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Curing and brining—and salting in general—are historically among the most popu-
lar methods of  preserving meats, poultry, and fi sh. At one time hard-curing was the 
only method used to preserve meat. The meat was placed (packed) in a container with 
just salt. Over a period of  a few days, the salt would draw moisture out of  the meat, 
producing a brine. The liquid was drained off. More salt was added, and the process 
was repeated several times until the meat was hard and dry. The fi nal product would 
keep indefi nitely but had to be soaked in fresh water several times to get rid of  the salt 
before it was edible.

They still are popular for preserving to an extent, but due to our better refrigera-
tion and freezing, they are more often used to add fl avor and texture to meat.

Curing, a dry process, can take from hours to many weeks or months. Curing is 
done before smoking most products (see Chapter 6). The quest to add fl avor when 
curing has us using items like maple sugar and molasses along with many different 
herbs, spices, and seasonings such as fi ve-spice powder, miso, garlic, basil, thyme, or 
rosemary. All of  these items add depth to the fl avor of  the product, not just a salty 
effect. We tend to create our own fl avor profi les based on what we like.

Brining is a wet process, in which we basically take a cure and add water to it to 
create a saline solution (sometimes also known as a pickle or curing solution). The 
product needs to be immersed in brine; when you brine items. they usually will take a 
shorter period of  time to cure as opposed to dry-curing items. A portion of  the brine 
may also be injected into the product. For injection, 10 percent of  the total weight 
in brine solution should be used, and it should be injected into a few of  the thickest 
areas of  the product at the same time. Introducing a portion of  the brine by injection 
will also reduce brining time by about one-half, as the injection process hastens the 
absorption and therefore the rate of  curing.

Seasoning meats is more complicated than just mixing salt and pepper with some 
herbs and spices. Flavor is introduced through various means, such as marinades, in-
jection solutions, seasoning rubs, and glazes that affect both taste and texture.

Flavors that are often lost during processing can be added by injecting and/or 
tumbling meats with marinade solutions under cold conditions before cooking and/
or by applying seasonings topically either through a glaze or a rub to highlight the 
appearance of  the outer surface.

main ingredients and their function 
in curing and brining
salt

For centuries, meat has been preserved with salt. At certain levels, salt prevents growth 
of  some types of  bacteria that are responsible for meat spoilage. Salt prevents bac-
terial growth either because of  its direct inhibitory effects or because of  the drying 
effects it has on meats (most bacteria require substantial amounts of  moisture to live 
and grow).
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FUNCTIONS OF THE 

INGREDIENTS OF A 

CURE OR BRINE

SALT: Used to draw out 
the moisture

SUGAR: Balances 
the saltiness, fuels 
the benefi cial bacteria 
helping the curing 
process, and draws out 
moisture

NITRITES: Prevent 
botulism and develop 
pink color along with 
the fl avor

SEASONINGS: Used 
as aromatics as well as 
for fl avoring
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Salt should be food grade, have no anti-caking agents added to it, and should 
not be iodized. The size of  the crystal of  table salt is smaller than kosher salt, and it 
is usually cubic in shape. Table salt contains additives to keep the small crystals from 
caking and clumping.

Unrefi ned salt, such as sea salt, fl eur de sel, or all natural salts, contain different 
minerals giving each a unique fl avor. All four cationic electrolytes (sodium, potas-
sium, magnesium, and calcium) are available in unrefi ned salt along with other vital 
minerals.

After raw salt is obtained, it is refi ned to purify it and improve its storage 
and handling.

Table salt is a refi ned salt that can have as little as 60 percent or as much as 
90 percent sodium chloride and usually will contain a substance that makes it free 
fl owing, like an anti-caking agent.

Kosher salt, the type of  salt called for in the recipes in this book, usually has no 
additives, and it has big crystals with large surface areas. This size and shape allows it 
to absorb more moisture than other forms of  salt, and this makes kosher salt excellent 
for curing meats. That is essentially where the name comes from. The salt itself  is not 
kosher, meaning it doesn’t conform to Jewish food laws, but this salt is used to make 
meat kosher. The Jewish holy book, the Torah, prohibits consumption of  any blood, 
which is why kosher meat must be slaughtered and prepared in a specifi c manner. A 
common way of  removing the fi nal traces of  blood from meat is to soak and salt it.

PRESERVING WITH SALT

Salt draws water out of microbial cells through a process known as osmosis. This 
process draws water out of the cell in order to maintain the same salt concentration 
inside and outside of the cell. The combination of the lack of moisture and high salt 
content inhibits the growth of microorganisms that cause the food to spoil. A salt 
concentration of about 20 percent is required to kill most species of bacteria.
 As the unwanted bacterial population decreases, the benefi cial bacteria, primarily 
of the Lactobacillus genus (commonly found in yogurt), comes to the foreground 
and generates an acidic environment of about 4.5 pH. The process of curing is, in 
fact, a form of fermentation, and in addition to reducing further the ability of spoilage 
bacteria to grow, accounts for the tangy fl avor of some cured products. In order to fuel 
the lactobacilli to complete the fermentation process, sugar is included in the cure. 
Dextrose, a form of glucose, is generally preferred over sucrose (granulated sugar). 
This is because glucose is a simple sugar, while sucrose is a complex sugar, made 
of glucose and fructose. The bacteria use glucose as their food source. If sucrose is 
used, the bacteria will break down the sucrose into its two parts and leave the fructose 
behind, sweetening the product.
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dry-cured pancetta
MAKES 9 LB 4 OZ/4.19 KG

1. Trim the pork belly and square off  the sides. Trim off  the skin.

2. Place the pork belly in a nonreactive container. In a mixing bowl, combine the 
salt, sugar, Insta Cure, juniper berries, bay leaves, nutmeg, thyme, garlic, and pepper 
to make the dry cure. Rub the cure mix over the belly, making sure to cover all areas 
evenly. Cover the pork with plastic wrap and cover its container with a lid or top.

3. Refrigerate the pork for 7 to 8 days to cure. Overhaul it every other day.

4. After 7 days, check the belly for fi rmness. If  it is fi rm at the thickest point, it 
is cured. If  it is a little soft, refrigerate the pork for 1 or 2 more days.

5. Remove the belly from the container and rinse it in warm water to wash 
off  the cure mix. Place the belly on a rack in a sheet pan. Refrigerate for 4 to 6 
hours to air-dry and form a pellicle.

6. Starting with the long side, roll the pork belly into a tight cylinder, making 
sure that there are no air pockets inside the roll. Tie it securely with string.

7. Place the pancetta in a tight net or wrap it in cheesecloth. Hang the pancetta 
for 7 days in a cool area (50° to 60°F/10° to 16°C), with 60 to 65 percent humidity.

8. After 7 days, the pancetta should be fi rm, but slightly pliable. It is ready to 
use or may be wrapped well and refrigerated for up to 3 weeks.

10 lb/4.54 kg pork 
belly, skin on

DRY CURE

9 oz/255 g kosher salt

2 oz/57 g brown sugar

½ oz/14 g Insta Cure No. 1

1 oz/28 g juniper 
berries, crushed

6 bay leaves, crushed

1 tsp/5 mL ground nutmeg

2 tsp/10 mL thyme 
leaves (about 6 sprigs)

4 garlic cloves, mashed

2 tbsp/30 mL coarsely 
ground black pepper
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Remove the pork belly from the 
curing tub, rinse in warm water. 
Skin is taken off before curing. It is 
rinsed in warm water.

Roll the pancetta into a cylinder.

Secure the cylinder tightly with 
string.
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