may discover that while half a head will fit in your pot the snout will be bobbing above the surface of the liquid.

How to Prepare and Cook

Cleaning the head is the most important step. No matter how well a pig’s head is scalded and cleaned at the abattoir, there will be still be a few hairs, especially around the mouth, the chin and in the ears. The best way to remove them is by singeing or shaving, or a combination of the two. A propane torch is fairly standard kitchen equipment these days, but if you don’t have one in the kitchen you’ll probably have one in the garage. It’s the perfect tool for burning off any hair. Simply singe the hair with the torch and then rub it off with a towel (the only downside of this method is the unpleasant smell of burnt hair). You could also hold the head over a gas flame to singe any stray hairs. To shave a pig, a razor is the best tool—just use a disposable one, as it will be full of pork skin when you finish. No shaving cream is required. Less pleasant is cleaning the pig’s ears, but it must be done. Simply take a damp paper towel and wipe the ears out thoroughly.

As sheep’s and goat’s heads are skinned, they are usually devoid of hair and ears. Thus they are less work, but you should still check to make sure there are no stray hairs. Whatever animal you are using, give the head a very good rinse under cold running water, and pat dry. Soaking the head in salted water for several hours is also a good way to clean it and draw out any blood, but if you plan to brine the head, you can skip this step.

A pig’s head with its fatty skin is perfect for roasting, but more commonly heads are poached and then made into head cheese.

Headcheese: Nothing Cheesy About It

While heads make great stock, a better way to appreciate their multitextured meat is in headcheese. Fromage de tête, headcheese, coppa di testa, brawn, and Presskopf are all terms for cooked head meat pressed into a mold or formed into a sausage. It’s usually made with a pig’s head, but the head meat from cows, sheep, calves, or even rabbits can be used for headcheese.

But why do we call it headcheese? Your first thought might be that it is a sort of culinary duplicity intended to make this dish more acceptable. Well, I am not sure how appetizing the term headcheese is, and anyway you’d be wrong. To understand this strange name we must look to the French, who also call it headcheese, fromage de tête. In the French language, the word fromage comes from the Latin forma, which does not signify cheese itself but rather how cheese is made. To make and shape cheese, the curds are pressed into a basket or a pierced wooden frame called a forma; the term fromage was applied to anything pressed into a mold. For example, in eighteenth-century France, fromage glacé was not cold cheese but molded ice cream. Perhaps to be clearer we should have adopted the German Presskopf, which means “pressed head,” but we did not, and headcheese in all its oddity is now commonly used in English-speaking countries.


If we are going to live on other inhabitants of this world we must not bind ourselves with illogical prejudices, but savor to the fullest the beasts we have killed. Why is it worse, in the end, to see an animal’s head cooked and prepared for our pleasure than a thigh or a tail or a rib?

M. F. K. FISHER



In England, however, the word often used is “brawn,” and it has an even more complicated lineage. It is a German word, and it arrived in England with the Normans, who used it to describe a rich dish of wild boar meat. The meat wasn’t set in jelly but packed into a pot and covered with verjuice. Later, fat replaced the verjuice and the dish resembled rillettes or potted meat. As wild boar became scarce in England, pork was substituted, and by the eighteenth century, jelly had replaced the fat. Thus brawn became a mixture of pig’s head meat set in jelly.

Today the term headcheese covers any cooked meat set in a mold with a jelly. It can be head meat, feet, or hocks. Craig Claiborne in his New York Times Cookbook has a recipe for “mock-headcheese,” where pork hocks replace the head meat and, in Claiborne’s opinion, create a more palatable experience. I don’t agree.
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Headcheese for the Unconvinced



MAKES ABOUT 12 SLICES


This is a great way to begin cooking the whole head—it is straightforward to make; it just takes time. This recipe is for everyone who thinks they don’t like headcheese. There is no melting tongue, pieces of chewy skin, or crunchy ears; instead there are just pieces of meat and carrots set in a well-flavored jelly made from the cooking liquid. Try it: if you like it you may be ready for the next step, Advanced Headcheese.

The inspiration for this recipe was in Jane Grigson’s Charcuterie and French Pork Cookery, a book many people unfortunately overlook when it comes to cooking piggy odd bits. This recipe makes one terrine, and unless you are running a restaurant, you probably don’t want two terrines of headcheese (if you do, just double the recipe). Half a pig’s head should yield enough to fill a six-cup / one and half-liter loaf pan, but it is hard to accurately estimate, as yield depends on the size of the head.

Treat this recipe as a satisfying project to spread over several days. Start by brining the head for at least two days, but preferably three; then take a day to cook and make the headcheese—though this, too, is better split up over two days. Then the cooking liquid can sit overnight in the refrigerator, making it easy to remove the excess fat. The brain and tongue can be used in other recipes but cook the ear along with the head as it adds extra gelatin. If you want to try the ear see this page. Dijon mustard, cornichons, and crusty bread are classic accompaniments for headcheese. Some devotees eat it with just a drizzle of vinegar; I prefer verjuice and a peppery salad like watercress. You can also serve it with the Vinaigrette for Porky Bits or Salad.




½ pig’s head, about 6 pounds / 2.75 kg, prepared, brain and tongue removed

1 pig’s trotter, prepared and split

1 gallon / 4 I All-Purpose Brine

2 onions, quartered

6 cloves

2 carrots, peeled and cut in half crosswise

4 stalks celery, sliced

1 small fennel bulb, chopped

1 head garlic, unpeeled and halved crosswise

1 lemon, halved

2 fresh bay leaves

6 stems flat-leaf parsley

6 sprigs fresh thyme

¼ teaspoon black peppercorns, crushed

6 juniper berries, crushed

1½ teaspoons quatre épices

    2½ cups / 625 ml Bouillon Jelly

1½ teaspoons fine sea salt

3 tablespoons chopped chives

1 tablespoon chopped fresh tarragon

2 teaspoons red wine vinegar

Freshly ground black pepper



Cut off the ear and place it with the head and foot in the brine, making sure the meat is submerged, and refrigerate for at least 2 days and preferably 3 days.

Remove the head, ear and foot from the brine, rinse under cold running water, and place in a large stockpot. Cover with cold water and bring to a boil over medium heat. Drain, discard the water, and place all the pork bits in a clean pot. Insert a clove into 6 of the onion quarters and add to the pan with the remaining 2 onion quarters, carrots, celery, fennel, garlic, lemon, bay leaves, parsley, and thyme.

Tie up the peppercorns and juniper berries in a piece of muslin (or put them in a tea ball) and add to the pot. Pour in enough cold water to cover the head and bring slowly to a boil over medium heat. Skim the liquid and simmer, uncovered, skimming from time to time for about 3 hours or until the meat is very soft and falling off the bone; check the ear at 1½ hours as it will cook quicker. Once it is cooked, remove and set it aside for another recipe.

Remove the meat from the liquid and set aside to cool slightly. Strain the cooking liquid into a clean pan, setting aside the carrots but discarding the other vegetables, herbs, and spices (though don’t forget to rescue your tea ball). Bring the liquid to a boil over medium heat and boil, skimming often, until it is reduced to 6 cups / 1.5 l.

While the cooking liquid is reducing, and as soon as the head is cool enough to handle, get to work separating the meat from the bones. First cut out the eyeball and either be adventurous or discard it. Remove and discard the skin. When it comes to the snout, you may want to discard the whole thing, but if you’re up for a challenge, set it aside. You can serve it cold, thinly sliced with Vinaigrette for Porky Bits or Salad.


With just one hog’s head, you’ll find yourself standing in the middle of a playground of culinary opportunities.

RYAN ADAMS



Separate the meat from the bones, cartilage, and fat, removing any gristle or sinews as you go. When the meat has cooled, cut it into irregular pieces ranging from ¼ to ¾ inch / 6 mm to 2 cm. Measure the pieces—you’ll want about 3½ cups / 875 ml so there will be room for the carrots—and place them in a large bowl, add the quatre épices and toss together. Cut the carrots into about ½-inch / 1-cm pieces and place in another bowl; cover both bowls. Strain the reduced liquid into a measuring cup and leave to cool. Refrigerate the meat, carrots, and cooking liquid overnight.

The next morning, remove the bowls and the measuring cup from the refrigerator. Remove the fat from the top of the jellied liquid and set the fat aside for another use.

Now you have a choice—you can make the Bouillon Jelly or use the jellied liquid as is. (You have put this much time in so I suggest you take the extra step).

Pour the warm bouillon jelly into a measuring cup. Whisk in 1 teaspoon of the salt, chives, tarragon, vinegar, and pepper. Pour over the diced meat and stir to mix—you will probably need your hands to separate the cold meat. When it is well mixed, stir in the carrots, and taste the mixture; it must be well seasoned as the headcheese is eaten at room temperature. Add the remaining salt if necessary and taste again. It should taste a touch too salty. Place the meat mixture in the refrigerator for 30 minutes, or until the liquid just begins to thicken.

Meanwhile line a 6-cup / 1.5-1 loaf pan with a double thickness of plastic wrap, letting the plastic overhang the pan on all sides.

Stir the mixture and check the seasoning again, and then spoon it into the prepared pan, pushing down on the meat pieces. Tap the pan hard on the counter to expel any air bubbles and refrigerate until set.

Pulling gently on the plastic wrap, ease the headcheese from the mold. Place it on a board and, using a bread knife, cut it into ¾-inch / 2-cm slices. Headcheese is easier to slice when it is cold; however, it must be served at room temperature. Place the slices on serving plates, cover with squares of plastic wrap and leave at room temperature for about 30 minutes.

You can mold the headcheese in any container. I like to use a loaf pan because it yields even slices, but a bowl or cake pan will work too.






Advanced Headcheese




Now, if you are a true headcheese lover, you’ll want some soft tongue, crunchy ears, and chewy skin in the mix. This is a variation of the main headcheese recipe, following the same method but adding in those other treasures found in the head. Ask your supplier to remove the whole tongue before cutting the head in half, and make sure the head comes with ears. (Sometimes they are missing—is there perhaps a passionate pig’s ear lover in my local abattoir?) If they’re missing, you can usually buy ears separately. When you include an ear, a tongue, and the skin, you’ll end up with more meat, so make two molds or a large one. I don’t add the carrots, and I pack in the meat, skin and cartilage and add less jelly, but it’s your choice as to the mix.

Proceed as for Headcheese for the Unconvinced but add the tongue to the brine. You can add the poached brain to the cooked head meat, but I prefer to keep it for another recipe. Check the ear and tongue from time to time as they cook quicker, removing the ear when the skin starts to come away from the cartilage and the tongue when a skewer pierces it easily, about 1½ to 2 hours. Remember to peel the tongue as soon as you can handle it and cut it into chunks. Slice the ear in half lengthwise, then slice it thinly crosswise. Set the ear and tongue aside to add to the cooked head meat mixture.




The boar’s head was also a usual dish of feudal splendour. In Scotland it was sometimes surrounded with little banners, displaying the colors and the achievements of the baron at whose board it was served.

PINKERTON’S HISTORY OF SCOTLAND




When the rest of the head is cooked, proceed as in Headcheese for the Unconvinced, adding the diced tongue and sliced ear. Cut the snout, and some of the skin into small pieces and add them too. The amount of these tasty but challenging odd bits you add to the mix is up to you. The best headcheese is made from different-sized and different-textured pieces. However, it is good the first time to keep these more challenging pieces small.






VERJUICE AND CORNICHON

Verjuice and cornichon are two French words that have entered the Anglo-Saxon cooking lexicon. Verjuice, or “green juice,” is usually made from unfermented sour grapes, but sometimes crabapples or unripe fruit are used instead. A common ingredient in European cooking during the Middle Ages, verjuice remained popular in France but fell out of favor elsewhere, its place taken by lemon juice and vinegar. While tart like lemon juice and acidic like vinegar, verjuice is subtler in flavor. A verjuice renaissance is underway, and this once hard-to-find ingredient is now available in fine food stores. While working on this book, I was given a bottle and discovered it is perfect to serve with headcheese; but you can always use a mild vinegar instead.

Cornichon is the French word for a small, tart, crunchy gherkin. They typically accompany charcuterie, cold meats, terrines, and pâtés, their acidity and crunch providing a perfect foil for the rich, fatty meat.










Roasted Pig’s Head with Spiced Glaze



SERVES 2 OR 3


This is a dish for fat and skin lovers—and as close as I’ll ever get to a roasted boar’s head on my table. Although a head looks big, it will only serve two or three people, as there is a lot of bone, and it’s best shared with a friend or two who are not afraid to eat with their fingers. The crispy skin, crunchy ear, delectable cheek, and sweet, juicy fat are all part of the joy of eating a pig’s head. It makes a rich, delicious, and filling meal. Serve with small boiled new potatoes.

The hardest part of this recipe is finding a roasting pan big enough to fit the head snugly. There will be more than enough glaze, but it keeps for two months refrigerated and is delicious on the Glazed Grilled Pig’s Ear or roast pork belly.




    ½ pig’s head, about 6 pounds / 2.75 kg, prepared, brain and tongue removed

2 to 3 tablespoons lard

2 Vidalia or other sweet onions, halved and thickly sliced

6 cloves garlic

1 small bunch fresh thyme

4 large sprigs rosemary

4 juniper berries, crushed

4 cups / 1 I Court Bouillon or Poultry Stock

4 cardamom pods

2 star anise, broken into pieces

1 tablespoon coriander seeds

1 small dried red chile

½ cup / 125 ml honey

2 tablespoons white wine vinegar or verjuice

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 bunch watercress, trimmed



Pat the head dry and place on a baking sheet, uncovered, overnight in the refrigerator. This helps dry the skin so it will crisp up in the oven.

Remove the head from the refrigerator and preheat the oven to 350°F / 180°C.

Place a roasting pan over medium heat, add 2 tablespoons of the lard and cook the onions, stirring until the onions begin to color, adding more lard only if necessary.

Remove the pan from the heat and add the garlic, thyme, rosemary, and juniper. Place the head on the onions. Set ½ cup / 125 ml of the court bouillon aside and pour in enough of the remaining court bouillon so that it laps around the edges of the head—the amount of liquid you add will depend on your pan size. Cover the ear with a piece of aluminum foil, then cover the head with a piece of wet parchment paper and transfer to the oven. Cook for 2½ hours, or until the skin and meat shrink from the bone and the internal temperature reaches 160°F / 71°C on an instant-read thermometer inserted in the cheek.

Meanwhile, make the glaze. In a small frying pan over medium heat, toast the cardamom, star anise, coriander, and chile until aromatic, about 1 minute. Crush the spices slightly using a mortar and pestle, then put them in a small saucepan, add the honey, and bring to a boil over medium heat. Boil hard for 3 to 5 minutes, until the froth turns dark and the honey begins to caramelize. Remove the pan from the heat and carefully pour in the reserved ½ cup / 125 ml of the court bouillon. The honey will spit and sputter. Stir to mix, then reheat gently, stirring to dissolve the honey, and simmer for 10 minutes. Let cool slightly and strain into a bowl, discarding the spices. The glaze can be made up to a week in advance, allow to cool and store in the refrigerator.

Increase the oven temperature to 400°F / 200°C. Remove and discard the parchment paper. Brush the head with the honey glaze, and cook for another 20 minutes or until dark golden, basting 2 to 3 times with the glaze.

Preheat the broiler to high.

Transfer the head to a baking sheet; cut off the ear and place it next to the head. To make the sauce, strain the cooking liquid into a bowl and let stand for 5 minutes. Skim off the fat and set the fat aside for another use. Pour the liquid into a saucepan and bring to a boil over high heat, and continue to boil until reduced by half, then remove from the heat. Meanwhile broil the head and ear, watching carefully and removing them when the skin begins to puff and crackle. Place the head and ear on a carving board and cover loosely with aluminum foil to keep warm.

Add the vinegar to the sauce and season with salt and pepper. Taste the sauce and adjust it to your taste, add salt and a bit more vinegar to balance out the richness of the meat and the sweetness of the glaze if needed. Return the sauce to medium-low heat and stir in the watercress and cook just until it wilts.

For adventurous diners, you can place the whole head on a platter and serve the sauce separately: it’s fun to attack the head with a knife and your fingers. Or you can remove the skin from the head and cut it into pieces. Then cut off the meat and slice it into chunks, removing as much or as little fat as you like. Slice the ear thinly. Place all the meat, fat, and ear slices on a warmed serving platter, pour over the sauce and watercress, and garnish with the pieces of skin.






Court Bouillon



MAKES 4 CUPS / 1 L


This liquid is very useful for cooking everything from delicate brains to gelatinous pig’s feet. Simmering the bouillon for twenty minutes before adding the odd bits infuses the flavors into the water. This precooking is important when poaching brains and sweetbreads, but when cooking for pig’s feet or ears there is no need to simmer it first.

This recipe is flexible; you can replace the lemon zest with lime to match the flavors in the final dish for Sumac Encrusted Lamb’s Brains, or use orange for the Cheese and Just a Little Brain Fritters.




5 cups / 1.25 l water

1 carrot, peeled and sliced

1 shallot sliced

1 stalk celery

Large strip of lemon zest

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

2 star anise

One 5-inch / 13-cm cinnamon stick

1 large sprig thyme

1 fresh bay leaf

10 black peppercorns

4 cloves

Coarse sea salt (optional)



Place the water, carrot, shallot, celery, lemon zest and juice, star anise, cinnamon, thyme, and bay leaf in a saucepan. Bring to a boil over medium heat, skim, and add the peppercorns and cloves. Lower the heat, cover, and simmer for 20 minutes. Remove from the heat, let cool and strain, discarding the solids.

If using for an odd bit that hasn’t been salted or brined, like brains, add about 1 teaspoon of coarse sea salt.






All-Purpose Brine



MAKES 1 GALLON / 4 L


This recipe should make enough brine for half a pig’s head weighing 6 pounds / 2.75 kg; half the recipe will be enough for a beef tongue weighing 3 pounds / 1.4 kg or the equivalent weight of pork or lamb tongues. If you want your cooked meat to have a rosy hue, add ¾ ounce / 25 g of pink curing salt to this recipe.




8 ounces / 225 g coarse sea salt

1 cup / 6¼ ounces /180 g brown sugar

1 tablespoon toasted coriander seeds, crushed

1 tablespoon black peppercorns, crushed

½ teaspoon allspice berries, crushed

½ teaspoon juniper berries, crushed

4 cloves garlic, crushed

4 large sprigs fresh thyme

4 fresh bay leaves

1 gallon / 4 l water



Place the salt, sugar, coriander, peppercorns, allspice, juniper, garlic, thyme, and bay leaves in a saucepan. Add 8 cups / 21 of the water, then place over medium heat and bring to a boil, stirring to dissolve the salt and sugar. Boil for 2 minutes, then remove from the heat. Pour into a glass container, add the remaining water and leave to cool completely.

Now the brine is ready to use. Thoroughly rinse the odd bit to be brined, pat dry, and place in the brine following the recipe instructions.




BRINING

Brining, or soaking food in heavily salted water, is a very old method for preserving and curing foods. The meat is submerged, for hours or days, depending on its weight, in a salt solution, and during this time osmosis occurs, increasing the amount of liquid inside the meat’s cells. The result is a juicier, more flavorful piece of meat. While brine is simply a mixture of water and salt, most brines are balanced by the addition of sugar and enhanced with herbs and spices.

Use a nonreactive container for brining, such as a glass or stainless steel bowl or even a plastic bucket. The container must be large enough to submerge the odd bit completely in the brining solution, but small enough to fit in your refrigerator. Try to find one that is just wide enough to hold the meat—if the meat fits snugly in the container, you don’t have to add as much brine. To estimate how much brine to make, place the odd bit you want to brine in the container and pour over enough cold water to cover. Remove the odd bit, then pour the water into a measuring jug. You can brine several odd bits in the same brine.

Your brining solution must be cold before you pour it over the meat, and you may have to weight down the meat with a plate and a weight so it’s totally submerged. (I’ve found plastic containers filled with water or stones work well as weights). Cover the container with plastic and refrigerate for:


½ to 1 day for pork or lamb tongues

2 days for pig’s ears and tails

2 to 3 days for calf’s or beef tongue

2 to 3 days for split pig’s head and feet



When you remove the meat from the brine, rinse the meat well under cold water and discard the brine.










Lend Me Your Ears

Ears deserve special consideration because of their amazing texture—and I am talking about pig’s ears, because they’re the only ears I’ve been able to buy, cook, and eat. What I love about my Paris market is that I can buy pig’s ears fresh, salted, and, best of all, already cooked. My favorites are the ears that have been slowly cooked on the rotisserie, along with hocks and other assorted porky pieces. The juices drip leisurely onto the potatoes that sit in pans underneath, making them almost as tasty as the ears. The ears are crisp, burnt to just the right amount at the edges: all in all, the perfect take-out food.

While not the meatiest part of the pig (most of the meat is at the base of the ear where it joins the head), ears make up for their lack of flesh with their unique texture—a wonderful contrast between skin and cartilage. The skin is either crisp when roasted or softly chewy when poached, and either way it sandwiches the crunchy cartilage. You’ll love it or hate it—there is no middle ground with pig’s ears. If you fall into the cartilage-hating camp, please don’t ignore ears altogether. Add them to a pork stew or a split pea soup, where they’ll add flavor and body. If you love the contrast, your hardest decision will be whether to eat them soft or crisp.

How to Choose

Whether the ears come separately or with the head, try to buy ears that look clean, with little residual hair. Fresh ears should be light pink in color and feel lightly moist. They’ll vary in size with the age of the pig.


Perhaps you cannot make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, but you can make some tasty hors d’oeuvres or a supper dish.

CALVIN SCHWABE



How to Prepare and Cook

    If there are any hairs, either singe or shave them off and check that the ears are clean inside. Ears can be brined for 2 days, but just a simple salting works well. I sprinkle each ear with about 2 teaspoons Spiced Seasoning Salt and refrigerate them in a nonreactive dish for one to two days before poaching them in Court Bouillon. Simmer the ears until they are tender and the skin just starts to come away from the cartilage, about 1½ to 2 hours.


de bouche à oreille: literally, “from the mouth to the ear”; by word of mouth



Let them cool a little in the bouillon, then transfer to a board. Make a small cut at the base of the ear, or if they are big, cut them in half lengthwise. Place them on a piece of parchment paper in a pie plate and cover with a second piece of parchment and another pie plate. Place a weight on top and refrigerate overnight. Flattening the ear will making it easier to cook on the grill. Reserve the cooking liquid to use in sauces or as a base for soup. Cooked ears can be refrigerated for several days or frozen for several months.

Poached ears can be added to salads and headcheese, or they can be cooked a second time, by roasting or grilling, to give them another layer of texture and crunch.
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Cold Pig’s Ear Salad



SERVES 3 OR 4


This is a simple salad of sliced cooked ear and vegetables. The only trick to making it is to spend the time finely dicing the celery and carrot. When the ears are cold, they are soft and chewy, with the cartilage and the raw vegetables adding crunch.




    1 poached pig’s ear, thinly sliced

¼ cup peeled and finely diced carrot

¼ cup finely diced celery, including the leaves

2 tablespoons finely diced shallot

1 tablespoon small capers, rinsed

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

¼ cup / 60 ml extra virgin olive oil



Place the sliced ear in a salad bowl. Add the carrot, celery, shallot, and capers. Whisk together the vinegar and mustard and season well with salt and pepper. Slowly whisk in the oil, pour over the salad, and toss well. Serve at room temperature.






Twice-Cooked Pig’s Ear Salad



SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER


I spent a lot of time trying to find a way to crisp up the pig’s ears for this salad. The recipe is a variation of hot bacon or pancetta dressing, using pig’s ears. There are two problems with cooking slices of pig’s ear in a frying pan: they explode and pop with the heat; and, as you stir them, their gelatinous qualities cause the pieces to stick to each other and form a great sticky mess. Some recipes suggest deep-frying them. I tried it—scary and dangerous. The ears explode in the oil with a loud bang, usually just when you are looking in to see how they are going. So the answer I came up with is a twice-cooked ear and a splatter screen. If the ear has been poached and grilled, the pieces don’t spit as much, and they are less likely to stick together. Even so, use a splatter screen to protect you and your kitchen, and try to keep the pieces from touching.




    1 large poached pig’s ear, grilled

2 tablespoons lard or duck fat

10 to 12 cups / 2.5 to 3 I mixed salad greens

2 tablespoons dry white wine

2 tablespoons sherry vinegar

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper



Slice the ear in half lengthwise and then cut it into thin slices. Melt the fat in a large frying pan over medium-low heat; when hot, add the ear slices in a single layer and cook, turning from time to time, until they become crisp on all sides, about 10 minutes. Use tongs and don’t be tempted to stir the slices or they will stick to each other.

Meanwhile trim, rinse, and dry the salad greens, and then place them in a large salad bowl.

Using tongs, transfer the pig’s ear slices to the salad bowl. Pour the wine and vinegar into the pan and stir to deglaze. Add the olive oil and season with salt and pepper. When the oil is warm, remove the pan from the heat and pour the dressing over the salad. Toss well and serve immediately.







HEADS AROUND THE WORLD



In South Africa, whole animal heads are part of the culinary tradition. The early twentieth-century Afrikaans journalist and poet C. Louis Leipoldt wrote about his country’s culinary culture. In one passage, he vividly describes a dinner where an entire ox head, with its horns still attached, adorned the table. The horns were so large they spanned the length of the long table, and the head stared at the guests with its glazed eyes. However, more disturbing to Leipoldt was the ox’s expression. During cooking the flesh around the mouth shrinks away from the teeth and gives the ox a sinister leer that, as Leipoldt noted, “no living ox could ever manage.” The sight of this huge, leering ox head was so horrifying that several of the foreign guests left the table.


I am not yet Scotchman enough to relish their singed sheep head’s head and haggis.

TOBIAS SMOLLETT



In his cookbook, Cape Cookery, Leipoldt gives detailed instructions on how to clean and cook a whole ox head—with the horns, of course. He explains that it takes a good day and a half and that you’ll need a very large bread oven. I doubt many ox heads are cooked in South Africa today, but roasted sheep’s head is a very popular dish. In the townships, hawkers cheekily call them “smileys” because, like the ox, they acquire a gruesome grin when cooked. From Turkey to Afghanistan, kallah pacheh or kaleh pache (kaleh meaning “head” and pache meaning “feet”) is enjoyed as a quick snack at railway stations, or is a breakfast choice for commuters. In this dish, the sheep’s head and its feet are slowly simmered to make a stew or soup, and served with lemon and cinnamon. Further north, in Norway, smala-hove—sheep’s head cooked with cabbage and potato—is a traditional Christmas dish, washed down with plenty of aquavit. Across the North Sea in Scotland, sheep’s head was a Sunday dinner favorite among middle-class families. On Saturdays, the local butcher would give away a sheep’s head to his best customers, who handed it over to their cook to make powsowdie (pow meaning “head” and sowdie meaning “boiled”). Many Scots also believed that eating the head had medicinal benefits, and it became so popular that during the eighteenth century special clubs serving only sheep’s head opened. In her early nineteenth-century book, Cook and Housewife’s Manual, Meg Dods explains how to prepare it:


Choose a large, fat, young head. When carefully singed by the blacksmith, soak it and the singed trotters for a night, if you please, in lukewarm water. Take out only the glassy part of the eye …



Not a recipe for today, that: finding a butcher is hard enough, let alone a blacksmith; and not even I want to try dissecting the animal’s eyeball.


 … if you buy a calf’s head that has been carefully boned and rolled up and tied with string, a process that takes a lot of time and care, you know you are being given something that has been prepared by someone who doesn’t cut corners. And if you go into a restaurant where calf’s head is on the menu, you know that the cook is someone who cares about sharing fantastic flavours—because it would be much easier to do a burger and chips.

GIORGIO LOCATELLI



While not as dramatic as Leipoldt’s ox, the entire boar’s head has long graced the British table. The boar’s head was often on the menu of dinners served at English kings’ and queens’ weddings and coronations. In 1170, King Henry II acknowledged his son as heir apparent with a feast that included boar’s head. Why a boar? Well, since pagan times, the ferocious and dangerous boar has been a highly symbolic animal, its death signifying man’s mastery of nature (its flesh is tasty, too). Over time, the boar’s head became a dish for special occasions, and a Christmas tradition. Chaucer mentions it in his Canterbury Tales, and at Queen’s College, Oxford University, founded in 1340, the custom of presenting the boar’s head on a silver platter at Christmas continues today. It is heralded with trumpets and accompanied by the “Boar’s Head Carol”:


The boar’s head in hand bring I,
Bedeck’d with bays and rosemary.
I pray you, my masters, be merry
As many as are in the feast.
The boar’s head, as I understand,
Is the rarest dish in all this land,
Which thus bedeck’d with a gay garland
Let us serve with a song.
Our steward hath provided this
In honor of the King of Bliss;
Which, on this day to be served is
In the Queen’s hall.



This tradition has spread far beyond Oxford’s walls, to Canada and the United States. Alas, today it’s more a nostalgic tribute to the past than a dish to eat. Usually a pig’s head stands in for a boar’s, and often it is not even cooked, but simply decorated with aspic. The head has black pickledwalnut eyes outlined with cooked egg white and tusks fashioned from celery sticks—hardly a ferocious sight, or even an appetizing one.


You sit together with a bottle of wine, the sheep’s head and a pocket knife and you cut off, well, an ear for an ear and an eye for an eye. The ears are crispy and a bit gooey: very nice. My husband likes to pluck out the eyes with a knife and pop them into his mouth. I’m not so keen but they are not like jelly, as you might think, but firm and chewy and delicious if you don’t look too closely. The tongue and cheeks are also lovely.

DINE VAN ZYL










Spiced Seasoning Salt



MAKES ABOUT ¼ CUP / 1¼ OUNCES / 35 G


I use this mixture to season pork from belly to feet and tails. I like to grind the sea salt with the quatre épices to make a finer salt. If you don’t have a spice grinder, use a fine sea salt and mix well with the quatre épices. Please weigh the salt for the best mixture. Quatre épices is a French seasoning mixture that varies according to the whim of the producer. Commonly it is a combination of white pepper, nutmeg, cloves, and ginger, but cinnamon and allspice are often included. While it does not have the same flavor, ground allspice can be substituted. Store the salt mixture in a glass jar and use it as a rub on pork roasts or in place of kosher salt in pork recipes.




1¼ ounces / 35 g coarse sea salt

1 teaspoon quatre épices or ground allspice



Place the salt and quatre épices in a grinder and blend until well mixed and the salt is finely ground. Store in a tightly sealed glass jar.






Glazed Grilled Pig’s Ear



SERVES 1 TO 2 PER PIG’S EAR AS AN APPETIZER


This is as close as I can get to those rotisserie ears sold in my Paris market. Adding the glaze makes this sweet, sticky grilled pig’s ear into great summer barbecue food. Serve them as an appetizer, or with grilled sausages, ribs, and other delicious porky bits for less adventurous guests. Both glazes are delicious, or you could simply use your favorite barbecue sauce.




    ½ to 1 poached pig’s ear per person Spiced Glaze or Tamarind Glaze



Remove the cooked ears from the refrigerator and let them warm up to room temperature.

Preheat the grill to medium-high and lightly grease.

Brush glaze on the ears and grill for 3 to 4 minutes, then turn and glaze again and continue to grill for another 3 to 4 minutes, until crisp and hot. Cut into thick slices and serve with some extra glaze for dipping.

You can also bake on a lightly greased baking sheet in a 425°F / 220°C oven for 20 minutes, brushing with glaze from time to time. I cover them with a metal splatter screen, as I hate cleaning the oven afterwards.


Most people balk at the idea of eating ears, but I love the contrast between the crunchy cartilage and the gelatinous skin.

ANISSA HELOU








Cheek by Jowl


… [cheeks] yield rich, savoury juices, [and] are a good choice to include in stews, pies, and sausages

ALAN DAVIDSON



While I agree with Alan Davidson that cheeks are rich and savory, they really are too tasty to lose in a sausage or even a pie: they deserve to shine in their own dish. The cheek is one of the meatiest parts of the head, and it has many uses. Pork cheeks are often cut to include the animal’s jowls, making a sizable piece of meat with a good quantity of fat. This cut is cured like ham or bacon and, in England, becomes Bath chaps, while in Italy they use it to make guanciale, a type of pancetta.

The recipes in this section use only the fresh nuggets of skinless meat that are the actual cheeks. The cheek gets a lot of work and is tough and sinewy, but it is full of flavor and when slowly braised it becomes meltingly tender. As beef, veal, and pork cheeks become more mainstream in restaurants, they are being rescued from the grinder and are finding their way into the butcher’s case. Many recipe writers will tell you that lamb and goat cheeks aren’t worth bothering with; well, that’s not true. These cheeks, though small, are tasty. The only problem is that you may have to cut them from the head yourself, and you’ll need several heads to make a meal.

How to Choose

Although cheeks are often labeled as offal, because they come from the head, this odd bit is muscle meat, so select the pieces as you would any other meat. The cheeks are thick, roughly oval pieces of meat and, depending on your butcher, they will be more or less trimmed. Ideally they should have only a thin layer of fat on the outside. The inside of the cheek should be free of fat and silverskin, revealing the meat with bands of sinew running through it.

Their size and weight varies depending on how well they are prepared, so use your judgment. Well-trimmed beef and veal cheeks range from ¾ to 1⅓  pounds / 350 to 600 g per cheek, pork cheeks will be around 3½ ounces / 100 g each, and lamb and goat cheeks are about 1¾ ounces / 50 g.

How to Prepare and Cook

If necessary, trim the cheeks, removing any excess fat and any flaps of meat from the edges of the cheeks to leave a solid piece of meat. Turn the cheeks over and remove all the silverskin and fat from the inside of the cheeks. The veins of sinew running through the cheeks will melt during cooking.


Cheek, the muscle that works the mouth and face, is really just another cut of meat …

HUGH FEARNLEY-WHITTINGSTALL



Removing the cheeks from a split head yourself is not that difficult. Place the head on a cutting board cut side down. Using a boning knife or other small sharp knife, make a cut under the eye to the bone. Keeping your knife on the bone, cut down and around the edge of the mouth to the jawbone to lift off the cheek meat in one piece.

Pork, lamb, and goat cheeks are best cooked whole. With beef and veal, you can leave them whole or cut them into smaller pieces. Most importantly, you want even-sized pieces of meat that will all cook in the same amount of time.






Veal Cheeks with Swiss Chard and Olives



SERVES 6


Alessandro Stratta, a protégé of Alain Ducasse, inspired this dish. His recipe was complicated, so I kept the same elements and simplified it. This is in part a make-ahead dish: the flavors improve, and this will leave you time to make the Potato Gnocchi, which are definitely worth the effort, to accompany the cheeks.

Veal cheeks have more collagen than beef cheeks, so instead of half a calf’s foot I add a piece of pork skin. Again, size matters: in France, I used six cheeks; in Canada, three large ones that I cut in half. As for the Swiss chard, you may have to buy two bunches to get enough stems for the recipe.




¼ cup / 1 ounce / 30 g flour

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

3 pounds / 1.4 kg trimmed veal cheeks

¼ cup / 60 ml olive oil

2 onions, chopped

1 carrot, peeled and chopped

2 stalks celery with leaves, sliced

6 large sprigs fresh thyme

4 cloves garlic, germ removed

2 fresh bay leaves

1 cup / 250 ml dry white wine

2 cups / 500 ml Veal Stock

A piece of pork skin, a little smaller than the lid of the casserole.

1 large bunch Swiss chard

2 plum (Roma) tomatoes

24 good quality black olives



Preheat the oven to 300°F / 150°C.

Place the flour in a shallow dish and season well with salt and pepper. Dip the cheeks into the seasoned flour to coat then pat to remove the excess.

In a heavy flameproof casserole or Dutch oven over medium-high heat, heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil. When the oil is hot, add the cheeks in batches and brown, transferring to a plate as they brown. Add extra oil as needed.

Once the cheeks are browned, lower the heat and add the onions, carrot, and celery to the pan. Cook over medium heat, stirring, until the vegetables begin to color. Add the thyme, garlic, and bay leaves and pour in the wine. Bring it to a boil and deglaze the pan, using a wooden spoon to scrape up the browned bits from the bottom.

Add the stock and the cheeks with any juices and return to a boil. Cover with the pork skin and the lid, transfer to the oven, and cook for 2 hours. Uncover and continue to cook until the cheeks are very tender, 30 minutes to 1 hour.

Discard the pork skin and transfer the cheeks to a plate. Strain the liquid through a sieve, pressing on the vegetables to extract all the juice. You should have about 3 cups / 750 ml of liquid. Discard the vegetables and herbs and let the cheeks and cooking liquid cool separately. Cover and refrigerate them overnight.

Remove the meat and cooking liquid from the refrigerator. The liquid should be a firm jelly. Remove any fat from the top of the jelly and set the fat aside for another use. You can skip this next step, which does not change the taste but is a more sophisticated presentation (I did keep a couple of Chef Stratta’s complications). Tip the jelly onto a board. There will be 3 layers: a clear layer in the center and cloudy ones at the top and bottom. Using a knife, cut the jelly into the three layers. Place the clear jellied layer, about 1 cup / 250 ml with the cheeks in an ovenproof dish and set 1 cup / 250 ml of the cloudy layers aside to flavor the chard. (Keep any remaining jelly to flavor a soup or stew.)

Preheat the oven to 300°F / 150°C.

Rinse the chard, then cut the leaves from the stalks. Finely slice the leaves and set aside. Trim the stems, and remove any coarse “strings,” and slice the stems into 1-inch / 2.5-cm pieces. Core the tomatoes and cut a shallow cross on the bottom of each one.


Some of the best dishes in the world are made with humble pieces of meat that are collectively known as variety meats or offal.

TERENCE AND CAROLINE CONRAN



Bring a saucepan of water to a boil, add the tomatoes, blanch for about 30 seconds, then use a slotted spoon to transfer them to a bowl of ice water. Add some salt and the chard stems to the pan and blanch for 2 minutes or until just tender. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the chard stems to a bowl of ice water. Bring the water in the pan back to a boil, add the sliced chard leaves, and stir until wilted. Drain and refresh the leaves under cold running water.

Drain the chard stems and place the stems and leaves in an ovenproof dish. Add the reserved 1 cup / 250 ml of (cloudy) jellied sauce, and set aside. Cover the cheeks and transfer to the oven until heated through, about 30 minutes. After 20 minutes, place the dish of chard, uncovered, in the oven for the remaining 10 minutes to heat through.

Meanwhile, drain the tomatoes, then peel and halve them and remove the seeds. Cut the tomatoes into small dice and set aside. Pit the olives and set aside.

To serve, place a portion of cheek on a plate, add the Swiss chard, spoon over the sauce, and garnish with the diced tomato and olives.

Alternatives: Veal shank; pieces of veal shoulder or breast




SWISS CHARD (SILVER BEET)

Swiss chard is a very underappreciated vegetable. In North America, its wonderful, fat, tasty stalks are trimmed off and discarded in favor of the leaves. In Europe, the stems are more popular than the leaves, and there are many dishes that use only the stems.

In Australia, where I grew up, Swiss chard is called silver beet, a name I prefer. After all, it is a relative of the sugar beet, and while it now appears in rainbow colors, the stems of the original are silvery green. Its name is odd: the word chard is from the Latin word for “thistle,” but Swiss chard is neither a thistle nor a native of Switzerland. I think we should follow the Australians’ example and rename it silver beet.

When buying chard, look for bunches that have more substantial stalks, or try to convince your supplier not to cut them all off. Their great, earthy flavor is a perfect match with veal cheeks.
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Wine-Braised Beef Cheeks



SERVES 6


A simple beef stew that allows the cheeks to be the star. I always cook an extra cheek so I can make ravioli or Salad of Beef Cheeks. The sauce is velvety thanks to the calf’s foot; but this is optional, so if you can’t buy a calf’s foot, don’t let it stop you from making the recipe—it will still be good.

I add the diced cooked foot back into the dish for another layer of texture, but it’s an optional step. Serve this with pureed potatoes and/or celery root (celeriac).




3 cups / 750 ml red wine

1 onion, halved and sliced

2 carrots, peeled and diced

2 stalks celery with leaves, sliced

4 cloves garlic, germ removed

2 fresh bay leaves

1 large sprig rosemary

¼ teaspoon black peppercorns

    2 to 3 beef cheeks, about 3 pounds / 1.4 kg total, trimmed

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons beef dripping or lard

½ calf’s foot, about 1 pound / 450 g, prepared (optional)

2 teaspoons red wine vinegar

¼ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley



Pour the wine into a large saucepan and bring it to a boil. Reduce the heat so the wine bubbles gently. Tip the saucepan slightly away from you and, using a long match, light the wine. Once the flames die out, light it again, and keep lighting it until it no longer flames. Pour the wine into a large bowl (there should be about 2½ cups / 625 ml). Add the onion, carrots, celery, garlic, bay leaves, rosemary, and peppercorns. Set aside to cool.

Cut the beef cheeks into 2 or 3 pieces so that all the pieces are the same size. Place in the marinade, cover, and refrigerate overnight, turning a couple of times if possible.

Remove the cheeks from the marinade, pat them dry, and season with salt and pepper. Strain the marinade, keeping the liquid and the solids separate.

Preheat the oven to 300°F / 150°C.

In a heavy flameproof casserole or Dutch oven, melt half the fat over medium-high heat. When the fat is hot, add the cheeks in batches and brown. Transfer the cheeks to a plate. Lower the heat, add the vegetables, herbs, and peppercorns from the marinade, and cook, stirring, for 5 minutes, or until they soften.

Pour in the reserved marinade liquid and bring to a boil. Return the cheeks with any juices to the pan, add the calf’s foot, and return to a boil. Cover the meat with a piece of wet parchment paper and the lid, transfer to the oven, and cook for 3 to 4 hours, or until the cheeks are very tender.

Transfer the cheeks and the foot to a plate. Strain the cooking liquid through a sieve into a bowl, pressing on the vegetables to extract all the juice; discard the solids. Let the cooking liquid stand for 5 minutes, then skim off the fat and set the fat aside for another use.

Return the cooking liquid to the pan and bring to a boil. Continue to boil until the liquid coats the back of a spoon. Meanwhile, cut the meat and skin from the calf’s foot into small dice; discard the bones. Return the cheeks and diced foot to the reduced sauce and reheat gently. Add the vinegar and taste, adding more salt, pepper, and/or vinegar if necessary. Sprinkle with the parsley and serve.

Alternatives: Oxtail, beef shoulder, or shank






Salad of Beef Cheeks



SERVES 4 To 6


My friend Franck is a photographer in Paris and also a very good cook. Best of all, he loves to try new and different recipes, from jelly made with the rose hips in his garden to shoulder of the wild boar that he killed while driving to his country house. Over a meal of my Wine-Braised Beef Cheeks, he gave me his recipe for beef cheek salad. I was so disappointed I had no leftovers that I now always cook an extra cheek when making wine-braised cheeks. If you have any leftover sauce from the cheeks, use it here in place of part of the stock. I like to use salad greens that stand up to the strength of the cheeks: members of the chicory family, curly endive, escarole, or even radicchio are perfect.




1 pound / 450 g cooked beef cheeks

1 cup / 250 ml Beef Stock

8 to 10 cups / 2 to 2.5 I salad greens

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

¼ cup / 60 ml extra virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons diced dry-cured sausage

2 tablespoons diced cornichons

2 tablespoons chopped fresh tarragon



Cut the cheeks into ⅜-inch / 9-mm slices. Place the slices in a frying pan and pour over the stock. Place the pan over low heat and reheat the meat gently, turning the slices several times.

Meanwhile, trim, rinse, and dry the salad greens, and then place them in a large salad bowl.

Whisk the vinegar and mustard together and season with salt and pepper, then slowly whisk in the olive oil. Toss the greens with the dressing in a bowl, then add the sausage, cornichons, and tarragon and toss again. Pour over hot cheeks and sauce, toss again, and serve on warm plates.

Alternatives: Veal cheeks, oxtail




BATH CHAPS AND GUANCIALE

Pigs store fat in their cheeks, making their jowls an ideal cut for curing. According to Dorothy Hartley, the British cookery writer and social historian, the English specialty Bath chaps traditionally included the tongue and a piece of the lower jawbone. Today there is no longer any tongue or bone, and it resembles a cone cut in half. Bath chaps can be brined or smoked, then cooked and eaten hot or cold like a ham. The word chap comes from “chop,” which, in the sixteenth century, referred to the cheeks and jaws of an animal. The connection with the English spa town of Bath is less clear, although the area around the town is well known for raising pork using the whey from cheese production.

The Italian version of Bath chaps is guanciale. A specialty of the town of Lazio in central Italy, guanciale is more strongly flavored and fattier than pancetta. It is an essential ingredient in bucatini all’amatriciana and can be used like pancetta or bacon to flavor everything from vegetables to beans.










Al’s Pork Cheeks



SERVES 4


What do you cook for a chef? People are nervous to cook for me despite my good manners and appreciation of anything cooked with love and care. When my friend, renowned Kiwi chef and cookbook author Al Brown, and his friend, business partner, and sommelier, Steve Logan, came for dinner, I was stressed not only about the food but also the wine. (Then I decided to devote all my attention to the food and let my husband agonize over the wine choices.) I made these pork cheeks and guess what? It was the first time Al had eaten pork cheeks. He liked them so much he put pork cheeks on the menu of his Wellington restaurant Logan Brown. What I love about pork cheeks is that they are a perfect size—about 3½ ounces / 100 g each, so there is no need to cut them. The calf’s foot is optional, but your sauce will have a much better texture if you add it. If you don’t you should reduce the sauce slightly. Serve with a pureed root vegetable or noodles.




3 onions, halved

1 clove

3 cups / 750 ml Pinot Noir

3 carrots, peeled

One 1-inch / 2.5-cm piece fresh ginger, peeled and sliced

1 small star anise

1 fresh bay leaf

1 large sprig thyme

1 large clove garlic, crushed

¼ teaspoon black peppercorns

½ calf’s foot, about 1 pound / 450 g, prepared (optional)

8 trimmed pork cheeks, about 1¾ pounds / 800 g

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons lard



Insert the clove into one onion half; add it and another onion half to the wine in a saucepan. Slice 1 of the carrots and add to the pan with the ginger, star anise, bay leaf, thyme, garlic, and peppercorns, and the calf’s foot. Bring to a boil, skim, and simmer uncovered for 1 hour. Strain the liquid through a sieve, keeping the calf’s foot and liquid and discarding the vegetables and spices.

Preheat the oven to 300°F / 150°C.

Slice the remaining onion halves and 1 of the remaining carrots. Pat the pork cheeks dry and season with salt and pepper. In a heavy flameproof casserole or Dutch oven, melt the lard over medium-high heat. When the fat is hot, add the cheeks in batches and brown them. Transfer the cheeks to a plate, lower the heat to medium, and add the sliced onions and carrot. Stir and cook until lightly colored.

Pour in the strained wine sauce and stir to deglaze the pan, using a wooden spoon to scrape up any browned bits from the bottom. Add the cheeks and any juices along with the calf’s foot. Bring to a boil, cover the cheeks with a piece of wet parchment paper and the lid, and transfer to the oven. Cook for 2½ hours, or until very tender.

Meanwhile, dice the remaining carrot and cook in boiling salted water until tender. Drain and refresh under cold running water.

Remove the cooked cheeks and keep warm. Strain the cooking liquid and check the seasoning. Return the cheeks to the pan and pour over the strained liquid. Add the cooked diced carrot and reheat gently.

Alternatives: Slices of pork shank or neck; pieces of pork shoulder






Giselle’s Navarin



SERVES 4


This dish reminds me of my friends Ted and Giselle, sadly no longer with us. I first met them on a bus trip around Greece. My girlfriend and I ended up on a bus full of French tourists, and the only ones who would talk to us were Ted and Giselle. They even shared their wine, a local vino called Bull’s Blood. They’d learnt their English while working for American companies in the 1940s, and it was so full of wonderful slang that every time we talked I felt like I was in a black and white movie. I visited them often at their home in the suburbs of Paris, and I remember Giselle cooking me lamb navarin. Navarin can be made in the winter with mutton or lamb and winter vegetables, but I always think of it as a spring dish, thanks to Giselle and her navarin printanier. The word navarin is a French term for stew, and probably comes from the French for turnip (navet), because small white turnips are a popular vegetable in braised dishes. Whatever the word’s origin, it sounds much better than “stew.” I make this with twelve good-sized lamb cheeks; if you can’t find lamb cheeks use neck or pieces of shoulder. If you are shelling your peas fresh, about 1 pound / 450 g peas in the pod should yield enough shelled peas.




12 lamb cheeks, about 1¼ pounds / 570 g total

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 to 2 tablespoons rendered lamb fat or lard

2 carrots, peeled

1 onion, chopped

2 cups / 500 ml Lamb Stock

2 plum (Roma) tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and chopped

2 cloves garlic, germ removed

1 large sprig rosemary

1 large stem flat-leaf parsley

2 medium-small turnips or 6 baby turnips

16 pickling onions

12 small new potatoes

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

1 tablespoon sugar

1 cup / 4½ ounces / 130 g shelled peas



Preheat the oven to 300°F / 150°C.

Pat the lamb cheeks dry and season well with salt and pepper.

In a heavy flameproof casserole or Dutch oven, melt the fat over medium-high heat. Brown the cheeks in batches and transfer to a plate. Meanwhile, coarsely chop 1 of the carrots. Lower the heat to medium, add the onion and chopped carrot, stir, and cook until the onion is well colored. Pour in the stock and bring to a boil, scraping the bottom to deglaze the pan. Add the tomatoes, garlic, rosemary, and parsley. Cover with a piece of wet parchment paper and the lid, and transfer to the oven and cook for 1½ hours.

While the lamb is cooking, cut the remaining carrot into 12 equal pieces and scrub the potatoes. Peel the turnips; cut each of the medium ones into 6 pieces, or the small ones in half. Bring a saucepan of water to a boil, add a generous pinch of salt and the carrot and potatoes, and simmer, uncovered, for 10 minutes. Add the turnips and continue to cook until all the vegetables are just tender, about 5 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the vegetables to a bowl of ice water.

Add the pickling onions to the pan and cook for 3 minutes, then refresh under cold water. Peel the onions, leaving enough of the roots intact to keep the onions whole. Cut the potatoes in half, then set the vegetables aside.

In a small frying pan over medium heat, melt the butter. Add the sugar and stir to dissolve, add the onions, and cook until they are brown and caramelized. If the onions begin to stick, add a spoonful of water. Set aside.

When the lamb is tender, remove it from the oven, discard the parchment paper, and transfer the cheeks to a plate. Strain the sauce through a sieve into a bowl, pressing to extract all of the flavor and juice from the vegetables. Discard the vegetables and pour the strained sauce back into the pan. Place on the stove over high heat, bring to a boil, and boil the sauce to reduce to just over 1⅓  cups / 325 ml.

Return the cheeks to the pan and add the potatoes, carrots, turnips, onions, and peas. Cook over low heat until the peas are cooked and the vegetables are heated through.

Alternatives: Lamb shoulder, neck, or shank


Eating with children is a way of vicariously retasting the spectacular strangeness and mystery of food. Flora wanted to eat a sheep’s head—my favourite stall. We sat on a bench, crammed in with taxi-drivers and slipper-sellers. In front of us, a chef in a pinny the color of the last sultan’s soul hooked heads out of a babbling vat and dumped them on a greasy chopping board, then, with hot dexterous fingers, pulled them to bits, cheek by jowl. Crenellated jaws were disengaged. Strong, dark tongues were peeled and sliced. A handful of chopped, glutinous baa-baa bits were piled on paper napkins in front of us. Flat bread was dipped into thin soup. We sprinkled a mixture of salt and cumin, and drank tooth-meltingly sweet mint teas.

A. A. GILL






PARCHMENT PAPER

Parchment paper is a great way to protect the meat and keep the moisture in a dish. I wet the paper first so it softens and sits down on the meat. This also means I can just tear off a piece and don’t have to cut it precisely to fit my pan. When the dish is cooked, I leave the parchment on top of the cooling meat to prevent the surface from drying out.










Potato Gnocchi



MAKES ABOUT 48; SERVES 4 AS A MAIN COURSE OR 6 AS A SIDE DISH


Sure, you don’t have to go to the trouble of making these, but they are easy, and so much better than anything you can buy. My gnocchi never have that perfect oval shape with the distinct grooves that I see in restaurants or packaged products, but their taste trumps my lack of expertise in shaping them. I am sure if I made them every day for a month, I would perfect my technique, but that would be a lot of gnocchi eating.

Potatoes vary in size, but the recipe is forgiving: only add as much flour as you need to make the dough workable. Prepare the gnocchi in the morning and cook them just before serving. The brilliance of gnocchi is that they take no time at all to cook. Resist the temptation to cook too many at once, as they need space to bob around in the simmering water. Serve them as a main course with ragu or alongside Veal Cheeks with Swiss Chard and Olives.




2 large baking potatoes, about 1½ pounds / 700 g

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, diced, at room temperature

1 egg

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

¼ cup / ⅓  ounce / 10 g freshly and finely grated Parmesan cheese

About 1 cup / 4½ ounces / 125 g flour

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil



Preheat the oven to 400°F / 200°C.

Prick the potatoes with a fork and place on a baking sheet. Bake in the oven until very tender, about 1 hour.

Let the potatoes cool slightly, then cut them in half, scoop out the flesh, and discard the skins.

Pass the potato flesh through a ricer or food mill with the fine grill into a bowl. Add the butter, then beat the egg with salt and pepper and mix into the potatoes. Add the cheese and enough of the flour to make a soft but not sticky dough.

Let the dough cool enough to handle. Take half of the dough and, on a floured surface, roll it with your hands into a sausage ¾ inch / 2 cm in diameter. Cut the sausage into ¾-inch / 2-cm pieces. Form them into gnocchi by taking each piece and placing it on the ends of the tines of a fork and rolling it toward the handle, pressing it lightly into the tines Place the gnocchi on a parchment-lined baking sheet. Repeat with the remaining dough; you will have about 48 pieces. Cover with a towel and refrigerate until ready to cook.


Hogshead—a liquid or dry measure that varies depending on what is being measured. It is based on the capacity of a cask. In the past it was often used to measure liquids like wine and beer and is still used on the east coast of Canada to measure sardines



Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil, add some salt, and then lower the heat so the water just simmers. Add about a quarter of the gnocchi and stir. Once they rise to the top, cook them for another minute, then use a slotted spoon to transfer the gnocchi to a warm serving dish lightly coated with olive oil. Toss gently in olive oil. Repeat with the remaining gnocchi, and serve right away.






If I Only Had a Brain

Ahh, brains. There is no denying they have a serious image problem. Even I am an adult convert to brains—my excuse for avoiding them was how my mother cooked them. Unfortunately, too many adults react to brains in the same childish way.

Brains are an overlooked and undervalued odd bit with a checkered history. The Greek mathematician Pythagoras thought that consuming animal brains was the same as eating your parents’ brains, which he no doubt believed was a bad precedent. Another Greek, Aristotle, listed numerous culinary preparations in his discussion of brain anatomy. More recently, during the 1990s, the consumption of brains was banned for fear that it would lead to Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease or CJD—the human equivalent of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) or, as the press named it, mad cow disease. Although the chance of getting the human variant of this disease is extremely slim—a million to one—the disease is fatal and gruesome. Thus the specter of mad cow gave us another reason to dislike brains. The practice of recycling the carcasses of cows and sheep into animal feed (and turning ruminants into cannibals) was a major cause of the outbreaks of BSE—a textbook example of the importance of being aware of how the meat we eat is raised.


Fried lambs brains … the result is like biting through crunch into a rich cloud.

FERGUS HENDERSON



Aside from the fear factor, brains require extra labor to extract them from the animal’s skull, and they are very perishable. With low demand, they rarely leave the abattoirs intact; if they do, they are exported to countries where they are better appreciated. All this doesn’t mean that they are impossible to get; they just need to be ordered in advance.


There is no reason, however, why people in good health should not enjoy brains. Their texture is smooth and indescribable, so that they afford our palates a sensation, which is rather tactile than one of taste. Since brains have no very pronounced flavor, one must season them with skill and a certain restraint … As to which kind of brains to buy, they are all equally good, though sheep’s brains being smaller and therefore suitable for single portions, are more attractive.

EDOUARD DE POMIANE



If you’ve never had brains, you’re probably wondering what they taste like. Well, brains don’t taste strange or odd; in fact they really have little flavor at all. Like many odd bits, it’s their texture that will win you over—they are rich and creamy, like thickly whipped cream. And while they are rich, they are very easy to digest. People commonly replace brains with sweetbreads in recipes and, while this works well enough, sweetbreads don’t have that same uniquely soft, yielding texture.

How to Choose

Knowing your supplier and how the animal was raised is absolutely essential when it comes to buying brains. If you can, purchase the brains fresh and cook them within twenty-four hours. If frozen brains are your only choice, don’t thaw until twenty-four hours before cooking them. Brains are sold in sets, or pairs, and the two lobes should be plump and symmetrical. The lobes are pink, covered with a shiny membrane that holds a web of blood vessels; this will be spotted with blood. While brains are soft, they should have some resistance and not be mushy. There is often a third piece—part of the brain stem joined by white creamy spinal cord; these parts are edible too.

You can eat the brains of most animals, but lamb’s, pig’s, and calf’s brains are the most readily available and can be interchanged in recipes. Three sets of lamb’s or pig’s brains are about equivalent to one set of calf’s brains. Brains are rich, so depending on how they are served, count one set of lamb’s or pig’s brains per person or one set of calf’s brains for three.

If you buy split lamb heads for cheeks or stock, you can extract the brains yourself. Turn the head cut side up, and you will see the brain sitting in a cavity at the top of the head. Using a spoon, gently scoop them out. As the head is split, the brain will already be separated into two lobes.

How to Prepare and Cook

Examine the brains carefully, as they may contain small skull fragments, especially between the two lobes. Soak the brains in cold salted water—about 1 teaspoon of coarse sea salt per cup / 250 ml of water—for 6 hours or overnight in the refrigerator to remove as much of the blood as possible, changing the water a couple of times and replacing the salt. After being refrigerated the brains will be cold, firmer, and a little easier to handle.

Remove the brains from the cold water and cut into two lobes if necessary. Turn each piece over, and with a small knife remove any remaining blood clots and peel off as much of the membrane as you can. Sometimes the membrane comes off easily, and other times it is practically impossible to remove. If you find that you are breaking the brain apart trying to remove it, leave it in place. For most recipes, the membrane can be left on: the reason for removing it is to give the brains a whiter, cleaner look, which is only important if you are going to present them whole and without any coating. Once the brains are poached, you can always have another attempt at peeling off the membrane.


I consider brains a delicacy. They are delicate in flavour, tender of texture and combine well with sharp flavors and crisp textures.

STEPHANIE ALEXANDER



As you will have discovered by this point, raw brains are extremely soft and delicate. They should be poached before using in a recipe. This firms them up, making them much easier to handle. Brains cook quickly, so simmer the Court Bouillon ahead of time to extract the maximum flavor from the vegetables and seasonings. Strain the simmered court bouillon into a clean saucepan, then add the brains. Place the pan over medium-low heat and bring slowly to a simmer. Simmer very gently, until the brains have just a little resistance when pressed with your finger, five to fifteen minutes depending on the size of the brains. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the brains to a paper towel to drain. Poached brains can be kept refrigerated in the cooled court bouillon for up to 2 days.






Sumac Encrusted Lamb’s Brains



SERVES 6 AS A SNACK WITH DRINKS


Breaded brains are a popular pub food in Australia—and they were my traumatizing Sunday night supper. This is an updated version of those brains my mother cooked. She would never have thought of adding chile or lime zest to her bread crumb mixture and I doubt that she has even heard of sumac. Sumac is a bush that grows wild in the Middle East and produces dark red-to-purple berries that are a popular cooking spice. They are used whole or ground, and are an ingredient in za’atar, a spice blend popular in Lebanon. Sumac’s pleasantly tart flavor cuts the richness of the creamy brains.




    3 sets poached lamb’s brains

    3 tablespoons flour

    1 egg

1 tablespoon whole milk

½ teaspoon fine sea salt

½ cup / 1¾ ounces / 50 g dried bread crumbs

Finely grated zest of 1 lime

2 teaspoons ground sumac

1 teaspoon chile powder

About ½ cup / 3½ ounces / 100 g lard



Preheat the oven to 200°F / 100°C. Place a baking sheet lined with paper towels in the oven.

Cut each brain lobe into 4 pieces. Place the flour in a shallow dish. Whisk the egg with the milk and salt and pour into another dish. Place the bread crumbs in a third dish and mix in the lime zest, sumac, and chile powder.

Coat the brain pieces lightly with flour, then dip them into the egg mixture, then coat with the bread crumbs.

In a frying pan over medium heat, melt the lard, you want about ¼ inch / 6 mm of lard in the pan. When the lard is hot, drop a brain slice into the oil—it should sizzle. Add the coated brain slices in batches; don’t crowd the pan, or the temperature of the lard will drop. Cook until the brain slices are crisp and golden brown, about 2 minutes per side. As they finish cooking, transfer them to the baking sheet in the oven to keep warm. Season the cooked brains with some fine sea salt and a squeeze of lime juice, then serve.

Alternatives: Pig’s brains; calf’s brain




BREAD CRUMBS

Making bread crumbs is easy—and who doesn’t have the occasional slice of stale bread? To make fresh bread crumbs, allow bread to dry slightly at room temperature, then process it in a food processor to make fine crumbs. Fresh bread crumbs can be stored in the freezer for up to 6 months.

To make dry bread crumbs, either spread fresh bread crumbs on a baking sheet and toast in a 350°F / 180°C oven until dry and lightly golden (about 10 minutes), or place pieces of stale bread on a baking sheet and toast in the oven until golden, then transfer the toasted bread to a food processor to make fine crumbs. Store dried bread crumbs in an airtight container in the pantry for 3 months.
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Cheese and Just a Little Brain Fritters



SERVES 6 AS A SNACK WITH DRINKS


Australian chefs and food writers Greg and Lucy Malouf are passionate about Middle Eastern food. Sheep’s brains are very popular in that part of the world, and the Maloufs have several recipes for cooking them. This is my take on one of their recipes. I hope these fritters will tempt you to try brains—after all, it was a fritter that wooed me back to them. Frying and the addition of cheese often help persuade people to try something they think they don’t like. I serve these as appetizers with drinks—that way guests only have to try one, but I’m pretty sure you won’t have any left. The recipe is very straightforward; just make sure the cheeses are very finely grated, a microplane is the ideal tool.




3 eggs

½ cup / ¾ ounce / 25 g very finely grated Gruyère, packed

¼ cup / ⅓  ounce / 10 g very finely grated Parmesan, packed

2 tablespoons finely chopped chives

Finely grated zest of 1 orange

½ teaspoon fine sea salt

Freshly ground black pepper

3 sets poached lamb’s brains

1 tablespoon cornstarch

1 cup / 7 ounces / 200 g lard



Preheat the oven to 200°F / 100°C. Place a baking sheet lined with paper towels in the oven.

In a bowl, whisk the eggs, then slowly whisk in both the cheeses and the chives, orange zest, and salt, and season with pepper.

Slice each brain lobe into ½-inch / 1-cm slices and toss them in the cornstarch to coat. Transfer them to the batter and stir to mix; you will have something resembling a lumpy pancake batter.

Melt the lard in a heavy frying pan over medium heat; you should have about ½ inch / 1 cm of fat. When hot, drop a little batter into the oil, it should sizzle and rise to the surface. Now add a few spoonfuls of brain batter mixture to the fat; don’t overcrowd the pan and adjust the heat so the fritters bubble gently. Cook the fritters about 3 minutes, or until set and golden on the underside. Using a slotted spoon, gently turn them over and cook for about another 3 minutes. As they finish cooking, transfer the fritters to the baking sheet in the oven to keep warm. Serve right away.

Alternatives: Pig’s brains; calf’s brain


I think if one were to hand round dishes of deep-fried pieces of brain as cocktail snacks at a drinks party, many people would proclaim, ‘These are absolutely yummy, what are they?’

SIMON HOPKINSON








Pistachio Brain Soufflés



SERVES 6


Now don’t let the combination of brains and soufflé in the recipe title frighten you off this recipe. You don’t have to whisk any egg whites, and the brains add a rich creaminess to the soufflés’ texture. No one will know what is making the soufflés so tender. This soufflé is so forgiving I turn it out onto the salad to serve; but you can serve the soufflés in their dishes—either hot or at room temperature—and the salad separately.




¼ cup / 1 ounce / 30 g shelled pistachios

Butter, at room temperature

1 tablespoon lard

1 shallot, finely chopped

1 set poached calf’s brains

2 tablespoons dry vermouth

2 teaspoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

2 teaspoons chopped fresh tarragon

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

½ cup / 125 ml whipping (35%) cream

4 eggs, beaten

10 to 12 cups / 2.5 to 3 I salad greens 1 orange

1 tablespoon sherry vinegar

½ cup / 125 ml extra virgin olive oil



Preheat the oven to 350°F / 180°C.

Spread the pistachios on a baking sheet and place in the oven to toast for about 7 minutes. Transfer the warm nuts to a clean towel and rub to remove the skins. Discard the skins and coarsely chop the pistachios; set aside.

Butter six ¾-cup / 175-ml ovenproof ramekins and place a disk of parchment paper in the bottom of each one; set aside.

In a frying pan over medium-low heat, melt the lard. Add the shallot and cook gently without coloring until soft. Meanwhile, cut the poached brains into ¾-inch / 2-cm pieces.

Add the brains, vermouth, parsley, and tarragon to the pan and stir until the liquid evaporates. Remove from the heat and season with the salt and pepper. Place the brain mixture in a food processor and puree. Add the cream and blend, then add the eggs and blend again until mixed.

Stir in the pistachios and check the seasoning, then pour into the prepared ramekins. Place the ramekins on a baking sheet and bake for 20 minutes, or until the soufflés are puffed and lightly golden. The soufflés should remain slightly soft in the center.

While the soufflés are cooking, trim, rinse, and dry the salad greens and place in a bowl. Finely grate the zest from the orange and place in a small bowl. Squeeze 3 tablespoons of juice from the orange and add to the bowl along with the vinegar. Season with salt and pepper and then slowly whisk in the olive oil.

When the soufflés are cooked, run a knife between the soufflé and the dish to loosen. Pour the dressing over the salad and toss. Divide the salad among 6 plates, then turn out the soufflés onto the salad and serve.

Alternatives: Three sets of lamb’s brains or pig’s brains


Sir, I have seen brains on the butcher’s counter equal to yours.

JULES RENARD









MOCK TURTLE SOUP



In the mid-eighteenth century, green turtles from the Caribbean became a favorite item on English menus. These gentle sea creatures, weighing from 60 to 100 pounds / 27 to 45 kg, were shipped live to London where popular taverns kept them alive in special tanks until they were cooked. Needless to say, they were an expensive meal: a serving cost about half a craftsman’s weekly wage.

In a recipe from 1727, the turtle flesh is first soaked, then studded with cloves and roasted with wine and lemon juice. An even more popular dish was turtle soup, which came to the table in a turtle shell. According to the recipes of the day, to make this soup you first had to kill the turtle, and then the preparation—flavored with Madeira, cayenne, and anchovies—took over half a day to complete.

As with any expensive ingredient, there was a constant search for cheaper substitutes that could extend the turtle meat or even replace it. Hannah Glasse, in the sixth edition of Art of Cookery (1758), added calf’s head to her turtle soup recipe because it had the same gelatinous texture. In later editions, she doesn’t even bother to use turtle at all, replacing it with calf’s head cooked in stock and flavored with Madeira. She does, however, maintain the pretense that it is real turtle soup by serving it in a shell. I guess the empty shells were cheaper than the meat.

Soon mock turtle soup was more common than the real thing, and some epicures even thought it was better. The popularity of mock turtle soup meant that calf’s head as a dish in its own right virtually disappeared from the table. In the Cook and the Housewife’s Manual (1826), Meg Dods refers to Mock Turtle or Calf’s Head Soup, and by the time Dorothy Hartley was writing Food in England (1954), pig’s ears were replacing the calf’s head. According to Hartley, pig’s ear gave “…  a clear, strong, gelatinous soup, with almost transparent meat strips, and a great flavor of real turtle soup.” Does Hartley assume that her readers are familiar enough with real turtle taste, or perhaps that they don’t know the difference? Whatever her mock turtle soup tasted like, it wouldn’t have had the distinctive greenish hue of the real thing, just its gelatinous texture. The soup was so popular that Lewis Carroll could create a character called the Mock Turtle in his book Alice in Wonderland and everyone knew what it was.


‘Once,’ said the Mock Turtle at last, with a deep sigh, ‘I was a real Turtle.’

LEWIS CARROLL




Sir John Tenniel, who brilliantly illustrated the book, reveals his familiarity with the soup in his drawing of the mock turtle standing on the beach. The turtle is perched on a rock; he has a turtle shell and turtle flippers, but his head and feet are those of a calf. He weeps, as he explains to Alice that he is no longer a turtle but only a mock turtle, and then he sings her this song:


Beautiful Soup, so rich and green,
Waiting in a hot tureen!
Who for such dainties would not stoop!
Soup of the evening, beautiful Soup!










Ravioli of Brains and Morels



SERVES 4 AS A MAIN COURSE OR 6 AS AN APPETIZER


This is my husband’s favorite way to eat brains, and he is now an expert, having eaten his way through many brain recipes during the writing of this book. This recipe also converted a brain-fearing friend. You might think this is just a way to disguise the brains by hiding them in the ravioli, and I guess it is, but it also plays on their rich texture. Brains are wonderfully creamy and combined with the mushrooms they make a marvelous, delicate filling for pasta. If morels are not in season, use another mushroom with a good flavor, like trompettes des morts.

I use Chinese wonton wrappers rather than pasta sheets: they are lighter and thinner and, best of all, they’re ready-made. This recipe makes about twenty, depending on the number of wrappers in the package (I usually have 40 to 44) so reckoning five ravioli per person as a main course or three per person as an appetizer, you’ll have one or two extras if one of them bursts during cooking; and you also can freeze any extras before cooking. To cook frozen ravioli, drop them straight from the freezer into the boiling water.

While it is not necessary to cut the sealed wonton wrappers, it creates a better look and reduces the amount of pasta to filling. Use a fluted cutter if you have one.

Any leftover mixture can be spread on toast and placed under the broiler to warm through—it makes a great snack.

If the brain mixture is made with fresh brains, it can be frozen (without the chervil) for up to 2 weeks before using. Thaw it out in the refrigerator and then stir in the chopped chervil and make the ravioli.




4 ounces / 115 g fresh morels

⅔  cup / 5¼ ounces / 150 g unsalted butter

1 shallot, finely chopped

¼ cup / 60 ml dry white wine

1 set poached calf’s brains, diced

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

3 tablespoons chopped chervil 1

egg white

1 teaspoon water

One 8¾-ounce / 250-g package 3¼ inch / 8 cm square wonton wrappers

2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley



Rinse the mushrooms well and trim and discard the tough stems. Finely chop the mushrooms and set aside.

Place 2 tablespoons of the butter in a frying pan over medium heat. When it is foaming, add the shallot and cook gently until it is soft and just starting to caramelize. Stir in the chopped mushrooms and continue to cook until they are softened and all the moisture has evaporated. Add 2 tablespoons of the wine and bring to a boil, stirring to deglaze the pan. Add the diced brains, season with salt and pepper, and continue stirring until the brains soften slightly and the mixture resembles softly scrambled eggs, about 3 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat, stir in the chervil, and set aside to cool. You should have about 1¼ cups / 310 ml of mixture. If you’re not filling the ravioli immediately, cover the mixture and refrigerate.

Whisk the egg white with the water. Place 1 wonton wrapper, floured side down, on the counter, and place a tablespoon of the brain mixture in the center. Brush the remaining surface of the wonton wrapper with egg white mixture, then top with a second wrapper, floured side up. Press well to expel all the air trapped in the ravioli and seal. Then using a 2¾-inch / 7-cm cookie cutter centered on the mound of filling, trim the ravioli into a round; press the edges again to make sure the ravioli is well sealed, and place on a parchment-lined baking sheet. Repeat with the remaining wrappers and mixture, and place, slightly overlapping on the baking sheet. Cover the ravioli with a clean dish towel and refrigerate until ready to cook, up to 4 hours.

Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil, add some salt, and drop in the ravioli in batches; don’t crowd them. Simmer until the ravioli float to the surface of the water and the wonton wrappers become slightly transparent, about 3 minutes. Drain well.

While the ravioli are cooking, cut the remaining butter into small pieces and place in a frying pan over low heat. When the butter is melted, increase the heat to medium and cook until the milk solids just start to brown and you smell a nutty aroma. Remove the pan from the heat.

Pour in the remaining white wine; the butter will bubble and spit. Add the drained ravioli to the butter and turn them carefully to coat in the sauce. Sprinkle with parsley and serve immediately.

Alternatives: Three sets of lamb’s or pig’s brains


Our European friends—particularly in France, Italy, and Spain—have been enjoying brains for centuries. They are highly nutritious and have a wonderful, creamy texture and melting consistency. All I can say is, if you’ve never tasted them, then you don’t know what you are missing.

SIMON HOPKINSON
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COOKING IN TONGUES


Lucky indeed is a cook with a gift of tongues!

IRMA ROMBAUER



That simple phrase from Irma Rombauer in The Joy of Cooking reveals just how much tongue meat was once appreciated. Unfortunately, the appreciation is truly past tense. What is it about tongue that elicits such a negative response today? Many cooks are happy to tackle kidney or heart, but shy away from tongue. Perhaps it is that an animal’s heart or kidneys are familiar, but only in an abstract way. But we are all intimately familiar with our tongue, there in our mouth and connecting us to our food. Is an animal’s tongue just too much physical reality for some, with its bumpy and leathery skin, sometimes with spotty patches that we wouldn’t want on our own tongue? Well, remember that the tongue is not an organ, or even a gland. It is a muscle just like tenderloin, but because it is in the animal’s head, it is categorized as an odd bit and that scares people off.

I was lucky to grow up with tongue. Potted tongue set in jelly was a staple of our Christmas meal; this was always referred to as ox tongue, although I doubt it ever came from an ox. I’ll admit right now it was not my favorite part of Christmas dinner. I think seeing the whole tongue entombed in jelly diminished its attraction—I preferred my jelly colored, sweet, and tongue-less. I did eat it, though, and I’ve discovered tongue is tastier when liberated from its jelly and nestled in a sandwich with sharp mustard. I am happy to have tongue in my headcheese and I’ve recently discovered the amazing, soft, melting texture of hot, grilled tongue, so I want you all to give tongue a second chance.

But what does it taste like? Well, it tastes mildly like the animal that it comes from, but again it’s the texture of tongue—tender, rich, smooth, and creamy—that will seduce you.

How to Choose

The world of tongues is vast. Duck tongues, popular in Asian cuisines, are tiny and have a small bone that makes them fiddly. In this section, I limit myself to beef, veal, lamb, and pork tongues; if you have access to game animals, don’t hesitate to use their tongues in these recipes. The bigger the tongue, the coarser its texture, so I prefer tongues around 3⅓  pounds / 1.5 kg or less, as their texture is finer. While veal tongues are the most prized, beef, lamb, and pork tongues are all worth eating.


 … slices of cold boiled salted ox tongue, like little angels’ wings …

FERGUS HENDERSON



Tongues can be bought fresh, frozen, brined, and sometimes smoked. Often your only choice will be a frozen one, especially with beef or veal tongue. The color of a tongue can vary from pink with a gray cast to almost all gray. Sometimes the skin of the tongue is quite mottled, often with odd dark spots. The color and the dark patches are no indication of quality; they are just a result of the animal’s breed. Tongues have a thick, bumpy skin, and often there is fat and gristle still attached at the base of the tongue, none of which is very appealing and all of which is easily removed after the tongue is poached.

Besides availability, taste and size will influence your choice. Veal and lamb tongues are the mildest in taste, followed by beef and pork tongue. Pork tongue often comes with the head, and I prefer it in headcheese rather than by itself. Smaller lamb tongues take less time to cook, but it’s more work to peel them. An average beef tongue weighs around 3 pounds / 1.4 kg; a veal tongue weighs from ¾ to 1½ pounds / 350 to 700 g; and lamb and pork tongues range from 3 to 8 ounces / 90 to 225 g. Tongue loses some of its weight during cooking, so count on about 7 to 8¾ ounces / 200 to 250 g uncooked weight per person.

How to Prepare and Cook

While brining improves the tongue’s flavor, it is not essential, and you can make all of these recipes with fresh tongue. But whether fresh or brined, the tongue must be poached first. If your tongue is commercially brined, it will have a pinky hue. I prefer to buy a tongue and brine it myself; that way I can control the saltiness better and eschew the pink curing salt.


Some recoil in horror when faced with the physical reality of a calf’s, ox or lamb’s tongue. There is absolutely no doubt what it is, whereas these cooks may not quite realise that a chop is in fact one of the ribs of a lamb! If you can get past this prejudice you will find that tongue is delicate in flavour, soft and melting of texture when served hot and smooth and creamy when cold.

STEPHANIE ALEXANDER



    To brine a tongue, rinse it well under cold water, then brine it for half to one day for pork or lamb tongues and two to three days for veal or beef tongue. Remove the tongue(s) from the brine and rinse well, then poach until tender. If you’re poaching a tongue that hasn’t been brined, add a good pinch of some coarse sea salt to the poaching liquid.

Once cooked, a tongue must be skinned, or peeled, and this needs be done while it is still warm; otherwise the skin is very difficult, almost impossible to remove. Peeled tongues can be kept refrigerated for 4 days in their cooking liquid. Strain and keep the tongue cooking liquid, and if stock or water is required in the recipe, you can use it instead (remembering that it will be salty).


WHAT TO DO WITH COOKED TONGUE

The following recipes all start with cooked tongue. However you can ignore them all and just enjoy your tongue right now.


• Tongue sandwiches are a standard delicatessen menu item; use a good strong mustard. Try a hot tongue sandwich to appreciate the texture of warm tongue.

• Toss pieces of julienned tongue into a salad: tongue is one of the ingredients in a classic chef’s salad.

• Use tongue instead of ham in a croque monsieur sandwich.

• Replace the corned beef in a Reuben sandwich with tongue.

• Add diced tongue to a beet or potato salad.








Poached Tongue




There are many recipes (and just as many cooks) that recommend blanching tongues for a few minutes and then peeling them before cooking. No less a figure than French chef Paul Bocuse is one. Well, I know I am not in the same league as M. Bocuse, but when I followed his blanching method, the only way I could remove the skin was by cutting it off with a knife. This removed a thick layer of the meat with the skin and left the tongue looking even less appetizing than before. I even tried his method with a French tongue (that is, one procured in Paris), with the same result.

Tongue must be poached until it is very tender, and you really can’t overcook it.




2¼ to 3⅓  pounds / 1 to 1.5 kg beef tongue or lamb tongues, brined

1 small onion, quartered

2 cloves

1 carrot, peeled and sliced

2 stalks celery, sliced

6 black peppercorns

6 allspice berries

3 stems flat-leaf parsley

1 clove garlic

1 large sprig thyme

1 fresh bay leaf



Place the tongue in a large saucepan. Insert the cloves in 2 of the onion quarters and add to the pan along with the remaining onion, carrot, and celery. Add enough cold water to cover the tongue by 2 inches / 5 cm, and place the pan over medium-low heat. Bring slowly to a boil and then skim any scum from the cooking liquid. Add the peppercorns, allspice, parsley, garlic, thyme, and bay leaf. Lower the heat and simmer, partially covered, until the tongue is very tender, 1½ to 2½ hours depending on the size of the tongue. To test, pierce the tongue with a skewer at the thickest part and the tip; it should be very tender in both places.

Transfer the tongue from the poaching liquid to a plate. Have a bowl of ice water at the ready to dip your fingers into. This makes handling the hot tongue easier. Or, you may want to follow my mother’s method—she wisely puts on a pair of rubber gloves to peel her hot tongue. And don’t believe any recipe that tells you to cool the tongue before peeling it: tackle it as soon as your fingers, rubber gloved or not, can handle it. Once it’s cold you’ll have to massacre the tongue to get the skin off.

Start at the back or throat end of the tongue and use a small knife to lift up the first piece of skin. Then, using your fingers, peel the skin off as though you were taking a glove off the tongue. Be careful when you reach the tip of the tongue that you don’t tear it off. Discard the skin.

Even with the skin removed, you will notice there is still a bumpy impression, mainly at the back of the tongue. You can scrape off any bumps with the back of your knife. Now trim the fat and gristle from the base and underside of the tongue and discard it.

Everyone from Thomas Keller to my mother tells you to remove throat bones. When transcribing her recipe for me, my mother noted that in recent years there have been no bones with the tongues she’s bought—nor, for that matter, she added wistfully, were there any sweetbreads. Apparently, there was a time when tongues were sold with the sweetbread attached. Needless to say, if you find any bones discard them, and if you discover a sweetbread, go back to that butcher.

Put the peeled tongue back into the strained cooking liquid and leave to cool. The tongue can be kept refrigerated for 3 to 4 days in the cooking liquid.






Liv’s Tongue Hash



SERVES 2


Now while you probably don’t need me to tell you how to make hash, this recipe is here to remind you just what a good way this is to use up leftover cooked meat. Corned beef is the classic ingredient, but I think tongue is better—I love the way its soft texture contrasts with the crisp potatoes. Topping it with an egg makes it a perfect breakfast dish.




3 tablespoons bacon fat or lard

1 large cooked potato, diced

5¼ ounces / 150 g poached tongue

1 onion, halved and sliced

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 eggs



In a heavy frying pan, melt half the fat over medium heat. When hot, add the potato and cook until golden brown on all sides, about 7 minutes. Transfer to a plate. Meanwhile, julienne the tongue and set aside.

Add the remaining fat to the pan, and when it’s hot, cook the onion, stirring until softened. Add the tongue and potatoes, season with salt and pepper, and stir until everything is heated through.

Lower the heat and break the eggs, one by one, into a small dish, and then slide them on top of the hash. Season the eggs with salt and pepper, cover, and cook until the whites are just set, about 4 minutes.

Alternatives: Leftover cooked corned beef or heart


There was never a time, it seems to me, when there were not some pickled lamb’s tongues on the shelf in our family larder. They were used for a quick snack, for a cold supper, for sandwiches, or for picnics. And how tender and delicious they were.… I fear that lamb’s tongues are lost to most people today, who won’t take the trouble to prepare them and don’t know what eating pleasure they are missing.

JAMES BEARD








Spicy Tongue Tacos



SERVES 6


This is a great way to eat cooked tongue—mixed with this complex, spicy tomato sauce, served in a warm tortilla. I guarantee it will convert even the most skeptical to the delights of tongue. If you have no cooked tongue, use any cooked meat—beef cheek for example, or check the alternatives at the end of the recipe for more daring suggestions. To stay authentic, the cheese should be queso fresco, but I like to use ricotta salata. Corn or flour tortillas: your choice. I sometimes just spoon the mixture over toast.




1¼ pounds / 570 g plum (Roma) tomatoes

2 serrano chiles

¼ cup / 1¼ ounces / 35 g whole blanched almonds

3 ancho chiles

2 cascabel chiles

1 cup / 250 ml boiling water

1 tablespoon lard

1 clove garlic, chopped

1½ teaspoons coarse sea salt

A generous pinch allspice

A generous pinch of ground cinnamon

12 ounces / 350 g poached tongue

12 flour tortillas

1 cup / 2¾ ounces / 80 g coarsely grated ricotta salata or queso fresco

Shredded lettuce

Thinly sliced onion

Cilantro (coriander) sprigs

Lime wedges



Preheat the broiler or grill to high.

Remove the cores from the tomatoes and pierce each serrano chile with the point of a knife (if you don’t, you risk the chiles exploding). Broil or grill the tomatoes and chiles until their skins split and they are lightly blackened. Transfer them to a bowl, cover with plastic wrap, and set aside.

In a small frying pan over medium heat, toast the almonds until they are lightly browned, and set aside.

Using scissors, cut the dried chiles into large pieces, discarding the stems and seeds. Toast the pieces in a frying pan, turning once, until fragrant, about 2 minutes. Tip the chile pieces into a bowl, pour over the boiling water, and let steep for 30 minutes.

Peel the tomatoes and chop coarsely. Remove the skin and stems from the serrano chiles, cut them in half, and scrape out and discard the seeds; set the chiles aside. Drain the dried chiles and discard their soaking liquid.

In a frying pan with a lid, melt the lard over medium-low heat. Add the garlic and cook until fragrant, then add the almonds, tomatoes, drained dried chiles, salt, allspice, and cinnamon. Cover and cook for 20 minutes, or until the chiles are soft (the cascabels will not soften as much as the anchos). Let the mixture cool slightly.

Place the serrano chiles in a blender, add the tomato-almond sauce, and blend until smooth. Then, using a spatula, press the mixture through a coarse sieve back into a frying pan and check the seasoning.

Cut the tongue into strips about ¼ inch by 2 inches / 6 mm by 5 cm and reheat them in the sauce, adding a couple of tablespoons of water to thin the sauce just a little.

Warm the tortillas, and serve the tongue mixture in a warmed dish with the tortillas and bowls of cheese, lettuce, onion, cilantro (coriander), and lime wedges, and allow diners to assemble their own tacos.

Alternatives: Cooked chitterlings or tripe
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Tongue with Salsa Verde



SERVES 4 AS A MAIN COURSE OR 6 AS AN APPETIZER


This is a perfect dish for a hot summer night, with the soft, dense meat of the cooked tongue contrasting with the piquant salsa verde. Best of all, the bright green color of the sauce brightens up what, it must be admitted, is a dull-colored meat—especially when brined at home without pink salt. The eggs make a tasty and colorful addition and may encourage guests to taste tongue—I’ve made quite a few converts with this recipe. If you’re serving this dish as a main course, serve it with Potato and Radish Salad. While the tongue is easier to slice cold, make sure you bring it to room temperature before serving.




1 cup / 20 g arugula leaves, coarse stems removed

1 cup / 15 g flat-leaf parsley leaves

1 tablespoon capers, rinsed

3 cornichons, rinsed

2 anchovy fillets, rinsed

1½ tablespoons chopped shallot

1 clove garlic, germ removed

2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 Poached Beef Tongue

4 hard-boiled eggs, halved



Place the arugula, parsley, capers, cornichons, anchovies, shallot, garlic, and lemon juice in a food processor and pulse until coarsely chopped. Add the olive oil and pulse to blend.

Tip the sauce into a bowl and season with salt and pepper. Cover by pressing plastic wrap directly onto the surface of the sauce (this keeps it green) and refrigerate. While this sauce can be made up to a day in advance, it is at its best fresh.

Slice the tongue thinly and place the slices overlapping on a platter. Arrange the eggs around the tongue and then spoon over some of the salsa verde.

Alternatives: Veal tongue




HARD-BOILING EGGS

The fashion in Canada is to call these eggs “hard-cooked,” because you don’t really boil them with this method; but for me they will always be hard-boiled eggs. If you start with your eggs at room temperature, they will be less likely to crack. Using a pushpin, make a small hole in the rounded end of each egg and place them in a small saucepan. Cover with cold water and bring to a boil, uncovered, over medium heat, turning the eggs often to center the yolks. As soon as the water begins to boil, remove the pan from the heat, cover, and leave for 6 minutes. I like my egg yolks to be soft, even runny in the center. If you like them firmer, leave the eggs for another 2 minutes. Rinse the eggs under cold running water to stop the cooking, then tap them gently on the counter to fracture the shell and peel. Older eggs are always the best to use, as they peel more easily than fresh ones.










Potato and Radish Salad



SERVES 4


While I have a weak spot for potato and fresh pea salad with mint, this combination works better with dense meats like liver and tongue, because the radish adds a peppery bite. The radishes I use are the big ones the size of a large apricot that are popular in Ontario. If your radishes are smaller, just use more.




1 pound / 450 g new potatoes, scrubbed

1 fresh bay leaf Coarse sea salt

2 or 3 large radishes, trimmed

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

Freshly ground black pepper



Place the potatoes in a saucepan, cover with cold water, and add the bay leaf. Cover and bring to a boil over medium heat, add a generous pinch of salt, then reduce the heat and simmer, partially covered, for 10 to 15 minutes or until the potatoes are cooked.

Meanwhile, cut the radishes into thin slices. Drain the potatoes, cut them in half, and toss with the oil, parsley, and vinegar. Add the radishes, toss again, and then season with salt and pepper. Serve warm.






Barbecued (Grilled) Tongue



SERVES 4 AS A MAIN DISH


Barbecuing for me means grilling outside on a charcoal or gas grill. It was only when I came to North America that I discovered there was such a thing as slow-cooked Southern-style barbecue. Working on this book and dealing with odd bits that often need long cooking, I was interested to discover new ways of cooking them on an outdoor grill. The throat end or thickest part of tongue is the best for grilling, because it has a light marbling of fat and the slices are larger. I’m going to suggest that this recipe replace our traditional tongue-entombed-in-jelly the next time I am back in Australia for Christmas. Serve this with Potato and Radish Salad. You can make more or less of this as you like; count on five to six slices per person.




Twenty to twenty-four ¼-inch / 6-mm slices poached tongue

Olive oil

Mustard Seed Glaze or Tamarind Glaze



Preheat the grill to medium-high.

Brush the tongue slices on both sides with olive oil. Place on the hot grill and cook for about 2 minutes per side. Brush with glaze and serve.







IF YOU LIKE IT PINK: A SHORT EXPLANATION OF NITRATES AND NITRITES



Salt, or sodium chloride, has been used for thousands of years to preserve foods: remains of salted fish and birds have been found in Egyptian tombs. Salt works by drawing the moisture out of the flesh; it renders microbes inactive by dehydrating them. The impurities found in ancient sodium chloride (namely potassium nitrate, or saltpeter) were also very effective in killing bacteria. In the Middle Ages, saltpeter was used in the extraction of minerals and as an ingredient in gunpowder. Polish hunters preserved their game by rubbing the inside of the animal carcass with a mixture of salt and gunpowder. In the sixteenth century, it was realized that saltpeter—potassium nitrate—and sodium nitrate added color and flavor to cured meats, but no one understood exactly how.

Not until the beginning of the twentieth century did German scientists discover the answer. The bacteria in the meat decompose some of the nitrate into nitrite during the curing process, and it is this nitrite—not the nitrate—that was the active ingredient in saltpeter. Nitrite turns the meat pink by reacting with the myoglobin in the muscle. With the arrival of refrigeration, which slows the activity of microbes, less nitrite was required to preserve meats. Today the amount of nitrates added to food is much less than in the past, and it is highly regulated. We also eat less preserved meat, so we consume smaller doses of nitrites than our ancestors did. Nitrites are not harmful to us in small amounts—they occur naturally in leafy greens and root vegetables—yet they remain controversial. Why?

As nitrates breakdown into nitrites during the curing process, they produce nitrosamines and these have been linked to a risk of cancer. But there is no direct evidence that small quantities are a health concern.

Curing salt or pink salt is a commercially manufactured salt that contains nitrate and is dyed pink to ensure it is only used for curing meat and not mistakenly as a culinary salt. Unlike saltpeter, it has a precise percentage of nitrate and so is more reliable. Do not confuse this pink culinary salt with salts from the Himalayas, Hawaii, or the Murray Darling Basin in Australia; these are naturally pink salts and are simply sodium chloride. Curing salt is an essential ingredient when making dry-cured sausages. It is often added to brines for tongue, corned beef, and headcheese to give them a pink color. (I don’t use it and as a result my tongue and headcheese don’t have that familiar pink tinge.)









BUFFALO TONGUES



It is estimated that there were over fifty million buffalo roaming freely across the Great Plains before the arrival of white settlers. They ranged over 70 percent of the continental United States and into the Canadian provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan. The buffalo was an important resource for the Native Americans, providing them with food, clothing and shelter. The tongue of the buffalo was a particular delicacy—set aside for the medicine men and women, to ensure the success of the hunt.

Generally Native Americans treated the buffalo with respect, killing only what they needed, but the white man was less discriminate. As early as 1846, the Indians were complaining to the local authorities about the wasteful slaughter of buffalo. Thomas Harvey, superintendent of the Indian Affairs in St. Louis, wrote to his superiors:


Notwithstanding that the Indians kill great numbers of the buffalo, they do not kill them wastefully.… Not so with the white man; he kills for the sake of killing.



With the end of the Civil War and the construction of the railways, the migration westward escalated. This meant that new sources of food had to found, and the plentiful buffalo provided the answer. Back in the East, buffalo skins were popular for coats and blankets, in better restaurants in the larger cities buffalo tongues were a fashionable dish, and even buffalo bones were valuable as fertilizer. The hides sold for three dollars, and the tongues were worth twenty-five cents each, making buffalo hunting a lucrative full-time job, especially during the economic recession of the 1870s. A hunter armed with long-range rifle, could kill 250 buffalo a day. Former hunter Frank H. Mayer remembered:


The whole Western country went buffalo-wild. It was like a gold rush.… Men left jobs, businesses, wives and children and future prospects to get into buffalo running.



Commercial hunters were not the only threat, hunting buffalo for sport was a popular pastime. Sportsmen traveled on special buffalo trains that took them right to the animals so they could shoot the beasts without even leaving the comfort of their railway carriage. By the end of the nineteenth century, there were fewer than 2,000 buffalo remaining in all of the United States. The buffalo were saved by the work of the American Bison Society who created new buffalo reserves in the West, Native Americans who established herds on reservation lands, and government legislation making it illegal to kill buffalo on federal reserves.

The buffalo (more correctly bison) have prospered and today their meat is commercially available in restaurants and upscale butcher shops; however buffalo tongues have yet to regain their past popularity.








Warm Lamb Tongues in Ginger, Mustard, and Cream Sauce



SERVES 4


In one of my older cookbooks, there is a picture of braised lamb tongues. In the center of a large oval platter is a dubious, dark puree of some vegetable, and around it are arranged whole cooked lamb tongues. It was not at all appetizing even to someone who loves tongue. In this recipe the tongues are sliced, so they are more appetizing. Cooked with two of my favorite ingredients—bacon and ginger—this rich, creamy dish goes well with lentils but would be delicious on pasta too.




8 poached lamb tongues

Tongue cooking liquid, strained

1¾ ounces / 50 g side bacon, cut into small, thin strips

1 cup / 6¼ ounces / 180 g lentils de Puy Coarse sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon finely chopped shallot

One 1½-inch / 4-cm piece fresh ginger, peeled

2 tablespoons crème fraîche

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon chopped flat-leaf parsley



Cut the cooked tongues, slightly on the diagonal, into ¼-inch / 6-mm slices and set aside with 1 cup / 250 ml of the tongue cooking liquid.

In a large frying pan over low heat, cook the bacon gently so that it renders its fat. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the bacon to a plate lined with paper towels to drain. Leave the fat in the pan.

Rinse the lentils well and place them in a saucepan. Cover with cold water and bring to a boil over high heat, then strain through a sieve and refresh under cold running water. Discard the blanching water.


avoir la langue bien pendue: literally, “to have a hanging tongue”; someone who talks well and a lot



Place the blanched lentils in a clean saucepan. Pour the remaining tongue cooking water into a large glass measuring cup and add enough cold water to make 3 cups / 750 ml. Pour over the lentils and bring to a boil over medium heat. Reduce the heat to low and simmer, uncovered, until the lentils are just tender, 20 to 25 minutes. Check them regularly so you don’t overcook them. When the lentils are cooked, drain, transfer them to a dish, season with salt and pepper, and keep warm.

Add the shallot to the bacon fat in the pan and cook until softened. Cut the ginger into julienne strips and add to the pan. Stir, and then pour in the reserved tongue cooking liquid. Bring to a boil and deglaze the pan, using a wooden spoon to scrape up the browned bits from the bottom. Continue to boil the liquid until it is reduced by half. Lower the heat, add the crème fraîche and mustard, stir in the tongue to coat with the sauce, and continue to cook until it is heated through. Stir in the reserved bacon, season with salt and pepper, then sprinkle with parsley and serve with the lentils.

Alternatives: Beef or calf’s tongue






Cockscombs

Cockscombs are the fleshy growth on the top of a chicken’s head. Despite being called cockscombs, they grow on both adult cocks and hens, but the male’s comb is larger. Most combs are red in color because they are full of blood. Cockscombs play a vital role in regulating the bird’s body temperature: because birds don’t sweat, they cool their blood by moving it through their comb and wattle, the fleshy part that hangs from their beak.

In the kitchen, cockscombs have been popular since Roman times, valued for their unique, decorative shape and gelatinous texture; they remain popular in Italy today. It was there that I saw them for the first time: a large metal container brimming with pink fleshy cockscombs in the window of a poultry store. La Varenne’s cookbook Le Cuisinier François (1651) has a recipe using cockscombs: potage à la Reyne, or the queen’s pottage. The queen in this case was Italian: Catherine de Médicis, wife of the French king François I. The recipe was a mixture of odd bits: kidneys, sweetbreads, artichokes, and cockscombs cooked in a mushroom and poultry stock, then thickened with almond milk and presented in a hollowed-out bread roll. It was one of Catherine’s favorite dishes, and she allegedly made herself sick by eating too much of it at one infamous sitting. Cockscombs were sold by the pound and remained a fashionable garnish in France and Italy through the latter half of the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth century.

Today, in classic French cooking, the term à la Reine denotes a creamy sauce with a garnish of sweetbreads, chicken testicles, and cockscombs. This mixture is presented in a vol-au-vent (a buttery puff pastry case) instead of the bread of Catherine’s dish. It still appears on restaurant menus, but often, pieces of chicken replace the odd bits. Cockscombs are also an ingredient in the French financière sauce, along with mushrooms and sweetbreads.

Cockscombs are not at all easy to find, but you might be able to talk your poultry supplier into selling you some, and they store well frozen. Raw cockscombs are pale pink and fleshy, with some darker spots that resemble bruises. Many recipes begin by telling you to prick the cockscombs with a needle and squeeze out the blood. Well, in my experience this is not necessary at all. Rather, the first step is to soak them in cold salted water—about 1 teaspoon of coarse sea salt per cup / 250 ml of water—for several hours to remove any excess blood, and then place them in cold water and bring to a boil, then drain. Once they are blanched, their rough surface can be removed; this is not skin but rather a gnarly membrane with some feathery residue. It rubs off with the aid of a towel, some coarse salt, and a lot of patience—it is a rather tedious job. Don’t blanch too many at once unless you have a friend to help you, as the scraping must be done while the cockscombs are still warm. If you find the membrane is impossible to remove or they get cold drop them in boiling water for 30 seconds to a minute, then try again. Also make sure they are clean inside the cut edge, where they were attached to the head.


Fleshy excrescence, often voluminous, found on the heads of cocks and other gallinaceans. It is chiefly used as a garnish for entrées.

LAROUSSE GASTRONOMIQUE



Cockscombs vary wildly in size, and generally the smaller ones cook faster, but not always. Sort through your cockscombs and cook similar sized ones together. Their flavor is very mild, so cook them in a well-flavored stock with an additional mirepoix of vegetables (diced onion, carrot, and celery), black pepper, bay leaves, thyme, fennel seeds, and wine.

The wine can be red or white. If you are going to serve them with a cream sauce, use white; I prefer them with mushrooms, so I use red. Add a good amount of salt and bring everything to a boil, then lower the heat and simmer them until they are tender. This can take from 1 to 3 hours depending on their size and age. Remove the cooked cockscombs and cool them, separated, on a flat surface—like pig’s ears and feet, they are very gelatinous and will stick to each other.


These have been used since the time of Apicius as a garnish for chicken dishes.

IRMA ROMBAUER



My friend Albert Ponzo, a chef in Toronto, finishes his cockscombs by sautéing them with wild mushrooms, then adding a red wine sauce with a touch of cardamom. I deglaze my pan with red wine and add a little of the cooking liquid. It is their soft and gelatinous texture that makes them unique, and endears them to lovers of pig’s feet and oxtail.

    Like Larousse Gastronomique, I always considered cockscombs a savory garnish until a dinner in Montréal where I discovered one on my dessert plate. Cockscombs are bland, taking on the flavor of their cooking liquid. The cockscomb decorating my plate had been simmered in blood orange juice and tasted a little like a sugar free orange jellybean. This started me thinking—why not candy cockscombs like orange and lemon peel? They would be a perfect garnish on many desserts especially my Chocolate Blood Ice cream.

Next time I get a quantity of cockscombs I’ll put some aside to cook in an orange flavored sugar syrup. When they are cooked I’ll toss them in some sugar, they’ll probably make a great snack too.







COCKSCOMBS IN TRANSLATION



I read Tolstoy’s War and Peace when I studied Russian literature at university. I remember finding it tedious and confusing; there was a huge cast of characters with complicated names and too many pages filled with detailed battle descriptions, so I skipped all the battle scenes. A couple of years ago, I heard about a new translation by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, so I decided to tackle the book again. I loved it—even the battle descriptions were fascinating and thrilling. Later, I stumbled across an essay by Richard Pevear discussing the translation process and how hard it is to stay true not only to the sense of the words but also the music of the language. The passage about cockscombs was the most interesting:


Here is a very different and rather amusing example of the search for fidelity. Count Ilya Andreich Rostov, Natasha’s father, is giving a banquet in honor of General Bagration. Ordering the menu, he insists that “grebeshki” be put in the “tortue.” I assumed that tortue was French turtle soup, but what about grebeshki? The Russian word can mean either “cock’s-combs” or “scallops.” Which would you put in a turtle soup? I did research into the uses of cock’s-combs, but with rather unappealing results. I looked at previous translations: one has “scallops” and thinks the soup is a “pie crust”; another has “cock’s-combs” but in a “pasty”; in a third the “cock’s-combs” are in a “soup”; the fourth agrees about the soup, but puts “croutons” in it. Going by my own taste, I decided to put scallops in the turtle soup. This reading got as far as the first set of page proofs. Just then we met by chance (at a dinner in Paris) a woman who used to run a cooking school. We asked her which it should be. She, too, was puzzled. A few days later we received a long email from her. She had become so intrigued by our question that she went to the French National Library the next day and looked up the history of the culinary use of cock’s-combs. She was happy to inform us that they came into fashion precisely around the time of the Napoleonic wars and were a key ingredient in turtle sauce. Suddenly the whole passage made sense, because the chef replies to the old count’s order: “Three cold sauces, then?” The other translations have “three cold dishes” or “entrees,” with no relation to sauces at all. Thanks to Mme. Meunier, we were able to make the correction in the second set of proofs.










Other Heady Bits: Palates and Eye Balls

Palates

Even I hadn’t considered eating the roof of an animal’s mouth, but apparently beef palates were a popular food in the past. Robert May, an English cook, gives recipes for ox palate in his book The Accomplisht Cook (1660). In one, he mixes cooked diced palates with small roasted birds, bacon, oysters, fried artichokes, pistachios, and a panoply of odd bits including lamb and poultry testicles, cockscombs, marrow, and sweetbreads. The English cook Dorothy Hartley writes that palates must be peeled like tongue and can be added to brawn (headcheese). She cites an eighteenth-century recipe for palates served in a rich egg yolk and cream sauce, then garnished with pickled grapes.


The palate is tougher meat than soft tongue, but of the same type.

DOROTHY HARTLEY



Palates were common in France too: Larousse Gastronomique lists five different preparations. Apparently they are also an ingredient in Asian cooking: occasionally, dried water buffalo palate is added to dishes in the Laotian kitchen. I am going to stick with tongue.

Eyeballs

There are recipes for cooking eyeballs but you’ll find none here. When one recipe began with the instructions to remove the corneas, lenses, and irises, I didn’t read any further. I am a cook, not a surgeon. Many cultures relish eyeballs, but usually as the choice piece from a cooked head, not a separate dish. Icelanders, who eat lots of strange foods, including fermented shark, apparently delight in sheep’s eyes and include them in sheep headcheese. Sheep’s eyeballs are popular throughout the Middle East and North Africa. My first eyeball experience was while eating a dish of sheep’s head couscous. The split sheep’s head was in a broth of vegetables and the host offered me the eyes. I ate one and then asked for the brain.


They have a nice chewy texture without being tough, a little like squid but without the slipperiness. The secret is to remove the inky, black middle bit without bursting it before you bite into the gelatinous eye socket.

ANISSA HELOU



There is no reason not to try eyeballs—they don’t taste strong and you might enjoy the texture. They are not like jelly as you might imagine, but pleasantly chewy. If you cook sheep’s or pig’s head you will have eyeballs to taste. My advice is to cut them in half: then you can remove the black center, which makes them look less like eyeballs and slightly more appetizing. If you are trying them for the first time, let them cool first, the texture is better.



[image: Raw pig’s feet and neck]




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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