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This book is dedicated to Derek Senior,
whose friendly eagerness to try out new curing recipes
and his ability to produce amazing hams, bacons
and all manner of cured delicacies
is legendary.
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Preface

My first attempt at curing was a great success in one way, and a miserable failure in another. I had decided to make some bacon – having already tried cheese making, this seemed to be a reasonable next step on the steady march towards making our own food. It all worked out properly, the final product was tasty and for the first time ever we had bacon that could only be described as a million times better than the stuff bought in the supermarket.

So why was it a failure? Well, I worried about it all the time, and for days after we ate the bacon too. Could it be possible that this was something that would not spoil with such a small amount of salt? Had I made it too salty and my curing experiment would prove to be just an expensive waste of time with an inedible product at the end of the process?

I confess worry spoilt my first curing experience dreadfully. But that was twenty years ago and although I am still anxious about cures, no sleep is lost, and I am always completely thrilled with what I produce – even when I sometimes make mistakes.

Curing meat, a lifelong game of chess where you are always thinking and experimenting, has become one of the cornerstones of our family. Whenever one or other of the children returns home, the first thing they ask for in meal terms is a ‘bacon butty’, knowing of course that it’s Dad’s bacon and not supermarket’s best plastic wrapped.

We grew an international Olympic weightlifter on food like biltong and ham, and visitors to our home have come to expect some homemade treats – I think my most successful experiment was a lighthouse pie, which consisted of a fried slice cut with a ring to be the same size as a slice of homemade black pudding. A similarly trimmed piece of thick-cut dry, cured bacon, again made at home, and a fried egg from one of our hens were cooked in the same ring cutter used to cut the bread, black pudding and bacon. The whole dish was piled up like a lighthouse with the yolk at the top. I was so proud you’d have thought I’d won the Nobel Prize!

Starting out in curing meat is an adventure that will literally change your life. It did mine, and the only regret I have is not starting to cure in earlier years. I thought it was something that was only possible in food factories. The truth is quite the opposite. Every ingredient we eat started life in someone’s kitchen, and still the very best food is created in the same way. The proper place for drying ham, a batch of biltong or a side of bacon is a suitably cool, protected part of your home, where you and only you have control of what goes into the meat and what comes out too.

Making your own cured products gives you an opportunity. Yes, you can make the best food for the same price as the moderately priced packaged products in the supermarket, but you can also make it a whole lot healthier too! For example, you can control the saltiness of your bacon and you don’t need to add chemicals to maintain the stability of the product on some shelf, you simply create something special, healthily special.

Until recently my wife Diana and I travelled the country teaching people how to make food ingredients from scratch and frequently taught at the Women’s Institute Cookery School at Denman in Oxfordshire. Perhaps my proudest moment was when we made some overnight bacon – the recipe is featured in this book on pages 27–8, and cooked it for the college to try. One venerable lady in tweed said it was ‘Bacon as it used to be.’ You couldn’t get prouder and for the first time in years my chest was puffed out more than what I call my waist.

And that’s the whole point of this book. Food is about two things: love and pride. Curers have plenty of both.
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