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Dedication

I dedicate this book to the late, great Joshua Ozersky, my friend and partner in Meatopia, who inspired me to write, and wrote the foreword to the resulting book Hog. He is profoundly missed.

It turns out writing is not as easy as I once thought; it really is a craft, and Josh’s prose is where I turn when I need to be inspired in my own stumbling efforts. He wrote this:



“As a food writer, I am handicapped by gross deficiencies. I’ve never worked in a restaurant or gone to cooking school, and am utterly ignorant of whole cuisines, but no man feels food moredeeply. It’s my whole life, and my connection to it is wildly, shamefully emotional: I live it, and that bone-deep obsession powers my work. That honesty, unwholesome though it may be, fixes my view and grants me the kind of zeal and rancor that makes writing about roast beef meaningful.

When I started to write about food my voice led me through my dark places. It makes my work good, or at least honest, and honest is enough.”



Joshua Ozersky 1967–2015
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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


Foreword by Mark Schatzker

Eating is a funny thing. The desire for food to be at its most delicious is universal. And yet, the food we often eat is far from that ideal. It’s all thanks to the human mouth.

On the one hand, you need a mouth in order to eat – that much is obvious. But when meals end, we begin using our mouths for something else: talking. This is where things often go wrong.

We get hung up on words. For example, we get obsessed with places. Every ten years or so, some new place pops into vogue, and within a week it seems every chef is doing his own take on some obscure regional recipe, particularly, it seems, chefs who have never visited that area. We also become fixated on techniques. A few years ago, there was a spell of several months where no one who knew anything about food wanted to eat anything that wasn’t cooked in a plastic bag.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with places or techniques. But they are not, in themselves, a silver bullet conferring deliciousness on a sauce, a dish, or a meal. In our enthusiasm for good food, we get lost in concepts and very often end up making food bad. There are, however, a vanguard of chefs who measure food by a simple but all important metric: the way it tastes. Richard Turner is one. He’s not a traditionalist – there are recipes in this book for Kimchi Hash, West African Suya and Burmese Beef Curry. But he’s not taken in by the food world’s frequent bouts of silliness. He just loves food. And he wants other people to love the food he loves, and for the same reason.

Which brings us to beef, the king of all meats. The bedrock protein. The eternal object of our primordial meat hunger. When a boneless breast of chicken looks in the mirror, it wishes it was beef. All of which makes today’s sorry state of beef all the more perplexing.

Over the past several decades, we have engineered our agricultural system to produce beef at the lowest possible price. Beef today is cheap. It’s amazing to consider that you can walk into a supermarket and buy a rib eye steak – a vanishingly scarce piece of carcass – for a few pounds or dollars. But it’s lost the one thing that made it so desirable in the first place: flavour. So we do to beef what we do to boneless chicken breast – we smother it in sauces and rubs and marinades.

To any beef lover, loving beef has become inordinately difficult. It’s as though red meat has lost its voice.

I wrote an entire book about what happened to beef. When it came out, I started hearing from all sorts of chefs, most of whom would write to tell me that they had cracked the mystery of the perfect rub (it would invariably involve powdered soup mix), or magical marinade (which was actually a salad dressing), or the perfect ratio of brisket to chuck in a burger grind (which makes no sense, because no two briskets and chucks are alike). And then I heard from Richard Turner, who worshipped at the same altar of simplicity. A good steak, he said, needed two things: fire and salt.

If you love beef, listen to Richard Turner. Listen to what he says about what kind of cows you should eat, what those cows should eat, the kinds of lives they should live, how they should be killed, cut, and, finally, cooked. Take a morsel of that beef – that Smoked Prime Rib, that scrap of Pickled Tripe, that slug of Beef Heart Tea – and put it in the place it was destined for: your mouth. More eating, less talking. It’s the way food was meant to be.
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Mark Schatzker, 2017
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Introduction

When meat cravings hit, more often than not what springs to mind is beef… and specifically steak. It’s the embodiment of premium meat, the most expensive thing on the menu. There are restaurants devoted solely to beef – dimly lit and decorated in leather and dark wood, steakhouses are temples to our carnivorous voracity. As well as its own restaurant genre, beef has its own piece of cutlery: the steak knife, large, imposing and Ramboesque. Steakhouses might show you the meat raw, carried out to diners on a tray with various chunks of dark red flesh for us to point at. “That one” we might say; it’s all very primal. Prime is about beef and steak: why it’s special and what it takes to make this king of meat great.

 

In this book, I’ve explained what it takes to grill the perfect steak, roast the perfect joint and make the perfect burger, as well as the different ways to get the best out of the cuts and – in some cases – breeds. These are guidelines rather than rules. If you have read the book, you will hopefully be using a nice piece of extensively farmed pure-bred native beef, and you’ll understand that uniformity is not one of its many excellent qualities. I’ve put together some 160 or so recipes, some classics from around the world and some unique recipes from my notebook. As a rule of thumb, 1kg (about 2lb) of beef feeds four to six people, but I’m not the meat police, so I am really leaving it up to you.

Between the recipe chapters, I will also highlight the shortcuts most farmers are pressurized into taking, at great cost to our palates and even to our health. In a destructive cycle, our meat lust fuels intensive farming, which in turn makes it cheap to buy and encourages excessive meat consumption. It is a cycle that benefits no one, including the farmers forced to sell meat so cheaply that their sales barely cover their costs. It’s not good for our own health, nor for the health of the animals we farm.

There is a lot of scaremongering in the media about meat eating, and consumption of meat has been linked to obesity, diabetes, heart disease and certain cancers. Since much of the meat eaten around the world is intensively farmed, and since these scare stories don’t differentiate between intensively farmed and naturally reared meat, this is an understandable mistake. In the chapter on health I make the case for judicious consumption of naturally reared, high-quality beef, as part of a healthy, balanced diet.

Elsewhere in the book, I outline the differences between intensive and extensive farming and why they are important. There is a vast difference between the meat from animals raised with pride and the meat from animals bred for profit, and this is why they taste so different. Much of this difference is down to feed, which is one of the most important factors in beef flavour and health.

I also discuss slaughter, which is as important as how you rear the animals, and I explore the hanging of beef and the pros and cons of extended ageing. Finally, I’ll tell you a bit about butchery techniques and give some rough bovine myology (where all the bits come from).
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In Prime I want to make the case for sensible shopping, buying less beef but of a better quality – meat that’s been reared by farmers who care. One way to avoid intensively farmed beef is to be much choosier about where we buy it. Few supermarkets sell good, extensively farmed meat, and labels can be misleading, so I give an honest and truthful opinion of what they actually mean.

As with my previous book, Hog, there is a whole chapter on breeds and why the breed informs flavour. I’ve stuck to the important beef breeds, as I’m reasonably certain a description of breeds such as Ankole-Watusi is beyond the remit of this book (though it is a fine-looking animal).

Prime is a celebratory story running from Angus to White Park, with a little zealous drum banging along the way, and if I’ve climbed on my soapbox a little too much, I apologize. I hope to give good reasons to source, buy and cook beef with respect for the farmer, the animal and your stomach. Like any good story, there are villains, but I’ve tried not to condemn out of hand – we omnivores are all in this together and, collectively, we share responsibility for the beef industry of today. As the beef guru Mark Schatzker opines, it’s much better to try to influence from the inside than to cast stones from the outside.
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Ingredients

It is difficult to write this section without sounding like a broken record, but I’ll try. The general gist is to buy consciously, ask questions and don’t settle for second best.

Meat As explained in more detail in the section on Buying Beef, buy the very best you can afford, if possible from someone who is knowledgeable on the subject. Ask questions like “How was the animal farmed?” “How old was it?” “What did it eat?” “What breed was it?” and be prepared to spend a little more for a little less quantity. Beef should be an occasional weekly extravagance – yes, you read that right. I’m suggesting we all eat a bit less meat, but of a lot better quality.

Fruit & vegetables Many of those immaculately clean and uniform vegetables you see in the supermarket aisles and in their sterile packaging have been farmed industrially. They are less nutrient-dense than vegetables farmed organically, or those grown by the small band of farmers who farm on a small scale and naturally. The supermarket versions also taste of less: one of the secrets of the great ingredient-led restaurants is their vegetable sourcing. The carrot or squash you eat at St John, the River Café or Chez Panisse is not the same as the one you bought in the supermarket, and if you search out your own supply you absolutely can cook food thatis just as tasty as at those restaurants.

It’s also important to buy in season. Asparagus bought in winter will have been grown in a different hemisphere from where you live and flown halfway around the world. That means it will have been produced with some serious jiggery-pokery and downright shenanigans so as still to look fresh upon arrival. (And that’s not to mention the cost of getting it there.) Buy as much as you can seasonally – for your taste buds, your wallet and the environment.

Salt I use sea salt almost exclusively in my cooking;it contains trace minerals that give it a more complex flavour than ordinary table salt. Table salt also contains anti-caking agents that adversely affect the flavour of your food. Learning how to use salt is perhaps the biggest secret to great cooking – too much makes food taste salty and creates a kind of “seasoning fatigue” when the dish is eaten, while too little means food tastes bland.

Spices All spices should be used fresh, especially pepper, and should be freshly ground. If you’re not doing it already, this one small piece of advice is going to improve your cooking immeasurably. When spices are ground, they start to release volatile oils into the air – that’s flavour! Buy small amounts from a source with ahigh turnover, and grind as you cook, using either a mill or a mortar and pestle.

Vinegars & oils Not all vinegars and oils are made equal. With oils it pays to buy small bottles as oftenas possible: although they might not go off, they certainly deteriorate over time, particularly olive oil. Vinegars keep well, but avoid industrially produced ones. If at all possible, look for live, naturally brewed vinegars – or go one better and make your own.

Dairy Okay, it’s soapbox time again: buying ethically farmed grass-fed dairy is as important as buying good grass-fed meat. Good dairy should be consumed in reasonable quantities. Good dairy also tastes better – quelle surprise! If you can find cultured cream and butter from grass-fed herds, you are in for a treat. Buy cheeses from experts in the field, who have kept them carefully. Never, ever buy grated cheese: it tastes rank.
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Eggs As with meat and dairy, pay close attention to where your eggs come from and how they are produced. It matters that hens are treated well, with room to range and forage. The reason is that if we eat animal products, our consciences should be clear about how those animals lived. It also matters because healthy, happy animals produce tastier, more nutritious, safer food, and nowhere is that clearer than with eggs. Buy free-range and, if you can, buy organic – or if you have the space, keep hens yourself and enjoy their freshly laid eggs.

Fish There’s very little fish in this book, so I’ll keep this brief. Buy sustainably. Treat fish with the same respect as you do meat – ask questions and avoid factory-farmed fish or endangered species such as tuna.

I use a fair quantity of anchovies and it’s not always clear how sustainable they are. As a species, anchovies are near the base of the food chain, and the impact of their large-scale removal on the marine ecosystem is poorly understood. Keep an eye on this and avoid using them if there’s any question.

Nuts When buying nuts, we might consider the ethics of production: one of the nut industry’s biggest concerns over the years has been labour standards. One issue is home working – where employees process nuts at home – which is difficult to monitor for safety and hours worked. Even in factories, women working in nut production earn meagre wages and are exposed to smoke and the nut’s corrosive oil. As a rule, we should assume there are issues with labour unless proved otherwise. Farming all over the world is a low-margin business, with pressure on cost and therefore on labour conditions. Look for the Fairtrade mark, which resembles a person waving over a yin-yang symbol.

Avoid Chinese pine nuts if you can. I once fell foul of something called pine mouth, after eating Chinese pine nuts bought from a supermarket. All I could taste afterwards was an overriding metallic flavour, which made my job extremely difficult, aggravated by my lack of information on it at the time – I didn’t know it wasn’t permanent! I regained my taste buds after a week, but the only thing I could drink during that time was water, and all food tasted unbearably metallic. Good for weight loss, if nothing else.
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‘If you're after advice on what to do with any cut you
can think of, look no further.’

- The Caterer

Click here to order today!






