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BY JASON HOPPIN ,
Pioneer Press 2

Renowned chef Lenny Russo helped put St. Paul's
culinary star on the map, but he ran into trouble after his
recipe for duck confit got bad reviews from city health
inspectors. o
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There was nothing wrong with the meat. But the way
Russo's Heartland Restaurant prepares and preserves it -
the same way it's been prepared by chefs around the
world for centuries - runs afoul of state health guidelines, =

which require prepared foods to be tossed after seven »

days.

"I was perplexed," said Russo, who also helped kick-start
the Guthrie Theater's Cue restaurant and consistently
ranks among the region's top chefs. "I've been making
confit for 25 years."
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Confit is a way of preparing meats (usually duck legs) by e ye . - www.nomu.com
curing them in salt, then cooking for several hours in Pa— e ey % $) i |

rendered fat at a low temperature. When stored in the fat, " vy v % " 1)-./ /0012
it will stay good for six months or more. Russo was " 13

ordered to toss his meat after two months.

Russo now worries that a lot of what he does will come under scrutiny. Pickled tongue? Toss it. Duck-breast
prosciutto? Nice knowin' ya.

And though Russo doesn't serve it, even that most Minnesota of dishes - lutefisk, which is not cooked but treated with WwWw.jj-navi.com
lye - would seem to be in jeopardy at the hands of the city's health department.

If you can't cook summer foods in ways that stay good through the winter - not only meats, but also delectable items
such as sun-dried tomatoes or pickled vegetables - Russo wonders what people are going to eat in February.

"What's

X really important about the whole process of confit
Advertisement is, it's a method of preservation. It allows us to use
local products in the dead of winter," Russo said. www.shigotonavi.co.jp/
“It's important for me to be able to preserve as
many things as | can for over the winter."

Bill Gunther, St. Paul's environmental health manager, described Heartland's kitchen as "immaculate," but said he's
concerned that unregulated cooking methods could lead to botulism and listeria. And if a law is on the books, city
inspectors must enforce it, he said.

"We have to look at it from the scientific standpoint here," Gunther said. "We need to have some standardization."

Itisn't the first time certain cooking methods have run into trouble with bureaucrats. Last year, New York City health ocs5.com/?ID=e826-sta

inspectors began ordering chefs to toss dishes being prepared sous vide, in which vacuum-sealed foods are slowly
cooked at very low temperatures. Gunther won't allow sous vide preparation in St. Paul.

In many ways, it's a clash of old world and the new. These cooking methods come from Europe, where they have
been practiced for years. But when imported, U.S. regulators don't seem to know what to make of them. 25

Gunther said there's more to it than that. French chefs, for example, are required to undergo years of training.
American chefs can rise up through the kitchen without any formal training, not only in making food taste wonderful
but also in making it safe, he said. www.podcastnavi.com

"The way cooking is done in Europe is very different than the way it's done in the United States," Gunther said.

Confit is not unknown in Twin Cities fine dining establishments. Kincaid's in downtown St. Paul, for one, occasionally
has it on the menu.

"These are dishes that are hundreds of years old," said chef Brenda Langton of Minneapolis' Spoonriver restaurant,
which also uses local products and serves confit. "Done properly, there are no health risks at all.

"People are always running up against old rules," she added. "There are always things that need to be looked at."

Russo is working with a food safety expert to get the city's blessing for his confit. On Monday, he will team with O.
Peter Snyder, president of the Hospitality Institute of Technology and Management, to come up with scientific proof
that confit is safe.

The two will draw up what's called an HACCP recipe, short for Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point. If that
sounds bureaucratic, that's because it is - it's an analytical system developed by NASA rocket scientists that has
since migrated to the food industry.

The HACCP recipe would then be submitted to the city, which is expected to sign off on it.

Russo, a New Jersey native and former philosophy student, engaged in a lengthy and sometimes testy e-mail
exchange with health inspectors over the issue.

"I said, 'It's my guess - it's just my guess - but people that are making confit know what they're doing,' * Russo said.
"You're not going to go to the diner down the street and get confit."

In turn, Gunther somewhat sheepishly admits to, at one point, challenging the chef's "professional and artistic
acumen and all that." And though the two seem to be on the same page now, Russo wishes the city would pick other
battles.

"The most damage that is done to us is in the way our food is raised," Russo said. "I wish they would pay as much
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attention to that as they do to our preparation methods."

Jason Hoppin can be reached at jhoppin@pioneerpress.com or 651-292-1892.
RECIPE IN TROUBLE

Dish: Chef Lenny Russo's duck confit.

Preparation: Confit is a method of preparing meats by curing them in salt, then cooking for several hours in fat at a
low temperature.

The problem: Russo says his confit stays good for at least six months. State regulations bar keeping prepared foods
that long. City inspectors ordered Russo to toss his meat after two months.
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