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A Winter’s Respite

The early months of each year beckon for meals that are warm and filling. The anticipation of sitting in front of a crackling fire, enjoying a slowly braised beef a top warm polenta with a nice glass of Pinot after braving the chilly weather is enough to get us outside this time of year, if only briefly. Most of this dish can be assembled and will cook by itself while you're outside stacking the firewood. You can warm up by the stove while putting the finishing touches on the hearty dish. 
  

Braised Beef with Roasted Vegetables and Porcini Mushrooms, serves 4-6 people
  

Ingredients 

For Beef

· 2-3 lbs Beef Chuck Roast, bone in is better. Oxtails are nice too, or Beef Cheeks, but both must be cooked longer than the Chuck.
· 2 Medium Yellow Onions, chopped coarsely
· 2 Carrots, peeled and chopped coarsely
· 2 Cloves Garlic, chopped 
· 4 Tbs Olive oil
· 2 Cups. Pinot Noir, (but save the Black Kite for the table)
· Bouquet garni ( French for bay leaf, a few sprigs of thyme, and some parsley stems, 5-6 black peppercorns, wrapped and tied in a piece of cheesecloth )
· 2 Tbs Dried Porcini Mushrooms, soaked in a bit of red wine
· 1 Cups  Peeled, seeded and chopped tomatoes, canned is fine
· 2 Tbs. Flour
· Salt and Pepper to taste
· 3 Cups  Beef or Veal stock, homemade is superior but store bought produces good results
  

For Vegetables

· 2 Cups Peeled carrots, cut to 3/4 inch thickness
· 1 Cups Peeled red potato, quartered
· 2 Cups Cipollini onion, peeled
· 2 Tbs Olive Oil
· Salt and Pepper
 

Procedure for Beef
Heat a thick bottomed pan such as cast iron over medium high heat. Season the meat all over with salt and pepper. Heat 2 Tbs of the oil in the pan until it shimmers on the surface.  Place the chuck roast (oxtails or beef cheeks if substituting) in the pan and brown well.  It is important that the meat not be moved around in the pan so as to create a nice brown crust which will produce a braise that has a beautiful brown color and a flavor of slightly caramelized sweetness.  After a few minutes, turn the meat to brown the other side, again wait for that beautiful brown color to cover the outside of the meat.  If you think you can speed up the process by turning the heat on the burner to "high", you can't. You will only achieve a burnt crust on the meat producing a bitter taste in the final dish. When the meat has finished browning, transfer to the pot you will braise it in. I use a braising dish created for that purpose by Le Creuset, but any heavy bottomed dutch oven will do.
 

In the same pan that you used for the meat, heat the remaining oil and sauté the carrots, onion and garlic with the flour for a couple of minutes over medium heat.  You may add some more olive oil to the pan if it seems a bit dry. You want to release the aromatics from the vegetables and cook out the raw taste of the flour at the same time.  Again you want a browning of the vegetables, too high a heat will produce bitter flavors in the finished dish. Remove the vegetables from the pan and add to the meat.
 

In the same pan that you browned the meat and vegetables, add the wine and reduce over medium heat while scraping up all those yummy bits of meat and vegetable that are stuck to the pan.  When the wine is reduced by half, add stock and bring to a boil.  Pour this mixture over the meat and vegetables in the dutch oven, add the porcini mushrooms and the liquid they were soaked in to the meat, along with the tomato and bouquet garni, season with additional salt and pepper if necessary, cover and place in a pre-heated 325 degree oven. You can turn the meat over or baste it every half hour or so for a more concentrated flavor or leave it alone for about three hours. I recommend checking it every now and again to be sure there is enough liquid to complete the braise.  You can add more stock or water if needed.  Beef cheeks and Oxtails will benefit from an extra hour of cooking but a Chuck roast will probably be nice and tender at this point.  Cooking times will vary so check the meat with a fork for tenderness before removing from the oven. 

Remove the meat from the liquid and set aside to finish the sauce.  The meat should be very tender and is best pulled apart into smaller chunks if using the Chuck, if using Oxtails, remove the bones. The Beef Cheeks should be fine as is.
 

Strain the sauce, discard the vegetables and skim off the layer of melted fat from the top of the sauce with a ladle. I prefer to refrigerate the sauce until the fat on top has hardened and then scoop off the hardened layer of fat leaving a grease free sauce.  This procedure also means you can do the bulk of the work the day before and then just put the finishing touches on the dish the next day. If you choose to refrigerate the sauce before removing the fat, don't forget to also refrigerate the meat. Once the sauce is degreased (by either method), bring the sauce to a soft boil, add the meat, check the seasoning and consistency, and keep warm.
  

Procedure for Vegetables
Pre-heat oven to 400 degrees. In an oven proof dish, heat olive oil.  Add vegetables and toss with salt and pepper. Place the pan in the oven and roast the vegetables for about 20 minutes. You want the vegetables to have a slightly brown color and to have a slight resistance to the pressure of a knife being inserted. Mushy vegetables are not appealing in this dish so take care to cook them just enough but never too much.  Remember, you can always cook them more if needed.
  

Assembly
If you chose to refrigerate the sauce and the meat, re-heat them over moderate heat while the vegetables are roasting. Swirl into the sauce just before serving 2 Tbs of unsalted cold butter.

Serve with piping hot soft polenta or buttered noodles and sprinkle over the top some gremolata (a mixture of chopped garlic, lemon zest and parsley).

Enjoy by the fire with some nice crusty bread and our 2005 Black Kite Cellars Stony Terrace.

We hope you enjoy this wonderful meal.

From Black Kite Cellars kitchen to yours,

Victoria Green Comfort
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