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“Meat has ceased to have any connection with animals.
Just as ‘wood’—so intimately known for centuries as
oak, beech, ash, or apple wood, with individual qualities
of their own—is now ‘planks’, or ‘three-ply’, etc., so
meat has ceased to be anything but the ‘cut’ or ‘joint’.”

So wrote Dorothy Hartley in 1954 in her wonderful book
Food in England, when Britain was in the grip of
industrialising its meat production. Today, we are on
the cusp of change as farmers, cooks,
environmentalists and economists debate new
approaches to farming and feeding ourselves.
Sustainability and quality of life lie at the heart of the
discussion.

The world’s population is increasing and becoming
richer, so the demand for meat is rising. This is creating
an increasingly unsustainable demand for water, land
and crops for animal feed, and leading to deforestation
and more greenhouse gasses.

Everyone from the UN to Slow Food is lobbying for a
new approach to food production. In a bid to address
the problem, Slow Food UK has just launched its Slow
Meat campaign. It aims to encourage us to eat less,
but better quality meat from slow-growing, traditional
breeds, such as the sweet-fleshed blackfaced hill sheep
at Ginger Pig and the luscious textured British lop pigs
at Northfield Farm.

Dorothy Hartley believed that to create a good dish, it
is essential that the cook understands the provenance
of the meat he or she is handling. A fine-textured, small
boned mountain lamb such as a Welsh badger face, for
example, should be cooked in a different way to a stout
chalk down grazing sheep such as a southdown.

Many of the older British breeds of cattle are perfectly
adapted to graze on rough pasture and don’t need
other feeds. Richard Vines from Wild Beef explains:
“During the summer, my Welsh black cattle graze on the
acidic marginal land of Dartmoor. It has thin topsoil, so
the cattle eat the heathers, rushes and grasses, which
are rooted in the mineral rich rock below. This makes
the meat dark and flavoursome, as it’s imbued with
minerals and trace elements. In the winter, they’re fed
hay and silage (pickled grass) that I cut from the lower
pastures.”

As the recession hit, he found that demand for his
flavoursome slow-cooking cuts such as brisket and
marrow-rounds grew. Patient cooks would slowly braise
the brisket with caramelised onions, rosemary and dried
orange zest or simmer the marrow-rounds in a rich red
wine sauce.

Sara Gregson, a director of the Pasture-Fed Livestock
Association, believes that this method of feeding
domesticated ruminants (cattle, sheep and goats) is
the way of the future. “In the 1970s and 80s beef
farmers started to speed up the final fattening process
of the animals by feeding them home-grown starchy
cereals and imported soya. It’s the ruminants’
equivalent of eating fast food,” she says with a
chuckle.

It turns out it’s better for the animals, the environment,
the cook and the farmer if cattle and sheep are fed
solely on grass, regardless of whether it is pasture, hay
or silage. “Grass-fed animals grow slowly, but tend to
be healthier. The meat is lower in fat and contains
proportionally less saturated fat to grain-finished
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animals, as well as lots of other goodies like omega
fatty acids,” explains Sara.

Perhaps even more important is the benefit to the
environment. “Farmers can seed their pasture with
wonderful mixes of grasses and flowers that need
minimal feeding, other than the animals’ natural
manure,” she continues. “They can include plants that
open up the soil, recycle nitrogen and benefit insects
and birds. It’s a very holistic approach to farming.”        

Although lamb and beef are often advertised as grass-
fed, many are finished with wheat, barley or soya. As a
result, the PFLA has just launched a ‘Pasture for Life’
certification mark, which guarantees that the meat
you’re buying is from a solely grass-fed animal.

The timing could not be better. The UN General
Assembly has declared 2015 the International Year of
Soils (IYS). It aims to increase awareness of the
profound importance of soil for food security and
essential ecosystem functions. The simple act of only
buying grass fed meat will act as a catalyst for farmers
to nurture their soil in a different way. It will also free
up more land for crops for human rather than animal
consumption.

An essential part of the Slow Meat campaign is to
abolish waste by transforming every bit of meat into a
delicious dish.

To launch its campaign in January, Slow Food UK asked
Andy McFadden, chef director of Michelin-starred
L’Autre Pied in Marylebone, to hold a Slow Meat
workshop in Borough Market. “I wanted to show how
cooks can tackle meat in new ways,” says Andy. “You
have to allow time to plan and cook, but it’s worth the
effort and half the price.” As a chef, he has always
bought whole animals and then butchered them in the
restaurant kitchen, turning the bones into stock and
finding new ways of using up less popular cuts such as
pork jowl or lamb breast. “It’s much more challenging
than just cooking a lamb loin or steak, but it stimulates
you to be creative,” he explains.

In the process he has discovered delicious new ways to
cook previously unpopular cuts. For fatty cuts such as
pork belly, lamb shoulder or foreleg, he often starts by
seasoning the meat, perhaps with thyme, rosemary and
garlic, and lightly salting it for three hours. The salt is
then washed off and the meat is wrapped in clingfilm
and foil before being slowly cooked in a steam oven at
98C for eight hours. For a similar result at home, place a
tray of water in your oven and cook at 100C for eight
hours. This creates meltingly tender meat.

Then, depending on the cut and animal, Andy prepares
the meat in different ways. His Tamworth pork belly, for
example, is cooled for 30 minutes, re-wrapped and
pressed flat in the fridge for 12 hours.This is then cut
to order and cooked skin-side down, covered in
buttered paper until crisp and piping hot with succulent
flesh. Perfect with black pudding puree and caramelised
apple.

Andy’s blackfaced lamb is often served as a trio of
different cuts, so that the diner can appreciate the
different textures and flavours of the meat. Alongside
the lamb fillet will be the shoulder and foreleg. After
salting and steam-roasting, the meat from the foreleg
might be shredded, mixed with reduced lamb stock,
pressed, chilled and cut into squares before being rolled
in Dijon mustard and panko breadcrumbs and fried as a
modern-day croquette. The shoulder, meanwhile, might
be spiced and rolled into a boudin (while still warm from
the oven) then chilled, sliced and fried until
caramelised. He then adds other elements to the plate
such as ‘burnt’ aubergine puree to bring out the
delicate, sweet lamb notes.

“Obviously, it’s not practical for most domestic cooks to
cook on this scale,” says Andy, “but with a little
planning, you can buy and cook one cheap cut and
create a fantastic meal.” I suspect Dorothy Hartley
would approve.
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