Smoked Foods

My first recollection of that inimitable whiff of smoked produce was as a young boy holding on to my mothers coat tails going shopping to the Co-op and the Home and Colonial Stores! Now memory is a wonderful thing especially if you can store it, which is exactly what smoking does, making great pantry foodstuff easily stored and just perfect when planning Christmas treats.

It is an ancient and mainly rural craft practised worldwide since pre-historic times when cave man probably invented Jerky by slicing some hairy Mammoth meat and with the aid of smoke from his fire, accidentally preserved it for the winter. Around 3500 BC evidence points to Mesopotamian civilisation mastering the art of smoking fish followed by Chinese and African nations doing the same.

The Romans probably knew more than most about smoking and preserving as their all-conquering forays to Western Europe indicate with evidence as far back as 2000 BC pointing to drying and smoking with sophisticated smokehouses in riverside towns and villages.

By medieval times smoked Herring had become part of the common diet enabling large-scale smoking to be carried out throughout Europe.

Around the mid 19th Century smoking Salmon and Haddock became commonplace carried out by fishwives using their chimneys to cure their booty.

With the advent of refrigeration smoking evolved into an altogether lighter affair as smoking times were reduced, and the heavier smoked Newcastle Kipper gave birth to the lighter, easier to eat, plain old Kipper! 

This is the point where many a different product became easier to smoke and great new products became ingredients to exciting dishes as chefs created for the new century.

I decided to don my overalls and find out how this ancient skill fares in the modern smokehouse and get my hands in the smoke so to say! I headed for the beautiful 18th Century Port of Charleston on Cornwall’s southern coast, home to the Cornish Smoked Fish Co. ran by the ebullient Martin Pomphrey. 

Having taken over the company 28 years previously, when, as its name suggests, Cornish Fish was the only product smoked. Martin’s product list now encompasses meats, cheeses and fish in a well-run modern plant employing eight persons all-year round. 

“Business is very good with a 30% growth in the past two years, due to the proximity of the nearby Eden Project. Plus the problems that foot and mouth gave Cornwall, meaning that people are simply eating more fish”, exclaims Martin as he robes me with a very large white apron and hands me a filleting knife. 

The place was full of spanking fresh Scottish Salmon (his best seller) purchased via a long-time agent in Scotland.  Martin explained that his agent knew exactly what he required, full broad-backed fish, solid to the touch that had come from only the very best of certified fish farms. So filleting the fish was the next job followed by a one-hour wash in dense vacuum-dried salt brine.

After brining, the fish are dried and placed on the smoking rack ready for a 6-hour smoke in a modern kiln at temperatures less than 30 degrees Centigrade (86 degrees Farenheight). This process is known as Cold Smoking and produces a silky, firm texture to the full-sides of Salmon. This process is also perfect for Sea Trout and, uniquely to Martin’s company, fillets of jumbo Mackerel. These are large fillets that are dry-salted for 1 hour, rinsed and dried then smoked for six hours. Like Salmon, Mackerel fillets can be either sliced with a rather strange circular electric blade or dispatched whole.

North Atlantic Herrings are also cold smoked in this way but naturally after cleaning the split fish then brined for one hour before smoking for six hours hanging on tenter hooks before they turn into Kippers.

Kiln Roasted, the new deliciously sounding culinary term has crept into the smoker’s repertoire and indicates a different way to prepare smoked Salmon as the fish has become hot smoked.

This process means that after brining the sides of Salmon they are smoked with an internal temperature of 64 degrees Centigrade (147 degrees Farenheight). This effectively cooks the fillets through whilst impregnating them with a delicate smokiness right through the flesh. These fillets are served in a tranche or darne in other words a “smart chunk!” Served cold or warmed through with simple accompaniments this dish should be on menus in every pub and café restaurant countrywide!  Lovely served flaked with soft-boiled eggs for breakfast!

Smoking meats has also been part of the smokers’ lot for many years but non-so popular as today with bacon, gammon and poultry leading the pack.

Bacon and Gammon (Hams) are often dry cured before being smoked for the prescribed time before slicing or dispatching whole. 

Chicken breasts and Duck breasts are, like Kiln Roast products, hot smoked often at an even higher temperature of 80 degrees Centigrade (176 degrees Farenheight). This is true Hot-smoked grub, completely cooked through.

Each Smokehouse has its “signature brine” where the smoker will play around with flavours such as Rum or Whiskey rubbed into the flesh before being cured. This will often sweeten the taste of the smoke and is used with fish, meats and poultry.

Likewise the type of wood or sawdust used is equally important. Hardwoods such as Oak, Holly or Hickory (USA) are probably the most popular. Softwoods omit resinous off-notes that colour the foods being smoked and are considered inferior.

At the Cornwall Smoked Fish Co, Martin explained he only uses guaranteed food grade sawdust from a local sawmill.

Cheese has also been smoked for centuries and here Martin smokes fantastic local Hawkridge Cheddar on wire racks for between 3 and 4 hours. Perfuming rather than drying out. 

The range here at the Cornwall Smoked Fish Co is truly representational of the ancient craft and can be purchased through a mail order service via the internet  www.cornishsmokedfish.co.uk Packaging is so much more hygienic and sturdy making smoked foods very easy to purchase from the luxury of your own home. 

A revival in the craft of Smoked Foods is well under way throughout the UK. Many of these artisan smokers belong to their local food association under the banner of Food from Britain, go to their website www.foodfrombritain.com for detailed information.

The Cornish Smoked Fish Co (01726 72356) has an easily navigable website with information on all products and mail order. Martin is also a member of the hugely successful Taste of the West – www.tasteofthewest.com – the vehicle for many deliciously different products all available via mail order.

Oh yes I nearly forgot, Smoking is legal!

Ancient and Modern recipes – food tasting notes.

The modern smoked food industry produces a myriad of flavours allowing both the professional chef and amateur cook let his or her imagination run wild. Nothing could be simpler than offering the classic smoked salmon starter as part of a magical Christmas Lunch with a chilled glass of Champagne! But what about experimenting with Smoked Salmon Soup or Potted Smoked Salmon with Lime Chutney or perhaps a "Cannelloni” of Smoked Salmon stuffed with Char Grilled Vegetables? Smoked Chicken or Duck is an absolute must for the festive table as it often only needs a simple addition of chutneys and pickles to taste a dream or alternatively generously sliced and added to ripe Avocado and Blue Cheese makes a killer sandwich for times of kitchen fatigue!

Wine with Smoked foods

In my experience matching wines with smoked foods are often overlooked. It’s all too simple to go with the white wine aperitif or catchall rose and not benefit from the taste sensations found with modern wines (above all) on the market. I have paired many different wines, ciders and beers over the years with both cold smoked and hot smoked dishes and found extraordinary taste sensations are there for the taking.

I am therefore inclined to look for definitive flavours in wine from diverse sources.

Recent “discoveries” include -

Smoked Haddock herbed Fish Cakes with Primo Estate 2002 Colombard – La Biondina –£7.49 Australian Wine Agencies

Smoked Scallops and Orange Hollandaise with St Aubin les Charmois 1er Cru 2000 – Domaine Bernard Morey & Fils £14.00 Domaine Direct

Salad of Smoked Oysters, Mussels and Prawns with Gorgonzola Vinaigrette with Plazo de Barrantes Albarino 2001 – Marquis de Murrieta - £9.99 Maison Marque & Domaine 

A Kedgeree of Smoked Mackerel with Wolverine Creek Pinot Gris 2002 £4.99 Raisin Social

Baked Tomatoes stuffed with Feta and Cold Smoked Mackerel on a bed of 

Tri-coloured Ribbon Pasta with Lands End Sauvignon Blanc – Elim Vineyard 2001. £6.99 Raisin Social

Chinese Smoked Chicken on Rice Noodles with Primo Estate 2000 Shiraz/Sangiovese – Il Briccone Australian Wine Agencies – Plus - Hunters Sauvignon Blanc Winemakers Selection 1999 £10.99 A H Wines

Smoked Venison and Pigeon Terrine with Yellow Tail Shiraz 2001 SE Australia £4.99 Stratford Agencies – Plus - Hunters Pinot Noir 2000 £10.99 A H Wines

Oak Smoked Duck breast with Pinto beans, Chorizo and Wild Mushrooms with Nepenthe Pinot Noir 2000 £12.99 Stratford Agencies – Plus - The Willows Semillon, Barossa Valley 2000 £9.99 Australian Wine Agencies

A Rarebit of Hawkridge Smoked Cheddar on Walnut Bread Toast with Best Local Bitter preferably under 4.5% abv to retain acidity!

Recipes

A Kedgeree of Smoked Mackerel

A truly versatile dish originating from the Indian sub-continent made with Smoked Haddock. This modern twist uses nutty organic short-grain brown rice and Oak Smoked Mackerel as its base. Brilliant for brunch, lunch or supper!

Serves two.

225g/8oz organic short-grained rice.

2 medium fillets of oak smoked Mackerel

2 tbls mild curry paste.

1 tbls turmeric

1 rough chopped onion

200ml/6fl oz single cream and milk blended

1 beaten egg

25g/1oz butter

Ground black pepper

Rough Chopped Parsley

1. Wash and boil the brown rice and Turmeric in three times the volume of salted water for 25 minutes – rinse and rain 

2. In a medium-sized sauté pan sauté the onion in the butter until soft. Add the curry paste cook for 2 minutes.

3. Add the cooked brown rice and mix together with a wooden spoon for 2 minutes. Add the roughly flaked mackerel, fold into the rice, and cook for 2 minutes.

4. Whisk the egg with the cream and milk mixture, season with black pepper. Pour into the rice folding constantly until integrated.

5. Fold in chopped parsley and garnish with Lemon wedges. Serve hot directly from the sauté pan.

Enjoy this lovely dish with a crisp citrussy aromatic white wine such as Wolverine Creek Pinot Gris 2002  £4.99 Raisin Social

Oak Smoked Duck breast with Pinto beans, Chorizo 

and Rosemary.

Gently smoked Duck breast needs very little preparation but go to town on the garnish as with this rich “Spanish style” dish.

Serves two

2 Oak Smoked Duck breasts.

1 rough chopped onion

2 pears

200ml/7 fl oz red wine

200ml/7 fl oz hot water - for soaking the dried Wild Mushrooms.

200ml/7 fl oz concentrated Chicken stock

150g/5 oz Pinto Beans – boiled for 10 minutes then simmered for one hour.

50g/2 oz roughly chopped Chorizo

15 g/1/2 oz Wild mushrooms

1 crushed clove of Garlic 

1 tbsp. redcurrant jelly

Few sprigs of Rosemary

Scant amount of Spanish Virgin Olive Oil.

1. Peel and core the pears cook in red wine until soft.

2. Steep dried mushrooms in the hot water for around an hour.

3. Remove pears and mushrooms respectively – mix together the mushroom water, red wine and chicken stock. Reduce to app. 1/3 of its original volume.

4. Add 1 tablespoon of redcurrant jelly and the mushrooms, cook gently until it thickens. Add a “walnut” of butter to give it a glaze.

5. Sauté the chopped onion in a scant amount of Spanish Virgin Olive Oil until soft. Add the Chorizo, garlic and rosemary cook for 2 minutes.

6. Add the Pinto beans cook for 2 minutes. Adding a little more Olive oil if necessary.

7. Score the Duck breasts in criss-cross fashion. Seal in a hot non-stick pan. Place in a medium-hot oven for 5 minutes. Remove, cover and rest for 5 minutes.

8. Pile the Pinto bean sauté in the centre of a large dinner plate, cut the Duck breasts into three diagonal pieces, and place on top of the Pinto beans.

9. Pour the reduced sauce around the Pinto beans, slice the pears and garnish to the edge of the plate.  

I tried numerous styles of wine with this dish but eventually plumped for The Willows Semillon 2000 (£9.99 Australian Wine Agencies) and Nepenthe Pinot Noir 2000 (£12.99 Stratford Agencies) Both wines showed weight, flavour and subtle acidity over exotic fruit. Serve both wines “cool” to enjoy the wines acid balance suiting the dish perfectly.

