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INTRODUCTION
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WHAT’S NEW IN
BARBECUE?
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Barbecue. Surely you’ve heard of it, but what exactly is it? I used to think I knew. It was supposed to be spice-rubbed pork ribs glistening with sauce, or tender slices of smoked brisket dripping juices on paper or succulent shreds of pork shoulder piled high on soft white buns. Those were supposed to be the epitome of barbecue – an American institution that has held tightly to strict principles since the first days of our nation. At least that is what I thought. Several years ago I accidentally offended a fellow student at the Culinary Institute of America by inviting him to a weekend ‘barbecue’ where I intended to grill hamburgers and sausages. He was raised in North Carolina with more than a little local pride, and so he responded indignantly, ‘That’s not barbecue. Real barbecue is cooked in a pit with wood, not on a grill.’ Then he schooled me about serious regional differences in barbecue. Maybe you have heard of these. In the Piedmont of North Carolina, barbecue means pit-cooked and chopped pork served in a tomato-tinged vinegar sauce with slaw and hush puppies on the side. No beef is allowed. But in Texas proper, barbecue is beef – especially brisket and hefty beef ribs – and pit masters there are likely to protest at anyone coating it with sauce or trying to eat it with a fork. On and on my classmate went, pounding his fists on the table and telling me you can’t possibly cook barbecue with gas. You have to do it like third-generation pit master Sam Jones at Skylight Inn BBQ in Ayden, North Carolina, where a billboard outside the legendary restaurant clearly states, ‘If it’s not cooked with wood it’s not BBQ.’ Well, okay, I assumed my red-faced classmate had sufficient credentials that I should believe him. I filed away his lesson about what ‘authentic’ barbecue means, and for years I tended to agree with it. While writing this book, however, I felt compelled to check his facts and to dig a little deeper. Among other things, I wanted to know about the origins of American barbecue. It turns out that American barbecue’s starting point was barbacoa, which dates to the 1500s: a framework of green branches and sticks elevated high over a fire for cooking. That’s how barbecue was practised in a region that is now the West Indies and along the south-eastern coast of North America, including Florida. Just to be clear, those Indians were not cooking racks of baby back ribs or smoky briskets to be sliced for barbecue sandwiches. No, no, no. They were cooking fish, turtles, iguana, alligator and snakes – pretty much anything they could catch and slaughter. So if you really want to talk about authentic American barbecue, maybe we should forget the pulled pork sandwiches and think instead about how to roast an alligator over a campfire.
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WHAT WAS ONCE A STYLE OF FOOD ROOTED IN THE RURAL SOUTH IS NOW ALMOST EVERYWHERE, EVEN IN BIG CITIES, AND, IN TURN, THOSE CITIES ARE INFLUENCING THE FOOD.





In fact, maybe we should forget the whole question of what’s authentic. Clearly, with barbecue, the food evolves over time with cultural changes. Today, brisket seems like it is permanently enshrined along with beef ribs and sausage as part of the ‘holy trinity’ of Texas barbecue meats. Historically speaking, however, brisket is a relatively new thing, and soon it might be replaced (check out the timeline). What was once a style of food rooted in the rural South is now almost everywhere, even in big cities and, in turn, those cities are influencing the food. At Hometown Bar-B-Que in Brooklyn, New York, pit master Bill Durney is a lot more creative than he ever would be in Central Texas where he did his barbecue training. On Durney’s menu you will find sweet Korean sticky ribs, a Vietnamese-style lamb belly banh mi sandwich with crunchy daikon and spicy jerk baby back ribs. Why? The people in Brooklyn, some of them from Korean, Vietnamese and Caribbean backgrounds, like their distinctive international flavours in their barbecue.
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Barbecue competitions, including the ones on reality television shows, have made barbecue a sport that has launched winners towards fame and fortune. Lee Ann Whippen was a blue-collar caterer from Virginia who smoked her way to the top at some major competitions. When a restaurateur from Chicago saw an opportunity to take barbecue upmarket, he recruited Whippen to be the executive chef at Chicago q, a fine-dining restaurant in the city’s Gold Coast neighbourhood. In a space that looks more like a private country club than an old-school barbecue joint, Whippen is wowing diners with her competition-style ribs, blackened alligator, and a brunch menu with eggs Benedict on prime-grade brisket. Brunch at a barbecue restaurant? Yes! Why not?
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Doug Adams grew up near Texas barbecue country and took the food for granted until he moved to Portland, Oregon, to attend cooking school. Today this Top Chef finalist cooks at the high-end Imperial restaurant, where his menu draws from a wood-burning grill and tastes from his childhood. Adams’ food caters to Portland’s funky eclectic culture, but still he shows traces of barbecue everywhere. ‘I am obsessed with smoke,’ he says. ‘I try every piece of meat or produce that comes into the kitchen on the wood grill before it goes anywhere else.’ At first glance his dish of green beans with smoked elk tongue, kimchi and a deep-fried egg seems to have no traditional roots at all. ‘Yeah, I know that dish sounds weird,’ admits Adams, ‘but to me it is so Texas. It is smoked meat and pickles. As for the egg, we deep-fry almost everything in Texas. If you break down my food, you see a lot of barbecue. As a chef I am always asking myself how can I build on barbecue but do it differently.’
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Traditionalists don’t need to worry about these changes. Just because someone asks ‘what if?’ or ‘why not?’ we are not threatening barbecue; we are broadening it. Gradual change has been part of its nature since the days of barbacoa. In our food-obsessed, Internet-connected, melting-pot nation, change is happening faster than ever, and it’s no coincidence that the popularity of barbecue is surging. My respect for the classic dishes is deep and permanent, and I have shared many of those recipes with you in this book. I have also shared recipes and stories inspired by the classics but freed by the creativity at play today. I hope you cook them and make them your own. Each time we bring our own styles and stories to the experience, we contribute something real to this ever-expanding phenomenon called American barbecue. So get into it. Barbecue like you mean it and ask yourself, ‘What’s next?’
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IN OUR FOOD-OBSESSED, INTERNET-CONNECTED, MELTING-POT NATION, CHANGE IS HAPPENING FASTER THAN EVER, AND IT’S NO COINCIDENCE THAT THE POPULARITY OF BARBECUE IS SURGING.









AMERICAN BARBECUE
OVER TIME




1600s


By the 1600s settlers in the New World were using various spellings to describe the style of cooking that they had adapted from the Indians. Terms such as ‘borbecue’ and ‘barbecu’ were meant to signify that their ways were more civilised than the ‘savage’ techniques they had witnessed. That’s funny because the settlers’ barbecues often devolved into rowdy brawls among drunken men.







1700s


Political candidates in the 1700s used barbecues as a tactic for drawing big crowds, plying undecided voters with bourbon, rum and roasted meat. George Washington wrote in his diary that he attended six barbecues between 1769 and 1774. Later, after he had set in place the cornerstone of the United States Capitol building in 1793, he hosted a meal featuring a 500-lb (227-kg) barbecued ox.







1800s


During the 1800s, barbecue thrived in the South and expanded westward, too, along with the settlers. By midcentury, railroad promoters used barbecues to lure citizens into supporting railway construction: have a free meal, buy shares in a rail company. On national holidays like the Fourth of July, settlers gathered, cleared the land if needed and pooled whatever each family had to offer – hogs, ox, venison, turkeys and even squirrels. People ate, drank and danced to the music of fiddlers well into the night.


The emancipation of slaves in 1865 meant that for the first time, African-American pit masters were free to run barbecue joints for their own profit. Henry Perry was born near Memphis in 1875 and worked for much of his young life in steamboat kitchens moving up and down the Mississippi River and Missouri River. In the early 1900s he moved to Kansas City and started selling smoked meat wrapped in newspaper for 25 cents a slab. Eventually he opened the first real barbecue restaurant in Kansas City, and his menu included beef, woodchuck, raccoon and opossum. When Henry died, a former employee, Charlie Bryant, took over the restaurant and then sold it to his brother Arthur. You can go to Arthur Bryant’s restaurant in Kansas City today (in a new location), but don’t ask for opossum. That was old American barbecue.







1900s


In the early 1900s butchers at Central Texas meat markets bought whole forequarters of beef from local ranchers, carved off the best cuts to display in the meat case, and put the less desirable ones, like chuck and shoulder, on a smoker to prevent them from going to waste. Over time their barbecued meats proved to be more popular and profitable than fresh meats, so many butchers specialised in selling barbecue. In the 1960s, though, intensive farming and refrigerated transport made beef a national industry, and meat markets could order whatever pre-butchered, shrink-wrapped cuts they wanted. Most of them chose brisket because it was so inexpensive. Today, with brisket prices much higher than they were a decade ago, some Texas pit masters predict that they might need to find something cheaper.







2000s


By the year 2000, barbecue had expanded well beyond roadside stands and restaurants. Weber had grown from a small, midwestern company to the world’s largest manufacturer of barbecue grills. Today, Weber grills are sold in nearly every town in the US, and Americans are able to recreate many traditional barbecue dishes in their own backyards. Increasingly, barbecue cooks are riffing on tradition and shaping new, multicultural styles. See Top Five Barbecue Trends Today.







BASICS
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IT’S ALL ABOUT
FIRE


I doubt we will ever reach a consensus in America about what barbecue is and what it isn’t. Fans can be downright dogmatic in their loyalties, claiming that if you are not making their kind of barbecue you are not making real barbecue. That’s okay. It means we have a great diversity of styles. New American barbecue encompasses all styles, with a unifying element that has been present since the days of barbacoa: fire. Broadly speaking, barbecue means cooking over a fire. With that in mind, if we are going to get better at barbecue, we should get better at controlling fire.
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WOOD
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When you introduce enough heat and oxygen to wood, it burns. Molecules in the logs get hot enough that they break apart and rearrange themselves into gases. All that activity of breaking apart and rearranging produces heat and light, or in other words, fire…and smoke. In the early stages, while the wood is dehydrating with a lot of hissing and sizzling, the smoke is pretty dark and sooty because the wood is burning off impurities. At higher temperatures (370–540°C/700–1000°F), the wood starts to release a cleaner quality of smoke with a faint colour between white and blue rippling in the air. That’s ‘blue smoke,’ the kind that holds soft woodsy aromas associated with great barbecue.


 







WHAT IS
SMOKE?


Smoke combines three types of matter in one. The smoke you see in the air is made of tiny solid particles and droplets of liquid. What you don’t see are the invisible gases that are more responsible for making barbecue taste good. Those gases hold magically aromatic wood compounds that make us say yum.


When we barbecue we should be trying to capture those invisible gases, not so much the thick visible smoke. If you see a fire pushing dark smoke out of the vents like a freight train, the solid and liquid particles are far too big. They are piling up on the surface of the meat, probably creating a sooty taste.


If a fire has plenty of oxygen (from airflow through the vents) and the fuel is dry, temperatures rise to the point that you get lovely aromatic compounds in tiny little particles. At this point the temperature inside the fire is usually over 400°C/750°F, but that’s almost impossible to measure, because we shouldn’t put probes into burning embers; instead, we need to watch the colour and density of the smoke.
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Charcoal is essentially burnt wood – at least partially burnt. In a process known as pyrolysis, nearly all the water, gases and many of the organic compounds in the wood have been incinerated in the process of making charcoal. What’s left then is almost pure carbon.


Hardwood lump charcoal is a perfect example. These are black, irregularly shaped lumps of thoroughly charred wood. You can still see the wood grain in some pieces. When lump charcoal is made from scrap timber, it looks more like broken planks, only black. Either way, the wood has been burned at very high temperatures (about 540°C/1000°F) in a very low-oxygen environment.


[image: illustration]


Today there are more than 75 types of hardwood charcoal, including many from a certain ‘varietal’ of wood, like mesquite or hickory. Each type of wood has its own range of aromas and heating potential. For example, mesquite has more lignin (aromatic alcohols) than hickory, so it burns hotter and leaves a sharper taste in the food. When manufacturers rely on hardwood scraps from timberyards and building supply operations, you really can’t be sure of the wood’s origin, and usually the aromas are generic and unimpressive.


The main reasons some cooks prefer lump charcoal are that it seems purer and more natural than briquettes, it lights easily, it burns hot, it produces a pleasant smoke and it leaves very little ash in your cooker (because it has no fillers). Because the pieces are irregular, how and when they fall is a game of chance, and sometimes the distribution of heat shifts dramatically. One of the other challenges of cooking with lump charcoal is that it burns out pretty quickly, often within half an hour, so you need to be prepared to feed the fire continually. Otherwise, you are better off with briquettes.


Charcoal briquettes generate plenty of heat and sustain it for longer than lump charcoal. People debate whether or not briquettes add much flavour. I believe that many of them do, which is why I use them often. The flavour, of course, depends on the type of briquettes. The biggest manufacturer in America (Kingsford) started in the late nineteenth century as a way for auto man Henry Ford to use up the scrap wood left after making Model T cars. Today, when Kingsford makes briquettes, they start with sawdust that is cooked in airtight ovens. To the crushed wood they add limestone, boric acid, ground coal, sodium nitrate and a binder like cornflour. After that, the mixture is shaped into little pillows that are designed to allow air to flow easily around and between them.


With America’s growing interest in natural products, some manufacturers are selling 100 per cent natural briquettes, avoiding the chemicals that make the briquettes easier to light and longer lasting. The all-natural briquettes are made almost entirely with crushed hardwood charcoal held together in the familiar pillow shape with a vegetable binder.


On the opposite end of the natural spectrum, some types of charcoal are saturated with petroleum chemicals for the sake of convenience. All you need to do is drop a lit match on these briquettes and presto – you have a fire. The fact that it smells like oil may or may not be a problem for you. I know people who grew up with so much lighter fluid on charcoal that they think their food should taste a little like oil. As with all things in barbecue, it’s a matter of personal taste. Personally, I never use briquettes made with lighter fluid. It’s so easy to light them with newspaper or Weber® lighter cubes.
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WOOD CHIPS
AND CHUNKS



A fire made entirely of wood in a grill requires waiting about an hour for flames to burn down to a level that’s right for grilling or smoking. Cooking over embers usually works much better than cooking over wildly dancing flames, but even then, managing mercurial embers is challenging. What a lot of people do instead is to create a fire with charcoal or gas, and then supplement it with wood. The wood is typically in the form of chips or chunks. I usually use wood chips in my grills and wood chunks in my smokers. In the end they can both add the same aromas and colours to your food. When to use one or the other is largely a matter of practicality.
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Wood chips burn up faster. Even when soaked in water (as they should be), they burn quicker than wood chunks. I soak my wood chips in water for at least 30 minutes, sometimes much longer. As long as they are waterlogged, the length of time doesn’t really matter. Then I lift them out of the water and shake off the excess. I wouldn’t want to add handfuls of water that would cool off the charcoal. I scatter the wood chips – usually two or three large handfuls at a time – over the burning charcoal to turn the grill into a smoker immediately. The chips smoulder and smoke for somewhere between 20 and 30 minutes, depending on how hot the fire is and how much air is pouring through it.


Your gas grill can be a smoker, too, one that is even easier to control if it has a smoker box. This is usually a metal box with a hinged, perforated lid. In the most convenient scenario the smoker box sits right over a gas burner that you can control with its own dedicated knob. Fill the box with soaked, drained wood chips, turn the burner on high to get the chips smoking within minutes, and then reduce the heat way down (or completely off) so that the chips smoke rather than catch fire. A nice thing about the hinged lid is that it allows you to replenish the wood chips and keep the smoke going for as long as you like. If the chips ever do catch fire, douse the flames with water from a spray bottle. That’s true of flaming chips in a charcoal fire, too.
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If your grill does not have a smoker box built over a dedicated burner, you can set a portable smoker box either under or on top of the cooking grate. Not surprisingly, the wood chips will light much faster when you set a box under the cooking grate and very close to one or two burners (do this before lighting the grill). The big limitation here is that you won’t be able to replenish the chips with the box in that position. If you set a portable smoker box filled with wood chips on top of the grate, you will probably need to wait about 30 minutes with all the burners on high and the lid closed before you get a decent amount of smoke. To reduce this wait time, some cooks start by putting dry wood chips on the bottom of the smoker box, and then filling the rest with damp wood chips so that the dry chips light a little faster and in turn ignite the damp chips.


When you are using a smoker, you are typically cooking for several hours, and adding wood chips every half hour or so might get tedious, so this is a good case for using wood chunks instead. They generate smoke slowly and steadily for hours. You don’t even need to soak them in water. You could try, but trust me, the water doesn’t penetrate into the wood very far. Drop the dry chunks on the burning charcoal. I usually start with four to six large handfuls. Sometimes one chunk is big enough for a handful. Sometimes you need three or more chunks to make a handful. The initial chunks of wood should last a few hours. After that, add a couple more handfuls at a time for a steady stream of smoke.
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WOOD AS AN INGREDIENT


The barbecue world is swirling with opinions about which types of wood taste best with certain types of food. It used to be simpler. People smoked with whatever wood was plentiful and cheap. That’s why hickory and pecan were so common with pork barbecue in the Carolinas. In Texas there was always post oak and mesquite nearby, so those were the types of wood pit masters used. One of the distinctive characteristics of Santa Maria-style barbecue out in California is the taste of a red oak tree that grows along the hillsides of Santa Maria County. So some regions have their rightful pairings. If you don’t live in one of those regions, feel free to borrow one of their time-honoured pairings or make some new ones of your own. I recommend you start with what I call ‘the big five’. These are the woods most readily available all over the country.


APPLE


MILD


One of the mildest woods, it has a nice sweet smoke that tastes great on seafood, poultry and pork.
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CHERRY


MILD


This wood has a light fruity smoke similar to apple, but it also produces a rich, dark colour that is gorgeous on barbecued chicken or pork ribs.
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BEECH


MODERATE


An all-purpose wood that generates a medium-strength smoke, beech goes well with fish, pork and game.
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HICKORY


MODERATE


This one has a nutty taste that is similar to oak but it’s a bit stronger, making it a good match with pork or beef. Pecan is close in flavour to hickory, so consider using that, too.
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MESQUITE


STRONG


This south-western favourite is mighty strong, so much so that you might want to treat it like hot chillies. Using too much for too long would leave you with some bitter, pungent flavours. Try cutting the intensity of mesquite with something milder like apple or cherry.
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BEYOND THE BIG FIVE


There are at least a dozen other wood choices. Alder wood is terrific with fish. Maple is a middle-of-the-road choice for poultry and pork. Walnut packs a punch almost as strong as mesquite, so use it sparingly and in combination with milder woods.


Whatever wood you choose, it must be seasoned, meaning the wood has dried in open air. If you buy your wood chunks or chips in a retail store, they will already be seasoned. If you want to try using wood from your garden, stack and dry it first. Freshly cut (green) logs hold as much as 50 per cent of their weight in water, so they would burn unevenly with a sooty smoke. Soft woods like pine and cedar are also problematic. They make lovely furniture, but their high sap content would make terrible barbecue, so stick to the hard (dense) woods.






HOW DO THEY
WORK?


What equipment you use to barbecue is often a matter of what you already happen to have. If your cooker can hold the temperatures you need and allow wood smoke to waft over your food, you’re in business. However, each type of cooker does have its own advantages based on the way it works. Water smokers are designed to hold very low temperatures for several hours (even overnight) with little involvement required from you. A charcoal grill can do just about anything a water smoker can do (and more), but it requires frequent tending of the fire, especially for long cooking sessions. A gas grill is the easiest of these three for maintaining precise temperatures, and having the flexibility to create different zones of heat opens up a lot of possibilities. Some gas grills have built-in smoker boxes for wood chips, making it simpler than ever to barbecue.


WATER SMOKER


A water smoker operates in some of the same ways as a kettle charcoal grill. Oxygen enters from below and feeds the charcoal that is raised on a grate for quick combustion. The heat radiates upwards, conducts somewhat through the cooking grates and circulates around the cooking chamber with smoke. The big difference is that the heat is almost always low (110–140°C/225–275°F) because the amount of oxygen entering a smoker is less than what typically enters a kettle grill. The heat is also always indirect because of a water pan that sits between the charcoal and the food. The pan deflects the direct heat around the food, and the water absorbs much of the heat. The more water you pour into the pan, the more heat it absorbs. The water slowly releases heat and humidity into the cooking chamber. When you lift the lid, a lot of heat escapes, but the thermal mass of water continues to hold enough heat that the smoker can return quickly to the ideal smoking temperature.
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CHARCOAL GRILL


A charcoal kettle grill is a culinary multitasker – an amazingly efficient tool for cooking many different ways, including searing, roasting and smoking, depending on how you arrange the fire and the food in relation to one another.


In a kettle grill, the charcoal gets the oxygen it needs mostly through the damper on the bottom of the bowl. With the charcoal raised on a grate, plenty of oxygen can move under and around the individual briquettes or other pieces, causing temperatures to rise quickly. Heat radiates off the charcoal and hits the food directly, just like the sun’s heat travels to earth, losing strength as it gets further from the source. The heat also conducts through the metal cooking grate, searing whatever else is on the hot grate. And the heat circulates under the closed lid, travelling with the air that moves inside the grill. The damper on the lid allows some hot air to escape through the vents, creating a vacuum that is filled by fresh air entering at the bottom of the grill. This airflow moves heat and smoke around the food continuously in a convectional pattern. The bigger the openings in the dampers, the faster the convection happens, and the higher the temperatures climb.
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GAS GRILL


A gas grill is really a horse of a different colour. Its fuel is obviously very different and so is the way the fuel burns. In most cases the fuel comes in a portable tank filled with pressurised liquid propane. As you release liquid propane from the tank, it immediately vaporises into a gas that is ignited by a spark. The spark comes from a push button igniter that makes a single loud click, or a button that operates a battery-powered igniter that goes tick-tick-tick. Gas is forced through the area where the spark(s) occur and it ignites. A gas grill’s regulator is that round metal device that looks like a flying saucer between the tank and the valves. Its job is to control the pressure of the gas releasing from the tank. The gas flows through a hose to valves operated by control knobs. As you turn a knob from low to medium to high, more gas is released towards the burner tubes and a blue flame above the burner becomes larger.


Metal bars above the burners radiate heat upwards to cooking grates, which transfer the heat to the food being grilled. As the food cooks, drippings fall on to hot surfaces inside the grill and vaporise into smoke. With the lid closed and air entering from the bottom of the cooking chamber, heat and smoke circulate around the food imparting that distinctive barbecued flavour. You can add wood-smoke flavour.


[image: illustration]




Fuels such as natural gas and propane burn cleanly and completely, leaving no smoke or ash behind. Natural gas is piped from a local utility. Propane gas is compressed into a liquid that is easy to transport in tanks. When it comes to cooking, natural gas and propane deliver almost identical results, but you need a different type of grill for each type of gas. Many barbecue restaurants, including some of the most acclaimed, cook with gas-powered smokers that burn wood for flavour. The fire and flavour are easier for the cooks to control, and a similar arrangement could be easier for you, too.
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LIGHTING CHARCOAL
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A chimney starter is an upright metal cylinder with a handle on the outside and a wire rack inside. Fill the space under the wire rack with a few sheets of wadded-up newspaper or a few Weber® lighter cubes, and then fill the space above the rack with charcoal briquettes.
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Once the charcoal is lit, some impressive thermodynamics channel the heat evenly throughout the fuel, meaning all of the pieces burn evenly and you can start cooking with consistent temperatures all the way across your charcoal fire.
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When the briquettes are lightly covered with grey ash, put on two insulated barbecue mitts or oven gloves and grab hold of the two handles on the chimney starter. The swinging handle is there to help you lift the chimney starter and safely aim the coals just where you want them.



LIGHTING A GAS GRILL


Lighting a gas grill, in most cases, is as simple as lifting the lid, turning on the gas and igniting the burners (follow your Owner’s Guide for lighting instructions). Here’s how to do it: after you’ve opened the valve on your propane tank all the way (or turned on the gas at the source), wait a minute for the gas to travel through the gas line, and then turn each burner to high. Close the lid and preheat the grill to about 260°C/500°F.
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DIRECT AND INDIRECT HEAT


People often ask me for my single most important tip about grilling and barbecue. It’s a hard question to answer because most of the important tips relate to a specific type of food, like a steak or a pork shoulder or a rack of beef ribs. So the answer I usually give is something like this: if you learn how to create and control the differences between direct and indirect heat, you increase your chances of success dramatically. If you limit yourself to just one type of heat or the other, you are missing opportunities for control. A great griller masters the fire, not the other way around.


Simply put, when you are cooking right over a fire, you are using direct (grilling) heat. When the fire is off to the side of the food, or the food is somehow shielded from direct heat, you are using indirect (roasting) heat.


Foods that do best over direct heat are small and tender – things like hamburgers, steaks, seafood of all kinds and vegetables. In a matter of minutes, direct heat can char the outside of the food and penetrate far enough inside that the centres are cooked, too. If you use direct heat only with big, tough cuts of meat like a pork shoulder, the outsides will burn long before the centres are cooked, let alone tender. An indirect fire works best for larger, tougher foods that need gentle circulating heat and longer cooking times, such as roasts, whole chickens and ribs.
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A GREAT GRILLER MASTERS THE FIRE, NOT THE OTHER WAY AROUND.









BASIC
SET-UPS


INDIRECT COOKING


For a charcoal grill, the lit briquettes are split apart on the charcoal grate so that you have two separate zones of direct heat on opposite sides of the food and one of indirect heat in the middle. You can use baskets to hold the briquettes or you can pour the briquettes right on to the charcoal grate in two even beds. Sometimes it helps to have a foil tray in the middle. Filling that tray about halfway with water weighs it down and provides some humidity inside the grill, which is useful for maintaining temperatures.


On a gas grill, the most common way to set up for indirect cooking is to have the outside burner(s) on and the inside burner(s) off. If you have a three-burner grill, turn all the burners on and preheat the grill for about 10 minutes. Then turn off the burner in the middle and adjust the other two burners to the level of heat you like. If you have a six-burner grill, preheat it with all six burners on for about 10 minutes. Then turn off one or two burners in the middle.
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DIRECT COOKING


Set up your charcoal grill for direct cooking by spreading lit charcoal in a single layer all the way across the charcoal grate. This creates one wide zone of direct heat. If the food you’re cooking is likely to flare up, it’s helpful to keep a small part of the charcoal grate clear of briquettes as a safety zone of indirect heat.


Using direct heat on a gas grill is simply a matter of cooking the food right over lit burners.


[image: illustration]




GRILL SAFETY


Please read your Owner’s Guide and familiarise yourself with and follow all ‘dangers’, ‘warnings’ and ‘cautions’. Also follow the grilling procedures and maintenance requirements listed in your Owner’s Guide.


If you cannot locate the Owner’s Guide for your grill model, please contact the manufacturer prior to use. If you have any questions concerning the ‘dangers’, ‘warnings’ and ‘cautions’ contained in your Weber® gas, charcoal or electric grill Owner’s Guide, or if you do not have an Owner’s Guide for your specific grill model, please visit www.weber.com to access your Owner’s Guide or for the free-phone number for Weber-Stephen Products LLC Customer Service before using your grill.









SMOKER
SET-UP


Smokers come in an amazing array of designs. I could show you dozens of smokers that look almost nothing like each other even though they are designed to do the same thing.


There are cinderblock pits with a wood fire on the bottom or to one side. There are barrel smokers (shaped like an oil barrel or pipeline on its side) with a firebox to one side so the fire and smoke flow horizontally over the food. There are rotisserie smokers with electric-powered spits rotating racks of meat. There are pellet smokers in the shape of a refrigerator with a firebox to the side where an electric augur pushes tiny sawdust pellets on to a burner. There are kamado-style smokers made of ceramic material in the shape of a giant oval urn with the fire on the bottom and a plate in the middle to deflect the rising heat.


That’s just an abbreviated sampling of what’s out there. You could spend days looking at all the smoker options and comparing various features and costs. Whatever type of smoker you choose, the key is that you are able to gain control of how it cooks as soon as possible, rather than struggling with a lot of trial and error. That’s one reason many barbecue cooks start with something simple like an upright water smoker. It’s inexpensive, easy to control and very consistent from day one.


[image: illustration]


TENDING TO YOUR SMOKER


A water smoker normally maintains temperatures in the range of 95–140°C/200–275°F for several hours with no added fuel, but there are at least a few ways to fine-tune the heat:


[image: illustration]


1 The easiest way to regulate the smoker’s temperature is by adjusting the vents on the dampers. The less air you allow into the smoker, the lower the temperature will go. To raise the temperature, open the vents wider.


2 You can also raise the temperature in the smoker by adding more charcoal through the access door, although this is rarely necessary for recipes that cook in less than eight hours.


3 A third way is to adjust the amount of water in the pan positioned between the fire and food. The water regulates the temperature by absorbing heat and releasing it gradually. The more water you have in the pan, the lower the temperature will be. Adding more water will lower the temperature.




[image: illustration]


1 To set up a water smoker, first separate it into its three main sections: the charcoal bowl, the cooking chamber and the lid.







[image: illustration]


2 Lay the charcoal grate in the charcoal bowl and set the charcoal ring on top of the grate. The ring holds the charcoal in place and allows airflow through the holes for proper combustion.







[image: illustration]


3 Fill the ring about three-quarters of the way with charcoal briquettes. Fill a chimney starter with briquettes and light the charcoal in a safe place.







[image: illustration]


4 When the briquettes are lightly covered with grey ash, carefully pour the lit charcoal over the unlit charcoal.
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5 Spread out the lit briquettes evenly with long-handled tongs. Over time the unlit charcoal will light and burn slowly, often extending the life of the fire for as long as eight hours without any additional fuel, although you can add that later if needed.







[image: illustration]


6 Make sure the water pan is empty and suspended inside the cooking chamber and the charcoal access door is closed. Set the cooking chamber over the charcoal bowl.







[image: illustration]


7 Immediately fill the pan about three-quarters full with water before the water pan gets too hot. Then set the two cooking grates in place inside the cooking chamber.







[image: illustration]


8 Now place the lid on top. A water smoker has vents on the bottom of the charcoal bowl and on the lid. At this point open the top vent completely and close the bottom vents about halfway. Wait until the smoker reaches the ideal smoking temperature range of 95–140°C/200–275°F.







[image: illustration]


9 Open the charcoal access door and add as many dry wood chunks as the recipe suggests. Add them either with long-handled tongs or wearing insulated barbecue mitts or oven gloves. Close the charcoal access door and wait a few minutes for the smoke to stream out of the vent on the lid.









TOP FIVE
BARBECUE TRENDS TODAY




1 BARBECUE IS GETTING PERSONAL


> Regional boundaries are giving way to loose individual riffs of barbecue that show as much free-spirited creativity as they do time-honoured traditions. Young chefs and backyard cooks are blending old-school techniques with fresh mixes of flavours inspired by their own imaginations to come up with recipes like pulled pork bo ssam lettuce cups and ribs with blueberry-chipotle barbecue sauce.
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2 BARBECUE IS A FULLY-FLEDGED SPORT


> In the 1980s a few Midwesterners formed a little club for people who wanted to compete at making barbecue. Bragging rights were the only prizes. Since then, the Kansas City Barbecue Society (KCBS) has grown steadily in size and stature. It now has more than 21,000 members worldwide, and it sanctions more than 500 competitions each year, with more than $4.5 million awarded in prizes during 2014 alone.
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3 BARBECUE IS COOKING WITH GAS


> In the old days, barbecue joints had a woodpile out back that was the only fuel for the pit, and a cook’s primary tool was a shovel for the coals. Today, you are more likely to find barbecue chefs cooking with gas-powered, thermostat-controlled smokers with electric rotisseries turning racks of meat like a big wheel. The new smokers still burn wood, but much more for flavour than heat.
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4 BARBECUE IS GETTING SWEETER


> It used to be that barbecue was all about the meat, which was sometimes basted with vinegar and spices. Today restaurants typically offer four to six styles of sauce at the table, most of them heavily sweetened with sugar, molasses, honey or agave. An average supermarket sells more than 20 kinds of barbecue sauce, and the bestselling ones are more than 50 per cent corn syrup or sugar.
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5 BARBECUE IS MOVING UPMARKET


> Barbecue restaurants are not museums; they are businesses adapting to what matters most to customers. More and more often, menus are highlighting expensive heritage meats and organic side dishes, not to mention craft beers and dozens of bourbons and ryes. Many joints still serve barbecue on paper, but there are a lot of fine dining touches out there, even pricey wine lists and valet parking.
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Sea Breeze Barbecued Oysters


Chargrilled Oysters with Bacon-bourbon-ginger Butter


Smoked Scallops with White Wine Butter Sauce


Spicy Prawns with Charred Poblano Romesco


Hot-smoked Salmon with Whipped Horseradish Cream


Smoked Chicken Nachos with Chipotle Cream and Avocado


Barbecued Buffalo Wings with Blue Cheese Dip


Smoked Louisiana Chicken Wings with Cajun Rub


 


SPECIAL FEATURE:
AMERICAN-MADE KOREAN BARBECUE


 


Warm Artichoke Dip with Parmesan Crust


New Pimiento Cheese Spread


Bacon-onion-bourbon Spread


Smoked Devilled Eggs


Spinach Salad with Smoked Vegetables and Pimentón Vinaigrette


Charred Iceberg Salad with Buttermilk Dressing


Grilled Tenderstem Broccoli with Bucatini Pasta and Lemon Breadcrumbs


Aubergine Parmesan with Toasted Breadcrumbs


Smoked Olives with Lemon, Chillies and Thyme


Hickory-roasted Almonds with Rosemary and Sea Salt
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SEA BREEZE BARBECUED OYSTERS



SERVES: 4–6 | PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO SHUCK THE OYSTERS GRILLING TIME: 3–4 MINUTES | SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: OYSTER KNIFE


Grapefruit juice is traditional in the quintessential New England cocktail; however, a new version of the Sea Breeze, with orange juice, has recently become the rage at beach resorts along the East Coast. That’s something distinctive about American cuisine – it constantly morphs, with new flavours and techniques always in the offing. I’ve borrowed the flavours of this new take on the classic cocktail to create a fresh, summery relish for barbecued oysters. You can substitute half of a seedless grapefruit if you want the traditional flavour, but I think the orange pairs with oysters even better.






24 large fresh oysters


1 large navel orange


12 fresh or frozen cranberries, thawed if frozen


2 tablespoons vodka


1 tablespoon fresh lime juice


 


1 Grip each oyster, flat side up, in a folded tea towel. Find the small opening between the shells near the hinge and prise it open with an oyster knife. Try not to spill the delicious juices, known as the ‘oyster liquor’, in the bottom shell. Cut the oyster meat loose from the top shell, and then loosen the oyster from the bottom shell by running the oyster knife carefully underneath the body. Discard the top, flatter shell, keeping the oyster and juices in the bottom, deeper shell.


2 Prepare the grill for direct cooking over high heat (230–290°C/450–550°F).


3 Use a vegetable peeler to remove two strips of zest from the orange, each 7.5cm/3 inches long by 1cm/½ inch wide. Peel and supreme the orange (see caption and photo). Place the zest strips, orange supremes, cranberries, vodka and lime juice in a blender. Cover and pulse until finely ground, almost puréed, scraping the inside of the blender jug a couple of times between pulses to achieve an even texture.


4 Spoon ½ tablespoon of the orange mixture on to each shucked oyster in its shell. Place the oysters on the cooking grate over grilling/direct high heat, close the lid and grill for 3–4 minutes until the juices bubble. With tongs gripping one edge, transfer the oysters in their shells to a heatproof platter. Serve warm.




[image: illustration]


Supremes are more than backing singers for Diana Ross. They are also sections of citrus fruit with the membrane removed. To create orange supremes, peel the orange, removing as much of the white pith as possible. Cradle the fruit in one hand and hold it over a bowl as you use a paring knife to cut down along either side of the thin membranes between the segments, one at a time, removing the orange segments and leaving the membranes behind. Let the supremes drop into the bowl below as you make your way around the orange, removing the remaining segments.
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CHARGRILLED OYSTERS
WITH BACON-BOURBON-GINGER BUTTER



SERVES: 4–6 | PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO SHUCK THE OYSTERS | CHILLING TIME: 2 HOURS GRILLING TIME: 3–4 MINUTES | SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: OYSTER KNIFE


This recipe comes straight out of New Orleans, where chargrilled oysters are a big deal. The flavours of bacon, bourbon and butter are also big deals down there, so why not bring them all together in a Mardi Gras kind of moment? Once the butter has melted into the oysters, it’s helpful to wear heavy-duty fire-retardant gloves for retrieving the oysters from the hot grill – or you can use long-handled tongs. Just don’t lose all those buttery juices.






BUTTER


1 bacon rasher


115g/4oz unsalted butter, softened


1 tablespoon bourbon


2 tablespoons peeled, finely chopped fresh ginger


1 teaspoon chopped mint


¼ teaspoon sea salt


24 large fresh oysters


 


1 In a large frying pan over a medium heat, fry the bacon for 6–8 minutes until crisp, turning occasionally. Drain on kitchen paper, reserving 1 teaspoon of the rendered fat. Finely chop the bacon and place in a bowl with the reserved 1 teaspoon rendered fat and the remaining butter ingredients. Using a fork, whisk vigorously until well blended. Scoop the butter mixture on to a sheet of greaseproof paper, placing it on the edge closest to you. Fold the paper up and over and roll into a cylinder, smoothing as you roll. Twist the ends to seal, and wrap tightly. Chill until solid, at least 2 hours. Remove from the refrigerator 5 minutes before grilling time, and cut into ½- to 1-teaspoon chunks (depending on the size of the oysters).


2 Prepare the grill for direct cooking over medium-high heat (200–260°C/400–500°F).


3 Grip each oyster, flat side up, in a folded tea towel. Find the small opening between the shells near the hinge and prise it open with an oyster knife. Try not to spill the delicious juices, known as the ‘oyster liquor’, in the bottom shell. Cut the oyster meat loose from the top shell, and then loosen the oyster from the bottom shell by running the oyster knife carefully underneath the body. Discard the top, flatter shell, keeping the oyster and juices in the bottom, deeper shell. Place a chunk of the flavoured butter on top of each oyster.


4 Grill the oysters over grilling/direct medium-high heat for 3–4 minutes, with the lid closed, until the oyster liquor starts to bubble, the butter melts and the edges of the oysters just begin to curl. With tongs gripping one edge, transfer the oysters in their shells to a heatproof platter. Serve immediately.




[image: illustration]


When you are buying oysters to grill, choose big ones that will lie flat on the bars of the grate, like the three on the left of this photo. Avoid small ones that would shrivel up quickly and wobbly ones that would spill their ‘liquor’ in the grill, like the two on the right. Nobody likes an oyster that can’t hold its liquor.
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SMOKED SCALLOPS
WITH WHITE WINE BUTTER SAUCE



SERVES: 4–6 | PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES | GRILLING TIME: 8–14 MINUTES SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: 1 LARGE HANDFUL PECAN WOOD CHIPS, 25-CM/10-INCH CAST-IRON FRYING PAN


Don’t hesitate to use cast-iron frying pans right on the grill. It’s a way of cooking that has worked wonders from the earliest days of American history, when settlers relied on frying pans to cook all kinds of food over live fires. Here some smouldering pecan chips give the scallops a touch of smoke. Often I grill scallops over very high heat to sear the outsides, but in this case I prefer the silky soft texture you get from gentle roasting. With a warm, nutty-tasting butter sauce spooned on top, the results are pretty decadent.






12 scallops, each about 40g/1½oz, patted dry


½ teaspoon sea salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon rapeseed oil


85g/3oz unsalted butter


1 tablespoon finely chopped garlic


125ml/4fl oz dry white wine


2 tablespoons finely chopped tarragon


Zest of 1 lemon


 


1 Soak the wood chips in water for at least 30 minutes.


2 Prepare the grill for direct and indirect cooking over medium heat (180–230°C/350–450°F).


3 Remove and discard the small, tough side muscle that might be left on each scallop, and then season evenly with the salt and pepper. Drain and add the wood chips to the charcoal or to the smoker box of a gas grill, following the manufacturer’s instructions, and close the lid. When smoke appears, place a 25-cm/10-inch cast-iron frying pan on the cooking grate over grilling/direct medium heat and, without preheating the pan, swirl in the oil. Place the scallops in the frying pan and cook over grilling/direct medium heat, with the lid closed, until lightly browned and just opaque in the centre, for 6–10 minutes, turning once. Remove the scallops from the pan (keep the pan on the grill) and keep them warm while preparing the sauce.


4 Add half the butter and the garlic to the frying pan and cook over grilling/direct medium heat, with the lid open, until the butter begins to brown, stirring constantly. Pour the wine into the pan, close the lid and cook for 2–4 minutes until reduced to about 3 tablespoons, stirring occasionally.


5 Slide the pan over roasting/indirect medium heat and add the remaining butter and the tarragon. Remove the pan from the grill, spoon the sauce over the scallops, garnish with the lemon zest and serve immediately.




[image: illustration]


Bigger is better for this recipe. Look for large scallops like the one on the far right. Assuming they are fresh, their texture will be superior to that of smaller scallops. They should glisten and smell sweet and their colour should be somewhere between light beige and pale pink, not bright white.
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SPICY PRAWNS
WITH CHARRED POBLANO ROMESCO



SERVES: 4–6 | PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES GRILLING TIME: 12–16 MINUTES


This green romesco sauce is less sweet and significantly spicier than a traditional roasted red pepper romesco, which is a Spanish vegetable sauce thickened with almonds. Remember that jalapeño chillies vary in heat from one to the next, so it is a good idea to taste them before adding them to a dish. If you like, you can even leave the jalapeño out of this recipe.






ROMESCO


2 poblano chillies, about 225g/8oz total


15g/½oz fresh coriander sprigs


4 tablespoons sliced almonds, toasted


1 small jalapeño chilli, deseeded and chopped


1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice


1 garlic clove


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Extra-virgin olive oil


Sea salt


1 teaspoon smoked paprika


450g/1lb large prawns, peeled and deveined, tails left on, patted dry


 


1 Prepare the grill for direct cooking over high heat (230–290°C/450–550°F).


2 Grill the poblano chillies over grilling/direct high heat for 10–12 minutes, with the lid closed, until blackened and blistered all over, turning occasionally. Place in a bowl and cover with clingfilm to trap the steam. Allow to stand for about 10 minutes. Remove and discard the charred skins, stalks and seeds, and then coarsely chop the chillies.


3 In the bowl of a food processor, combine the poblanos and the remaining romesco ingredients, including 4 tablespoons oil and ½ teaspoon salt, and process until well blended but some texture still remains. Transfer the sauce to a serving bowl.


4 In a bowl, whisk 1 tablespoon oil, ½ teaspoon salt and the paprika. Add the prawns and turn to coat in the mixture. Grill the prawns over grilling/direct high heat for 2–4 minutes, with the lid closed, until firm to the touch and just turning opaque in the centre, turning once.


5 Serve the prawns warm with the romesco sauce for dipping.




[image: illustration]


Burn, baby, burn. Grilling poblano chillies over high heat until they are blackened and blistered drives out the water and transforms their flavour into a smoky version of its former self. To loosen the skins, put the grilled chillies in a bowl, cover with clingfilm, and let them stand for about 10 minutes. Then you can remove and discard the burnt skins easily.
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HOT-SMOKED SALMON
WITH WHIPPED HORSERADISH CREAM



SERVES: 6–8 | PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES | DRY BRINING TIME: 4–8 HOURS | GRILLING TIME: 40 MINUTES–1½ HOURS CHILLING TIME: 2 HOURS (OPTIONAL) | SPECIAL EQUIPMENT: 3 LARGE HANDFULS ALDER WOOD CHIPS


We have all tasted thin slices of cold-smoked salmon with a texture that is fairly firm and dry because the fish is cooked at temperatures below 38°C/100°F in specialised commercial smokers. This recipe is a hot-smoked version that you can make at home. Start by soaking the salmon in a sweet, salty brine, and then smoking it with mild alder wood chips until the flesh is tender but still juicy so that it breaks apart into moist flakes. While the salmon is good eaten warm, the flavours develop even more while the fish chills in the refrigerator. Serve it at room temperature with creamy horseradish and a touch of tart lemon.
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