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 WHEN MY CAB PULLED 
UP in front of chef 
Jennifer McLagan’s home 
in Toronto, I was careful 

not to leave my small cooler behind. I 
could only imagine some future pas-
senger taking a peek and discovering 
the raw beef heart inside. Whereas 
finding a hunk of prime beef might 
make many people’s day, stumbling 
upon an animal organ would send 
most screaming into the night. 

Herein lies Jennifer’s angst. The au-
thor of Odd Bits: How to Cook the Rest 
of the Animal finds it disheartening 
that many North Americans gobble 
up sirloins but not sweetbreads. She’s 
made it her mission to make carni-
vores more responsible by teaching us 
how to utilize all of the animal’s parts.

“It’s about respect,” she says as 
we huddle together over her cutting 
board. “You don’t kill an animal and 
then throw most of it away.”

Although eating the whole beast is 
common in many parts of the world, 
in Canada and the U.S., many folks 
look down their noses at off-cuts and 
offal. But recently nose-to-tail din-
ing has been trending, so to speak, in 
restaurants. If there’s one thing that 
makes Jennifer squeamish, however, 

it’s referring to this way of eating as a 
something new. “My mother cooked 
this way, and so did our ancestors. It’s 
simply a return to tradition.”

If, like many of us, you have mem-
ories of blood sausages being served 
up by your parents or grandparents, 
remember that back in the day, most 
folks couldn’t afford to set out platters 
of steak. It wasn’t until the latter part 
of the 20th century that a series of 
phenomena altered the cuts of meat 
we eat. In Jennifer’s cookbook, she 
explains how industrialized farming 
gobbled up family farms, which led to 
a significant fall in food prices includ-
ing the cost of meat. With prime cuts 
so affordable, it wasn’t profitable for 
abattoirs to go through the extra pro-
cessing that tripe, kidneys and the like 
require. And then there was the rise 
of the supermarket, which forced the 
fall of many butcher shops. Without 
an enthusiastic expert to show cus-

tomers how to prepare brains or bris-
ket, over time such parts became 
unfamiliar and home-cooking know-
how of them got lost along the way.  

Finally, there’s our culture’s dis-
association with the food we consume. 

“People don’t want to be reminded 
that they’re eating a dead animal,” 
says Jennifer, which, let’s face it, a 
curled tongue in the butcher’s win-
dow tends to do.

So, how do you get people to taste 
before they waste? When entertain-
ing, Jennifer often serves brains. 
Brains ravioli, that is. And when 
it comes to identifiable parts, she 
doesn’t recommend roasting them 
whole. One solution?

“In Canada, if you put it on a stick 
and throw it on the barbecue, people 
will eat anything,” she quips, thread-
ing a piece of heart onto a skewer.

A few thousand miles away in the 
kitchen of downtown Calgary’s 
Charcut Roast House, fellow ladies of 
the knife, chef and co-owner Connie 
DeSousa and chef Jessica Pelland, 
create culinary concoctions involv-
ing all sorts of animal parts. Pig’s 
head mortadella is a menu favourite 
as is bone marrow au gratin and 
grilled Berkshire pork chop.
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Bring the nose to tail trend home for  
this au courant tasting party

WHAT YOU’LL NEED
 2 small bowls or ramekins 

per guest for the beef cheeks 
and sorbet; 2 small plates 
per guest for the heart 
kabob and marrow bone; 
3 small spoons per guest

 2 platters on which to serve 
heart kabobs and marrow 
bones; serve the braised beef 
cheeks right from the pot

 1 store-bought package of 
crostinis, or “little toasts,” 
to spread marrow on

 lime or lemon sorbet and 
water for palate-cleansing

 1 pen plus 3 scorecards 
(one for each dish) per 

guest (download PDF from 
www.everythingzoomer.
com/tag/tasting-party)

SET UP AND 
AMBIENCE

 Think warm and cosy: 
fireplace lit, rustic table-
ware, casual linens and 
perhaps a playlist of your 
favourite low-key crooners

 For each guest set out 
a place setting composed 
of 2 small bowls (fill one 
with sorbet shortly before 
tasting begins), 2 small 
plates and 3 spoons

 So food stays warm 

and guests have plenty 
of time to ooh-and-ahh 
over each creation, serve 
dishes one at a time

 Because marrow bones 
must be served hot, set out 
platter of bones first right 
out of the oven along with 
basket of toasts for slath-
ering; next set out platter of 
heart kabobs (they only take 
4 minutes) and finish off with 
pot of braised beef cheeks 
(with ladle) asking guests to 
help themselves to each dish

 Create conversation by 
asking guests to guess 
what the star of each dish 

is when you set it out, but 
before anyone takes a 
bite, reveal the identity 

 As guests move through 
the dishes, share your 
knowledge about nose-to-
tail dining, encouraging 
them to taste, not waste

 Instruct guests to cleanse 
their palates between 
tastings with sorbet

 Give guests time to jot 
down notes on scorecards 
and compare impres-
sions as they move from 
one dish to the next 

 Compare scorecards and 
declare an overall winner

 E N T E R T A I N I N G  

The Beauty of  
the Beast
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“We look for ways to make off-cuts 
more appealing,” says Connie. “We’re 
not trying to hide them or mask them 
but to make them more familiar.”

Although Albertans are known 
as well-travelled, adventurous eat-
ers, even they can only be pushed so 
far. Any horse part, Connie admits, 
doesn’t go over well. Still, chefs have 
to keep pushing, says Jessica. “Nose-
to-tail is the way we should be cook-
ing all the time. It’s the way cooking 
started. By using 100 per cent, you 
pay tribute to the animals and the 
farmers who raised them.”

All about the cause, the 28-year-old 
winner of Food Network Canada’s 
recent Chopped Canada competi-
tion is trying her hand at hunting 
for the first time this fall. “I want to 
feel even more connected to the ani-
mal,” she explains. “I want to kill, 
gut, skin, butcher, cook and eat it.”

WITH HUNTING SEASON in full 
swing, it’s an apt time to host a nose-
to-tail tasting party. Happily, you 
won’t have to grab a gun to pull it 
off. Just pick up the phone and call a 
butcher. The parts of the cow called 
for in the three recipes you’ll be mak-
ing may not be readily available at 
your grocery store but with a bit of 
notice, your grocer may also be able 
to order it for you.

And what are they? Representing 
the front of the beast is braised beef 
cheeks; the middle, heart kebabs; 
and the end, roasted marrow bones. 
All can be prepared, at least in part, 
ahead of time. Still, there’s some work 
to do, so don’t saddle yourself with 
appetizers. Ask guests to bring along 
crudité, pâté and other assorted 
charcuterie. For spirits, set out a few 
bottles of red wine, and if guests get a 
little panicky prior to the tasting, set 
out a few more. And don’t worry. The 
sound of vino uncorking, the aromas 
wafting from your kitchen and the 
visual appeal of the dishes will have 
everyone tasting everything. 

BARBECUE SLOW-COOKED  
BEEF CHEEKS
By Jessica Pelland, chef of  
Charbar restaurant and rooftop 
patio, opening 2015 in Calgary

1 ½ to 2 lb  beef cheeks (ask 
butcher to clean  
and remove sinew) 

  Salt and freshly 
ground pepper 

¼ lb  assorted whole market 
vegetables (include 
some onions and garlic)

2 tbsp  canola oil 
2 tbsp  tomato paste
¾ cup  full-bodied red wine
8 cups beef stock 

Season meat with salt and pep-
per. Grill on barbecue over high 
heat until seared brown with 
nice grill marks, 3 to 5 minutes 
per side. Set cheeks aside. 

Grill whole vegetables until they 
start to blacken slightly on all sides. 

ROASTED MARROW BONES
From Jennifer McLagan’s cookbook Odd 
Bits: How to Cook the Rest of the Animal

6 to 8  marrow bones, about  
3 to 5 inches in length 

 sea salt

A day or two ahead, place bones  
in large bowl of ice water with  
1 tsp of sea salt per cup of water. 
Refrigerate for 12 to 24 hours, 
changing the water 4 to 6 times 

and replacing the 
salt each time. 
Drain and re-
frigerate until you 
are ready to cook. 

To roast bones, 
preheat oven to 
450 F. Drain bones 
and pat dry, and 
then stand them 
up in a roasting 
pan. Roast for 15 
to 25 minutes or 
until the marrow 
has puffed slightly 
and is warm in 
the centre. To 
test, insert a 
metal skewer 

into centre of bone and touch 
it to your wrist. Marrow should 
be hot, and there should be no 
resistance when skewer is in-
serted. Some marrow may have 
started to leak out from the bone.

Sprinkle liberally with sea salt 
just before serving. Serve with 
small spoons to scoop out the  
marrow and crostini toasts  
for slathering.
Serves 6 to 8. (To increase 
recipe, simply add more bones.) 

PERUVIAN HEART KEBABS 
From Jennifer McLagan’s cookbook Odd 
Bits: How to Cook the Rest of the Animal

375 g  beef heart (ask 
butcher to trim)

1 tsp cumin seed
1 tsp coarse sea salt
½ tsp  whole black peppercorns
2  serrano chiles, 

stems removed
1  clove garlic, germ removed
3 tbsp  red wine vinegar
1 tbsp  extra virgin olive oil

Cut heart into ¾-inch cubes and 
place in bowl. Toast cumin in a small 
frying pan until fragrant, about 1 
minute. Place in a spice grinder with 
salt and peppercorns and grind. Add 
chiles and garlic; grind again, then 
transfer to a small bowl; whisk in 
the vinegar and olive oil. Pour over 
the heart pieces and toss to coat; 
cover and refrigerate for 24 hours.

Preheat the grill to high. Thread 
two or three heart pieces onto 
wooden or metal skewers and 
grill over high heart for about 
4 minutes total, turning once.
Makes about 16 tasting skew-
ers of 2 or 3 pieces per skewer

Remove veggies from grill and cut 
into large bite-sized pieces or leave 
whole, depending on their size.

Preheat a heavy-bottomed 
cast iron pot over medium 
heat. Add oil. When oil is hot, 
stir in tomato paste.  Add vege-
tables and cook until tomato 
starts to stick on bottom of pot. 
Deglaze pot with red wine. 

Add grilled cheeks and enough 
stock to cover meat and vege-
tables. Cover and simmer, stir-
ring every 15 minutes or so. 
Cook for 2 to 3 hours or until 
meat is fork tender. Add more 
salt and pepper if needed.
Serves 4 to 6

TIP
If using wooden  

skewers, be sure to 
soak them in water 

beforehand for about 
30 minutes so they  

won’t burn.


