Call of the

With game on the menu, diners enjoy
Sflavorful dishes that have the added
<~ benefit of being healthful choices.

Y JAN GREENBERG

ast June, Heidi Skolnik, nutri- Redwing Restaurant’s extensive game
tion consultant for the National ~ menu includes, right, a hunter’s platter—
wild-boar chop, grilled quail and buffalo
sausage—and below, a duck/quail country
mash with a vegetable medley.

Football League's New York

Giants, decided the time had
come to wean the players from their
regular fare of fast food and thick
steaks. She arranged a venison cook-
out, and asked chefs Todd Gray of
Equinox in Washington, D.C., and
Brad Farmerie from Public in New
York if they would participate. Both
jumped at the opportunity, traveling to
the Giant’s New Jersey home base to
prepare an after-practice feast that
included Cervena venison burgers
with a tomato/chili jam, and
maple-balsamic-glazed loin of
Cervena venison with shaved
fennel slaw.

It was a decidedly skeptical
crowd, but after a reluctant bite
of his burger, wide receiver
Michael Jennings said: “It’s real-
ly tender. I would probably give
it a try again. I like McDonald’s,
but this does taste good.”

Wild game used to be the main-
stay of the American diet. The nation’s
dense forests provided food and shel-
ter for a wide variety of species,
including turkey, quail, duck, deer,
pigeon, grouse, rabbit and pheasant.
However, wild game, with its well-

developed muscle and flavor that than raise, food. And, with o the rich, who hunted
reflected its environment, fell out of the development of commercial agri-  for sport, wild game was food for
favor at the end of the 19th century. culture, uniformity of taste and tex- those who hunted because they
Urbanization, coupled with efficient ture became the norm, and most peo-  couldn't afford to buy meat.
processing techniques and transporta-  ple developed a taste for the softer The last two decades, though,

tion, made it easier to purchase, rather  flesh of pen-raised animals. Except for  have seen a resurgence in the
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popularity of game. Not only are din-
ers more adventurous and looking
beyond beef, chicken and pork, but
health considerations are a factor, as
well. Game is lower in saturated fat
and cholesterol than most meats, and
the animals are not given supple-
ments of hormones or antibiotics.

Initially appearing as seasonal
specials on the menus of fine-dining
establishments, exotic meat and
game are now fast-food choices, as
well. In New York, Anthony Leone
recently opened his fourth Energy
Kitchen. There are a few tables, but
this is basically a take-out and deliv-
ery operation, where ostrich and
bison burgers outsell beef. And,
media-mogul-turned-restaurateur
Ted Turner is serving bison burgers,
pot roast and meatloaf at Ted's
Montana Grill, with headquarters in
Atlanta and more than 50 locations
throughout the nation.

Simply venison

Venison remains the most popular
game, with most chefs using meat
imported from New Zealand under
the Cervena appellation. Cervena is
a consortium of New Zealand deer
farmers who raise and process their
animals to specific standards that are
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Michael Fusco serves roast loin of venison with oven-roasted tomatoes and white-bean

ragout, topped with cranberry relish, at Flavors.

monitored by independent certifying
agencies. In the United States, all
game sold commercially must be
raised under specific state regula-
tions. Wild-game species that can be
legally hunted under federal or state
regulatory authority cannot be sold,
although they can be harvested for
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Game Plan for a Menu

f any one example is proof of the pop-

ularity of game, it's Redwing
Restaurant in Groveland, Fla. Located
in this rural, central-Florida community
with a population of just over 2,000,
Redwing has what is undoubtedly one
of the most game-laden menus of any
restaurant in the nation.

Owner Chris Seefeldt credits his
chef, Bill Redding, with the menu’s
success. Redding serves dishes that
begin in the morning with game
sausages and continue throughout the
day with local alligator tail served with
herb/wine sauce, and alligator ribs, elk
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chops, buffalo rib-eye, a hunter’s plat-
ter, ostrich, pheasant, caribou, venison,
wild boar and a Green Swamp Combo
of fish, shrimp and gator tail.

“This is what | call ‘redneck
gourmet,”” says Seefeldt, who does
all the restaurant’s butchering, and
uses an extensive network of suppli-
ers, both local and national. “We're in
the middle of nowhere, right by a
hang-gliding airport. But people are
totally enthusiastic. They come and
want to see the game specials. Some
stick with burgers, but we sell a lot of
game every day.”

personal consumption.

One chef who laments this is
Michael Fusco, chef/owner of Flavors
in Tulsa, Okla. Fusco grew up in
what used to be the farmland of
southern New Jersey. He’s been
hunting since the age of 10. “Not
only does hunting bring vou close to
nature, but the very process forces a
certain reality onto you,” he says.
“You see the animal, you shoot it,
and it dies. It is humbling, and you
don’t take your food for granted.”

For Fusco, as well, hunting is the
potential solution to what is rapidly
becoming a nationwide deer epi-
demic. “Sooner or later, there is
going to be some kind of commer-
cial harvest,” he says. “Conservation-
ists have done a great job of restor-
ing deer, but there are no longer any
natural predators, and for the health
of the animals, the population needs
to be controlled.”

Cervena venison is on the Flavors
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