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By LaURa mccaNdLISH� 
sPecial To The oreGonian

I 
used to wrinkle my nose at the thought of 
eating rabbit. How could I eat the grade 
school classroom pet? 

Some vile rabbit patties I sampled as an 
exchange student in France only confirmed my 
aversion, and the meat stayed off my radar for 
several years — until a menu at Portland’s Sim-
patica Dining Hall compelled me to try it again. 

There, a toothsome rabbit sugo (or ragu), 
flecked with fennel pollen and spooned over 
fresh-cut pappardelle, proved so revelatory I 
vowed to try cooking rabbit at home. 

Fortunately, thanks to Oregon’s handful of far-
flung rabbit breeders, I wouldn’t have to raise, 
slaughter and skin it myself, although these days 
intrepid D.I.Y. folks — like their Depression and 

World War II-era forebears — are doing just that. 
Oregon once boasted a much larger indus-

try, with trucks transporting some 35,000 rabbits 
a month to California for processing. But in the 
early 1990s, budget cuts shuttered the nation’s 
leading rabbit research center at OSU, and now 
less than 2,000 a month are shipped, says Don 
Higgins, who has raised rabbits on his Gold Hill 
farm since 1979. 

But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a market for 
the meat. At Bay Area restaurants, “they’re crying 
for rabbits,” says Higgins. “The demand has al-
ways been there. It’s just that the supply has grad-
ually gone down.” 

Portland chefs don’t have that problem, with 
wild game supplier Nicky USA in town. Two de-
cades ago, Nicky owner Geoff Latham started 

By LESLIE coLE 
The oreGonian

A new service program promises 
to recruit an army of volunteers to 
help transform school food and, 
perhaps, groom a new generation 
of farmers. 

Planning has just begun for Food-
Corps, a one-year volunteer service 
program modeled after and devel-
oped under the umbrella of Ame-
riCorps. 

Like AmeriCorps, FoodCorps 
volunteers will work in communi-
ties identified as having a pressing 
need, but in the area of school food 
systems. The recent college grad-
uates will build and tend school 
gardens and help schools procure 
more fresh foods from local farms, 
especially in communities where 
it’s difficult to find fresh vegetables 
and unprocessed foods for sale. “We 
want them to work where child obe-
sity has hit the hardest, and where 
food access is the toughest,” says 
Curt Ellis, one of the founders of 
FoodCorps and co-creator of the 
documentary “King Corn.” 

In a July 2009 report, the national 
Centers for Disease Control recom-
mended availability of healthier, 
affordable food and more mech-
anisms for purchasing food from 
farms as important strategies for 
obesity prevention. 

Not only will the program work to 
solve childhood obesity, but it also 
will give young people an avenue 
into farming, says Ellis, who grew 
up in the Portland area and now 
lives in New York. “There’s a grow-
ing community of young people en-
tering the work force right now who 
want to reconnect with agriculture, 
find real and meaningful work with 

Volunteers will go to 
areas where such food 
is hard to find and help 
procure local products
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A new breed  
of rabbit farmer
Northwest independents try to keep up with the demand 

Tastes like chicken? Well, not entirely. Although chefs love rabbit’s mild flavor —  

including in braised dishes like Rabbit With Bell Peppers (above; see recipes on  

Page FD5) — many Americans are reluctant to eat something so darned cute.
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A handful of 
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Julia Sunkler  

of Monroe,  

are working hard 

to bring back 

the state’s once-

thriving rabbit 

industry. Among 

its virtues, rabbits 

multiply … well, 

like rabbits. 

According to one 

rabbit expert, a 

single doe will 

have four litters 

and wean about 

five “kits” per 

litter in just one 

season. 
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Barbecued Rabbit 
Makes 4 servings 

This is Julia Sunkler’s 
favorite rabbit prepa-
ration. Be sure to use a 
young rabbit; older fryers 
are tougher and should 
be stewed or braised. 

  
 1⁄2 cup honey 
1 cup soy sauce 
1 cup water 
2 cloves garlic, 

crushed 
•  Freshly ground 

black pepper 
2 to 3 pounds cut up 

fresh young rabbit 
(rabbit cut into 6 
pieces) 

 
Combine honey, soy 

sauce, water, garlic and 
black pepper to taste. Place 
in a zip-top plastic bag or 
bowl and add rabbit pieces. 
Marinate rabbit at least 2 to 
3 hours or overnight. 

Preheat grill to me-
dium-hot (see note). 
Remove rabbit from mar-
inade, shake off the ex-
cess and grill, turning 
occasionally, for about 
20 minutes or until meat 
has turned white inside. 
Check for doneness by 
cutting into thickest piece 
or until internal temper-
ature reads 160 degrees 
on an instant-read meat 
thermometer. 
Note: To check grill tem-
perature, count the sec-
onds you can hold your 
hand, palm down, 2 to 
3 inches above the rack, 
until it feels uncomfort-
able: 3 seconds for me-
dium-hot. 

Rabbit With Bell Peppers 
(Coniglio ai Peperoni)
Makes 4 servings 

 1 rabbit, cut into 5 or 6 pieces 
•  Salt and freshly ground black pepper 
•  All-purpose flour, for dusting 
1⁄4 cup olive oil 
1 sprig rosemary, chopped, plus extra to 

garnish 
2 sprigs sage, chopped, plus extra to 

garnish 
3⁄4 cup white wine 
1 onion, chopped 
1 clove garlic, chopped 
2⁄3 cup chicken broth 
3 yellow bell peppers, seeded and cut into 

quarters 

Season the rabbit with salt and black pepper. 
Dust with flour and shake off the excess. Heat 
the oil in a large pan, add the rabbit and herbs, 
and cook over medium heat, turning occasion-
ally, for about 10 minutes, until browned all 
over. Pour in the white wine and cook for 5 min-
utes, or until the alcohol has evaporated. Add 
the onion and garlic, season with salt and pep-
per, and pour in the broth. 

Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat, cover 
and simmer, stirring occasionally, for 30 min-
utes. Add bell peppers, re-cover and simmer 
until the rabbit is tender, about 30 minutes 
more. Before serving, sprinkle with rosemary 
and sage. 

 — Adapted from “Recipes From an Italian Summer”  
by the editors of Phaidon Press 

Braised Rabbit Pappardelle 
With Morels, Artichokes, 
Olives and Pancetta
Makes about 5 servings 

This is one of those recipes that is only 
as good as the product you put in it. With 
the farmers markets in full swing, every 
effort should be made to use the beautiful 
bounty. Serve this dish with a nice shaved 
radish salad for a little crisp, cool spice. 

  
 1 whole rabbit, broken down into 

hindquarters, forequarters, belly 
flap meat and loins (see note) 

•  Salt and freshly ground black 
pepper 

•  Extra-virgin olive oil for browning, 
plus more for serving 

4 ounces pancetta, cut into 1⁄2-inch 
dice 

1 leek, cut into 1-inch rings, using 
white parts only 

•  A few baby spring carrots, peeled 
and halved lengthwise 

6 baby artichokes, tough leaves 
trimmed, stalks peeled and halved 
(see note) 

1⁄4 cup pitted oil-cured black olives 
1⁄2 cup white verjuice or white wine 
1 strip lemon zest, about 1 inch 

wide and 2 inches long 
5 sprigs thyme 
1 bay leaf 
2 cups reduced-sodium chicken 

broth or homemade rabbit stock 

(see note) 
4 ounces fresh morel mushrooms 
1 green garlic, minced (or use 1 

teaspoon minced mature garlic) 
1 pound dried pappardelle pasta 
2 sprigs mint 
2 tablespoons butter 
•  Freshly grated pecorino Romano 

cheese, for serving 
 
Season rabbit with salt and pepper to 

taste. 
Preheat a Dutch oven, and add a few ta-

blespoons olive oil. When it’s hot, brown 
rabbit a few pieces at a time. Remove 
from the pot and set aside. Pour out ex-
cess oil and add pancetta and cook, stir-
ring often, until it begins to crisp. Add 
leek, carrots and cleaned artichoke 
halves. Season with salt and pepper. 
Cook, stirring occasionally, until vegeta-
bles start to brown a bit. Add olives. 

Leaving the vegetables in the pan, 
add wine and scrape up the fond (the 
browned bits of food stuck to the bot-
tom of the pan) and incorporate into the 
liquid. Lower heat to low and add rab-
bit pieces back to pot along with lemon 
zest, thyme and bay leaf. Add enough of 
chicken broth or rabbit stock to come up 
three-quarters of the way up the meat. 
Cover and cook in a 350-degree oven for 
30 to 40 minutes or until rabbit is fall-
ing off the bone and artichokes are just 
cooked through. 

Allow rabbit to cool, then pick meat 
from the bones and return to liquid. Re-

move any grease from the surface and re-
move thyme, bay and lemon zest. Taste 
and adjust seasoning as needed. 

Sauté morels with a few thyme sprigs 
and green garlic in a little olive oil until 
moisture is removed and they take on a 
little color. Add this to the rabbit. 

Cook pasta in boiling salted water un-
til it is not quite al dente. Drain, and add 
to hot rabbit over medium heat to fin-
ish cooking, another minute or two. Tear 
a few mint leaves into the pot at the last 
minute and add butter. 

Place several noodles in a bowl and top 
with rabbit; making sure to show off all 
the beautiful vegetables. Grate a little Ro-
mano cheese over the top, drizzle with 
some good olive oil, and serve with some 
crusty bread 
 Note: Have a butcher cut the your rabbit 
or do it yourself at home, but be warned 
that rabbit bones are very hard. Save the 
carcass if you want to make your own 
stock. 
 Note: Make sure the artichokes have no 
hairy choke; if they do, remove it. 
 Note: To make rabbit stock, roast the 
carcass in a 400-degree oven until well-
browned. Transfer to a large pot, and 
add just enough water to cover. Add the 
cleaned leek tops, and a diced carrot and 
celery stalk. Bring to a simmer, and cook 
for at least 1 hour or up to 4 hours, skim-
ming any scum that forms on top every 
30 minutes. Strain stock, and skim fat. 

— From chef Dave Kreifels, Laurelhurst Market 

Sources for rabbit

My Pharm (Julia Sunkler): whole rabbit 
$5.85/pound; 541-424-2233 

Rain Shadow el Rancho: whole rabbit 
$5.25/pound; 541-259-5006; www.rain-
shadowelrancho.com 

Chop Butchery and Charcuterie: Whole 
for $9.95/pound/$14.95/pound for hind-
quarters only; chopbutchery.com; 503-221-
3012 

Laurelhurst Market: whole for $10/pound. 
They’ll cut rabbit for you; laurelhurstmar-
ket.com; 503-206-3099 

Nicky USA: whole fryers sold individually 
for about $7/pound; cut fryers sold by the 
case only by special order; hindquarters, 
livers and special cuts of saddle and loin 
also available; 503-234-4263; nickyusa.com 

Pastaworks on Hawthorne: whole rab-
bit for $7/pound; 503-232-1010; pastaworks.
com 

Sheridan Fruit Co.: whole rabbit for 
$6.99/pound; 503-236-2113; sheridanfruit.
com 

Uwajimaya: whole rabbit, frozen, $7.99/
pound; 503-643-4512; uwajimaya.com 

Zupan’s Burnside: (other locations of-
ten have to order) whole rabbit for $11.99/

pound; hindquarters for $19.99/pound; 
503-497-1088; zupans.com 

Market of Choice and New Seasons can 
order but don’t regularly carry rabbit. 

If you raise your own rabbits, Paul 
Batcheldor in Battle Ground, Wash., will 
custom butcher them on-site for $5 apiece 
plus gas. He also sells his own rabbit meat 
for $2.50 a pound; 360-487-9391; tilly-
bea33@aol.com. 

Scio Poultry Processing Inc. also cus-
tom butchers rabbits at its facility out-
side albany; $4.25 per rabbit; contact Rain 
shadow el Rancho (see above).

By MICHELLE LOCKE 
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Everyone loves a good food 
fight. And there’s a sizzler going 
on right now between the culi-
nary pros at Cook’s Illustrated 
magazine and Food52.com, an 
online community for home 
cooks. 

At issue: what produces the 
better recipe — rigorous profes-
sional test kitchen protocols or 
the online consensus of multi-
ple cooks. 

It began last fall, when Cook’s 
founder Christopher Kimball 
threw down the oven mitt with 
a blog post saying a test kitchen 
is likely to produce a better rec-
ipe and declaring, “I am willing 
to put my money, and my repu-
tation, where my big mouth is.” 

Food52, which was started 

by Merrill Stubbs and Amanda 
Hesser, cookbook author and 
former food writer for The New 
York Times, took up the chal-
lenge, and the contest took 
shape. 

Each side was to come up 
with two recipes, one for chewy 
sugar cookies, one for roasted 
pork shoulder. The results from 
each side will be posted on the 
online magazine Slate, then put 
to a public vote. 

At Cook’s, editorial director 
Jack Bishop thinks portraying 
the contest as a battle of old-line 
vs. online is oversimplifying. He 
says Cook’s gets plenty of reader 
feedback on its recipes. 

At Food52 the workflow is re-
versed. Hesser and Stubbs test 
recipes that readers submit, 
then use their experience to se-
lect the best. 

Stubbs, a veteran food writer 
who trained at Le Cordon Bleu 
and also, as it happens, interned 
at the Cook’s test kitchen, notes 
home cooks are the original 
“old guard” of cooking. She sees 

Cook’s as “more about consis-
tency,” she said. 

“That’s something they’re 
proud of, and they should be,” 
she said. “We’re really interested 
in the stories behind the recipes, 
how the recipes come to be.” 

One of the recipes submitted 
for sugar cookies to Food52 (not 
a finalist) described the cookie 
dough as being ready when it 
looked like freshly scooped ice 
cream, Hesser said. “That is the 
kind of thing you get from real 
people cooking in their own 
kitchen.” 

Readers of Slate.com have un-
til Monday to test the final rec-
ipes from both sides. Results 
from the voting that follows are 
expected later in the month. 

The Cook’s testing process is, 
to say the least, thorough. 

A typical recipe begins with re-
search that leads to a folder of 50 
to 100 recipes, which are boiled 
down to a composite, which is 
then tested and tinkered with 
over a month or more. The final 
recipe is vetted by a professional 

tester, as well as about 100 vol-
unteer testers. Unless there’s an 
80 percent approval rating, it’s 
back to the mixing bowl. 

At Food52, regular contests 
are held, then Stubbs and Hesser 
taste their favorites among the 
submissions and put two up 
for vote, with the winner slated 
for an upcoming Food52 cook-
book. 

Reaction to the contest has 
been as varied as you would ex-
pect. 

David Holstrom, president of 
Guy du Vin, a Portland-based 
online wine retailer and consult-
ing company, said, “I tend to get 
a more reliable end result from 
Cook’s Illustrated or something 
in that mold.” 

The problem with blogged 
recipes, in Holstrom’s view, is 
it’s hard to know whether they 
come from a talented or trained 
chef, or are simply the musings 
of someone who is a disaster in 
the kitchen. 

Emily Nunn, a food writer in 
Chicago who is a fan of Food52 

and has submitted recipes to 
the site, uses Cook’s Illustrated 
cookbooks but thinks “there’s 
something qualitatively differ-
ent about what’s going on at 
Food52.” 

With something like a Cook’s 
recipe it’s been decided that 

there’s one way to make a dish. 
Food52 recipes, on the other 
hand, “have a history. You learn 
about the people who are sub-
mitting them, and you under-
stand what kind of a chef Mrs. 
Wheelbarrow is. I kind of know 
these people now.” 

Food fight pits pro, home cooks 
Cook’s Illustrated and 
Food52.com ask readers 
to decide whose recipe 
is better 

THOMas BOyD/THe OReGONIaN

At My Pharm, most of Julia Sunkler’s rabbits are New Zealand and California whites. Their feed 
comes from locally sourced alfalfa and is free of chemicals and hormones. 

peddling rabbit out of the 
trunk of his Ford Escort. Now 
he’s the region’s top source, 
buying wholesale from area 
farms and processing the meat 
at his certified facility. He keeps 
adding new customers, most 
recently Bluehour and Lucy’s 
Table (think rabbit paella). Last 
year, rabbit sales in Oregon 
were higher than they’d been 
in a decade. 

Julia Sunkler, who runs a 
one-woman homestead in 
Monroe south of Corvallis, 
keeps hundreds of common 
New Zealand and California 
whites, plus some of a darker 
Satin breed. Growing up in 
Cottage Grove, she began rais-
ing rabbits as a teen to oc-
cupy herself after her father 
died. Then as an animal sci-
ence student in the mid-’ 80s, 
she worked at the Oregon State 
rabbitry in Corvallis. 

Today she maintains a strict 
schedule on My Pharm, mat-
ing her herd on Mondays and 
Tuesdays and tending to new 
litters on Thursdays and Fri-
days. In between she butchers 
the rabbits at a friend’s chicken 
farm about once a month, 
then sells them directly to res-
taurants and at Corvallis’ two 
weekly markets, where she’s 
a regular, even into winter, 
dressed in worn overalls, braids 
and a newsboy cap. In addition 
to rabbit, poultry, pork and 
vegetables, Sunkler hawks rab-
bit pelts and turkey feathers, 
which are used for traditional 
Native American clothing. 

I first bought a rabbit from 
Sunkler at the market at the 
Benton County Fairgrounds in 
February 2009, and braised it 
with mustard, carrots and leeks 
for a stick-to-your-ribs meal. 

But I, like many diners, had 
wrongly pigeonholed rabbit 
as a winter meat. In fact, fresh 
rabbit is most plentiful come 
summer. 

Each spring when the does 
and bucks start breeding, lit-
ters of six to 12 babies — called 
kits — are born after just one 
month of gestation. The ten-
der young fryers are then pro-
cessed at eight to 12 weeks 
of age. Older rabbits yield 
cheaper, tougher meat (think 
stewing hens). 

Unfortunately, rabbit de-
mand drops off after May, right 
at peak season, because most 
recipes call for stewing the lean 
meat in heavy, cold-weather 
sauces. “We have a supply and 
demand curve that is exactly 
opposite,” Nicky’s Latham says. 

But there’s no reason why 
rabbit can’t be a great choice 
for summer menus. Latham 
enjoys it stuffed into sausages 
or doused with teriyaki sauce 
and grilled. 

Grilling is also Sunkler’s fa-
vorite preparation for rabbit 
(see accompanying recipe). 
Last year, just after she had just 
recovered from a collision that 
totaled her truck and nearly 
put both her and the farm un-
der, she served grilled rabbit 
and saddle loins at her 45th 
birthday party. 

Peering into the hutches at 
My Pharm, you feel less guilty 
about eating the quivering rab-
bits when you consider how 
quickly they reproduce. Sunk-
ler is stoic about the daily ca-
sualties, which can include 
starved or crushed babies, as 
well as does killed by extreme 

heat or cold shocks. One day, 
Sunkler hopes to afford a cli-
mate-controlled barn to pro-
tect against such loss. 

The labor-intensive work 
makes rabbit meat expensive. 
Although Sunkler sells direct 
for $5.85 a pound, it often re-
tails for nearly twice as much. 
Sunkler wholesales to Nicky 
what she can’t sell herself. 

“Wholesaling, I barely cover 
feed expenses, and then if 
some catastrophe happens, I 
lose money,” Sunkler says. 

So is rabbit a sustainable 
food? Well, free-range ones are 
rare, since they’re so vulnera-
ble to predators like raccoons, 
coyotes and owls. However, 
Braeside Farms in Estacada 
soon plans to start pasturing 
rabbits in a mobile enclosure 
similar to a chicken “tractor,” 
which will give the animals ac-
cess to grass but protect them 
and prevent them from digging 
holes to escape. 

The alfalfa that makes up 
the rabbits’ antibiotic-free feed 
thrives in the Willamette Val-
ley (unlike corn), and Sunkler 
buys the pellets from a lo-
cal Harrisburg mill. Gardens 
also love odorless rabbit drop-
pings, a ready-to-use fertilizer 
that doesn’t burn plants the 
way chicken manure does. The 
only thing that is thrown away 
are the once-precious pelts, 
which are no longer market-
able thanks largely to the anti-
fur movement. 

As for the meat, rabbit is del-
icate and easy to digest. In fact, 
Sunkler says a customer with 
cancer swears that after che-
motherapy, rabbit is all she 
can stomach. It’s also lower in 
fat and calories than chicken. 
However, without the skin and 
fat to protect the meat, rabbit 
requires moist cooking — such 
as stewing or braising — to 
prevent it from drying out. 

At Simpatica and spinoff 
Laurelhurst Market, it’s nose-
to-cottontail cooking. Chef 
Scott Ketterman and company 
braise rabbit in stock made 
from the carcass and serve it 
in the aforementioned rabbit 
sugo. Ketterman also grinds 
the hindquarter meat into sau-
sage that he then rolls with 
rabbit loins for a boneless roast 
similar to the Italian specialty 
porchetta. 

Even rabbit liver has its uses. 
At Beast, Naomi Pomeroy re-
cently roasted quail stuffed 
with rabbit liver, local ramps 
and brioche chunks. Home 
cooks can use the liver, which 
tastes almost identical to a 
chicken’s, to make pâté. Many 
suppliers can special order the 
livers for you. 

If you want to cook rabbit 
yourself, it’s readily available 
whole at several local stores 
(see accompanying list), and 
many will cut it into pieces 
on request. You can also cut it 
yourself (see www.saveur.com/
gallery/Easy-Pieces-Cutting-
a-Whole-Rabbit for a dem-
onstration), but be warned 
that tiny yet hard rabbit bones 
can splinter, requiring a bit 
more attention than those of a 
chicken. 

Portland’s adventurous pal-
ates may be just warming up 
to rabbit. But as with offal, the 
meat tends to sell better at res-
taurants as a starter dish than 
a main course. Renegade chefs 
just sometimes forget all diners 
don’t share their enthusiasm. 

“Rabbits are kind of hard,” 
says Benjamin Dyer, of Simpat-
ica and Laurelhurst Market. “We 
love it, but the general populace 
can still be a little skittish.” 

•
Laura McCandlish, a Corvallis 
writer, blogs at baltimoregon.  
She co-hosts a monthly radio 

show on KBOO 90.7 FM (kboo.fm/
foodshow) the third Wednesday of 

the month at 11 a.m.

Rabbits:   
Try grilling  
or braising  
the meat 

Continued from Page FD1
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Editorial director Jack Bishop is counting on his army of chefs 
at America’s Test Kitchen to beat the home cooks at Food52.
com in this week’s recipe smackdown. 
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