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TERROIR TRACKING:
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The Great 
Taste of the 
Great Karoo 
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Lamb is the crème de la crème of all the meats from the Karoo and people come 
from all over the world to sample it. Chef and Lamb and Mutton SA ambassador, 

Gordon Wright, tells us how best to cook with this most succulent meat.

When you are 
working with top 
quality meat with 
a magnificent 
flavour of its 
own, your sole 
job as a cook, 

really, is to do it justice and, if you’re honest, 
not to bugger it up.

There is no need for fancy sauces and 
marinades to drown out or add flavours; a 
fresh herb or spice to enhance the existing 
delicious flavour is really all you need.

FLAVOUR SAVER
Essentially, as a result of the extensive 
nature of the way traditional Karoo sheep 
are farmed and naturally grazed off the 
veld and the fact that they do not end up 
in a commercial feedlot where they would 
be fed maize and supplements, Karoo lamb 
and mutton retains its uniqueness and has 
a wonderful flavour compared to a feedlot 
animal.

Unfortunately, due to commercial 
pressure, predators and basic economics 
(consumers are not prepared to pay 
a premium price for premium lamb or 
mutton), the traditional Karoo farm is 
under threat and more and more sheep 
are being taken off the veld and stuck into 
commercial feedlots. The result is likely to 

be the abandonment of all the good holistic 
farming practices and the loss of the happy 
free-range animals that have been the norm 
in the Karoo for hundreds of years, and the 
introduction of mass commercial factory 
farms that are detrimental to the farmer, the 
consumer, and our planet. We really need to 
fight this trend and support the traditional 
Karoo farming methods, even if it means 
eating less lamb or mutton but of a much 
better quality. 

Most of my farmer friends are lamb and 
mutton producers and they would much 
prefer to continue farming their sheep in the 
traditional way but they are being forced by 
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these circumstances to change in order 
to keep the wolf (literally) from the door. 
By voting with our wallets and buying 
only traditionally farmed Karoo lamb we 
can all make the difference. 

TENDER, TASTY, OR BOTH
As discussed in part one, the most basic 
difference between lamb and mutton is 
age. Lamb comes from a young animal; 
the meat is tender and has a very delicate 
flavour. Perfect for braising, quick cooking 
or gentle roasting.

Lamb is ideally served with a bit of a 
pink hue to it and light spicing. It is classed 
as A grade and commands the highest 
price, mainly due to its tenderness.

Mutton, on the other hand, comes 
from an older animal and has a lot 
more flavour. It is tougher though, so it 
does well with lots of added spicing and 
longer cooking times, perfect for stewing 
and slow-roasting.

It is classed as either B or C grade 
and is usually the cheapest of the lot. A 
serious bargain if you are planning to do 
a good curry or slow roast.

In between the two is the much 
forgotten and seldom seen (and often 
cheaper) two-tooth or hogget. This lovely 
compromise between lamb and mutton 
is both tender and flavoursome. I like 
to call it “the farmer’s choice” as these 
sheep tend to be the ones they keep for 
home use. 

The best of both worlds and my 
first choice every time, hogget is easily 
identified at the butchery by the AB 
certification stamp on the carcass – you 
don’t see it often but if you do, grab it.

This unique combination of holistic 
extensive farming practice, good natural 
diet, and lots of fresh air (terroir) and 
exercise gives Karoo lamb and mutton 
its characteristic and unmatched flavour 
profile and makes it every cook’s dream 
to work with, as very little needs to be 
done to bring out the best flavour.

THE RIGHT CUT FOR THE JOB
When planning your dish or braai it is 
important to have the correct cut or type of 
meat for the purpose.

A nice, heavily spiced curry is best-
suited to mutton, whereas a tender chop 
on the grill should be lamb. Generally, the 
tenderest cuts (read – least flavourful) are 
the ones from muscles that don’t work very 
hard – loin chops, fillet etc. These require 
the same respect as a steak: very quick 
and minimal cooking over high heat with 
limited use of spices.

The more hard-working cuts – shoulder, 
neck, shanks etc. – have a lot more flavour 
but also require a much longer cooking 
time. So low and slow is the key here. The 
upshot is that they can carry lots of spices 
and flavours and are well worth the effort. 

My rule of thumb with cuts of this kind is 
this: “If it’s still tough, just make sure it has 
enough liquid, cover and cook it for longer 
until it wants to fall off the bone – don’t 
rush it.”

A good tip for succulent, falling-off-the-
bone ribs is to smother them in lemon juice 
and pre-cook for 60 minutes in the oven at 
180 ˚C. Finish off over moderate coals on the 
braai until the skin starts to crisp to ensure 
that awesome smoky, lamby taste.

FOR WINING AND DINING
It is hard to describe the flavour of Karoo 
lamb and mutton if you have not tasted 
it. It makes all feedlot lamb and mutton 
appear bland and boring. The head of the 
international Slow Food movement, Carlo 
Petrini, declared it “the best lamb in the 
world” when he tasted it on a recent visit to 
these fair climes.

The natural herby flavour with a subtle 
whisper of rosemary and thyme and a hint 
of garlic just begs for a lovely glass of deep 
red Shiraz to round it off, like two lovers in a 
tight embrace.

That, my friends, is the terroir of Karoo 
lamb and mutton and why it is a national 
treasure.


