
At age 20, Lance Appelbaum was faced with a question on 
the minds of many his age: “What do I want to do with 
my life?” His father had succeeded in the jewelry business 

for nearly 40 years, and he was certain that he, too, wanted to work 
for himself. Ultimately, young Appelbaum decided to employ his en-
trepreneurial spirit in a somewhat different industry. He opened his 
own ostrich farm.

It had been two years earlier, on a ski vacation with his brother, 
Todd, that Appelbaum was introduced to exotic game for the first 
time. “We were amazed by how many restaurants out West were 
serving a variety of different meats, from bison to venison to ostrich,” 
he recalls. “It wasn’t only how good it tasted [that impressed us], but 
how natural and organic the product was.”  

This trip set the wheels in motion, and the brothers began to learn 
everything they could about raising exotic animals using organic 

practices. “We quickly learned that if you let an animal do what 
they do, they naturally give us a good product—a healthy, happy 
animal is a tasty animal,” says Appelbaum, now 37. “So we decided 
to start a business on the principle of being a little bit different, a 
little bit unique, a little bit diverse.” In 1997, they began raising a few 
ostriches on a small farm in North Jersey.

That business, Fossil Farms, located in Boonton, is now one of 
the state’s primary sources of exotic meats, all raised without the use 
of growth hormones or antibiotics. From their first office in their 
parents’ basement, the Appelbaum brothers have grown their business 
into a 15,000-square-foot distribution center and retail store.

“At first, we couldn’t afford rent or a mortgage, so our parents 
helped us get started,” Appelbaum says. “It seemed fitting to name 
our company after my dad, whom we affectionately used to call  
‘the Fossil.’”

a lITTlE BIT UNIqUE
from ostrich to alligator, fossil farms serves up the exotic
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“At first, we couldn’t afford rent or a mortgage,  

so our parents helped us get started.  

It seemed fitting to name our company  

after my dad, whom we affectionately  

used to call ‘the Fossil.’” 

—Lance Appelbaum

ostrich Fillets:
4 - 8 ounce ostrich fillets
1 tablespoon good quality olive oil 
1 tablespoon sea salt   
1 teaspoon cracked black pepper  

Preheat cast iron pan or skillet until very hot. add olive oil. Season 
ostrich fillets with sea salt and black pepper. Sear over medium 
high heat, 2 minutes per side or until desired doneness (medium 
rare is recommended). 

Purslane Salad:      
(yield: 4-6 servings)

2 cups purslane, fresh picked
1 lemon, for juicing
2 tablespoons sherry vinegar
1 tablespoon creamy honey

Pick and clean purslane. In separate bowl, mix juice of lemon, 
sherry vinegar and creamy honey. Gently toss purslane in lemon/
honey mixture.

Spiced apple Chutney:
(yield: 5 cups)

2 cups apple cider vinegar
4 apples, cored and peeled
2 cups brown sugar, lightly packed
1 cup finely diced onions
1 cup dried cranberries or raisins or a combination
1 tablespoon freshly grated ginger
2 garlic cloves, minced
1 tablespoon mustard seed
2 teaspoons mild curry powder
1 teaspoon ground allspice
1 teaspoon salt 

Pour the vinegar into a large saucepan. Dice the apples, adding 
them to the pot as you go to prevent browning. add the brown 
sugar, onions, cranberries, ginger and garlic, and bring to a boil, 
stirring constantly. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer 
for 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.

add the mustard seed, curry powder, allspice, and salt, and 
simmer 15 minutes longer.

Carrot Flan:
(yield: 4 – 6 servings)

1/4 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese, 
   plus more for sprinkling
1 1/4 pounds carrots, cut into 1-inch lengths
5 large garlic cloves, halved
3/4 cup heavy cream
1/2 cup milk
4 large eggs, beaten
Salt and freshly ground pepper
1/3 cup coarse fresh bread crumbs
1 tablespoon unsalted butter, melted
1 teaspoon chopped thyme

Preheat oven to 350°. Butter a 10-inch glass pie plate and sprinkle 
it lightly with Parmesan cheese.

In a large saucepan, steam the carrots and garlic until very 
tender, about 25 minutes. Transfer the carrots and garlic to a food 
processor and puree until smooth. Pour in the heavy cream and 
milk and process to blend. add the eggs, 2 tablespoons of the 
Parmesan cheese, 1 teaspoon of salt and 1/4 teaspoon of pepper 
and process the mixture until thoroughly blended.

Pour the flan mixture into the prepared pie plate. Set the pie 
plate in a shallow roasting pan and add enough hot water to the 
pan to reach halfway up the side of the pie plate. Bake for 40 
minutes, or until the flan is just set.

Meanwhile, in a small bowl, toss the bread crumbs with the 
melted butter, thyme and the remaining 2 tablespoons of Parmesan 
cheese. Season the thyme crumbs with salt and pepper.

Remove the flan from the water bath. Preheat the broiler. 
Sprinkle the flan with the thyme crumbs and broil for 30 seconds, 
or until golden brown. Cut into 4–6 wedges and serve warm. 

Note: Make ahead. The flan can be assembled and refrigerated for 
4 hours. Bring to room temperature before baking.

PAN RoASTED oSTRIch fILLET wITh SPIcED APPLE chUTNEy, 
cARRoT fLAN AND PURSLANE SALAD
By Ben Del Coro, Corporate Chef, fossil farms

The flavors and colors of this dish make for a delicious fall presentation. (Serves 4)
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Since those early days, Fossil Farms’ exotic-meat choices have 
expanded. While the ostrich, Berkshire pork, chickens and guinea 
hens are still Jersey grown (some by Todd, who owns a farm in 
Lafayette), the business relies on a network of farmers across the 
country to raise other meats that include alligator, antelope, buffalo, 
duck, elk, rabbit, squab, venison, wild boar, quail and pheasant.

When the Appelbaums fi rst opened the business, they were met 
with resistance—meat distributors told them that the market was all 
about beef, pork, poultry and lamb, and their plans for exotic meats 
would never work. “I told them I had already invested my life savings 
into this business, so it better work,” Appelbaum says.  

By 1999, the brothers had gained a following of chefs ranging from 
local cooks to celebrity chefs working in New York City. “They started 
asking us to help them diversify their menus with meats like pheasant, 
quail, bison, and venison, and we thought we could probably expand 
our network of farms to help make that a possibility,” Appelbaum 
says. “I believe that society does want options, and we went ahead and 
molded our business to match the natural curiosity of the customer.”

But the brothers wouldn’t work with just any farm: they had to be 
small, family-owned and passionate about upholding Fossil Farms’ 
strict standards. “New Jersey is called the Garden State for a reason, 
and we decided that partnering with lots of farms right here would 
help bring agriculture back to the state,” Appelbaum says. “Farmers 
are the only people I know who can work in physical labor for 14-, 
16-, or 20-hour days, and at the end of the year hope to break even,” 
he says. “These are the people who have a passion for what they do, 
and the kind of people we aimed to team up with.”

Appelbaum personally visits every farm to inspect the environment 
in which the animals are raised—the feed must always hail from local 
sources, and the animals must be raised, fed and processed according 
to Fossil Farms’ standards. “We’re very hands-on, so we make sure 
that when we work with a farm, we know where their strengths lie 
and what they’re passionate about,” he says.   

Fossil Farms now sells not only to chefs and restaurants, but also to 
supermarkets, at their own Boonton retail store, and on the Internet. 
Some of their customers include Escape in Montclair; Allendale Bar 
& Grill; Il Capriccio in Whippany; the Rattlesnake Ranch Cafe in 
Denville; The Frog and The Peach in New Brunswick; Harvest Bistro 
& Bar in Closter; Restaurant Serenade in Chatham; the Crystal 
Springs Golf Resort in Hamburg; and Fuddruckers, the national 
chain.  

The business still devotes many hours and dollars to food shows, 
demonstrations and any other opportunity to help spread the word 
about exotic meats and how they’re raised. But it’s a little easier now. 
“In year one, we used to have to drag people to our booths at events,” 
Appelbaum says. “By year four, our lines were four rows deep.”

Appelbaum continues to look ahead when it comes to expanding 
his original vision for Fossil Farms. “It’s what makes me a good 
entrepreneur,” he says. His future plans include the launch of a new 
pet food line, and, of course, the addition of more exotic animals. n

FossiL Farms

81 Fulton St., Boonton
973.917.3155   fossilfarms.com
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