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To my sweet daughter, Eloise, who kicked me (literally)
out of bed each morning to write, and tested each 
of the recipes in this book in vitro.
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Preface


I will never forget my first taste of barbecue. I was at a hole-in-the-wall joint just outside of Trussville, Alabama; it offered classic two meat/ three side combos, a huge selection of smoked meats, and sides like warm peaches drenched in syrup and creamed corn. When I first bit into those tender, smoky ribs, I had to take a moment of silence.

My journey into barbecue curved, stopped, looped, and stooped. It began in Alabama where my dad grew up. We spent summers there with my huge, glorious southern family. I worked in restaurants and catering companies for over twenty years; and though I tried, I never completely left the lure of the food business. I met a barbecue-loving chef, and twelve short years later we opened a barbecue restaurant, Smokin’ Pete’s BBQ.

Even so, I was past thirty before I learned how to properly cut a chicken. I destroyed carcasses for years, used dull knives, and gingerly held up meat between my fingers like something the cat dragged in. The fact that I now own a barbecue restaurant, grill like a she-Hulk, and cater for thousands means that you, too, can sidle up to the smoker. I made many mistakes along the way, and I share them gladly in hopes you will laugh with me, or at me if need be.


She-Smoke is a basic guide to get you started. I’ve also included a look at the greats for you to study, including a smokin’ trail of female barbecue blazers out there. If you’ve thought that your grill could blow up at any moment or felt iffy with big hunks of raw meat, or if you’ve wondered  “Why?” when told the back-yard grill was the man’s domain, then sister, this book is for you.

Together we will break down the barbecue barriers that exist in the “smokesphere” and that say you have to “be” from barbecue country, i.e., Kansas City, Memphis, the Carolinas, Texas, or regions in between; that barbecue is the stuff of secrets; and that barbecue is a man’s world.

I may be “half southern” (I like my sweet tea cut with unsweet), but I’m also a Pacific Northwest left-coast girl. In honor of that I include a chapter on the traditional Northwest Salmon Bake. Also included is a whole mess of information about sources for buying local, natural meats and making sustainable choices, something everyone ought to be concerned about.

Though people the world over smoke and grill their food, the Church of Barbecue, that holy worship of smoke, resides right here in the United States. It’s time that women stood up for their barbecue rights. So grab your tongs—it’s time to journey into the smoke.
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Introduction


“If you take barbecue away from men, Julie, what will we have left?” asked my friend Victor.

He didn’t expect me to give him a history lesson. “Actually,” I replied, “there is mounting evidence that it wasn’t yours in the first place. Hunting, I’ll give you, Victor, but fire tending, tool making, and food preparation were most likely the realm of women.”

Because it was fire and food preservation that bumped us from Neanderthal and Homo erectus man into the Homo sapiens we are today,  weeeelll, one can pretty much deduce that though you guys slew the beasts, without women, y’all might still be “a little behind” in the classroom.  Barbecue may well be what helped make early humans jump to modern humans, and back then, women were in charge of the barbecue. My friend slumped away, poor guy, shaking his head and wiping the barbecue sauce from his chin.

Now, I’m not here to discredit men. In our postmodern world, where cooking so often involves picking up pre-packaged units from the freezer, it is the guys, for the most part, who have kept our slow, outdoor cooking tradition alive. If we are going to combat our fast-food, quick-’n-easy relationship to meal making, then we all need to learn to tend a slow fire.

Sister, don’t be afraid of the fire. It won’t bite. And if early woman was  the keeper of the fire, then somewhere, deep inside, you know just what to do.

Have you always let someone else “man” the barbecue? We need to understand  why. Why is barbecue such a man’s sport in this country? Why are you and most of your girlfriends not out there with smoky tendrils dancing in your hair?

Most people say it’s because women don’t have time to stand around for twelve hours, drinking PBR and scratching themselves. We’re doing everything else. This is true, but I think it goes deeper. I’m talking about the 1950s: the Renaissance of Backyard Cooking. Weber came out with its Kettle grill, and the patio daddy-O’s started swinging out burgers and kebabs in a frenzy of martini-infused flames. This is where women at home got booted from all things fire, and separated from the smoke.

I bring you Exhibit A: my mother.

My mom married a wonderful, albeit at the time, traditional man. Without question, she assumed her role as housewife. Cooking was a forty-year chore for her, and it showed. “Quick-’n-easy” became her mantra. She loved that seventies Crock-Pot. While the kids chomped on cereal, she’d throw in a can of pineapple, a packet of sweet-and-sour mix, and chunked chicken, turn that baby on, and voilà! When hubby and the kids showed up frothing hungry at six, she had Hawaiian Chicken ready to roll.

In all those years of toil, fire never entered the picture. She never grilled, smoked, or turned the rotisserie outside. Why? Firephobia. Not the kind that requires therapy, but something pumped, pummeled, and propagandized into ladies’ heads in the 1950s. She is still convinced that anything involving charcoal, propane, or wood chips might explode at any moment.

“It’s that word ‘propane,’” she said recently. “It sounds so ominous.”

Now on to Exhibit B: Just read the cookbooks of the time. My good friend Christine collects old cookbooks and booklets like “Fun with Aspic!” and “Velveeta: Recipes for People Who Eat Food.” (Clearly the goal of this book was to convince the reader that Velveeta is in fact food.) In the 1958 edition of The Better Homes and Gardens Barbecue Book, they practice not a speck of subtlety. The meat chapter’s opening line? “This is Dad’s domain. Sit back, Mom; admire Chef. He has the fascinating how-to on big steaks, and other juicy meats that take to charcoal.” We laugh, but looking at them, you read the language pounded in through words, pictures, and titles: Dad is chef, Mom the salad gal. Illustrations place Dad at the barbecue, while Mom holds the fixin’s platter. It is time, gals. Time to take back our place by the fire.

So what did I mean when I told Victor that women cooked the first barbecue? One anthropologist, Dr. Sonia Ragir, posits that because the larger males had first pick of the ripe fruit and other easy pickin’s, it was the females who, out of necessity, invented tools for breaking down less desirable foods. Tough foodstuffs such as tubers, roots, and bulbs required mashing, fermenting, or drying to break down the “digestion inhibitors” and make them edible.1


Males adopted those same tools while hunting and began snagging larger prey. Once hunting became more efficient, there was more meat to go around. This, paired with the discovery of fire, changed everything. The new food abundance required a separation of labor to process and protect it. The family unit formed out of necessity, and it was most likely the females who stayed behind at “camp” to tend to the food and offspring.2


“The tendency of . . . females to forage close to the main group or camp put . . . [them] in a position to control the use of fire. Thus, it is likely that women were responsible for cooking and the innovations in human culture that followed from it,” asserts Dr. Ragir.3  More protein and nutrients meant higher birth weights, and the subsequent larger brains “catapulted” early man to the Homo sapiens we are today.

Whether it was woman or man who was the first to smoke up some woolly mammoth ribs may be argued, but what you have to remember is that barbecue is the simplest cooking there is. Early man and woman had little else than fire and wood. At its basic element, you can literally barbecue with sticks. Dig pit, rub sticks together, light fire. Whether that fire should be direct or indirect, whether the wood should be hickory, apple, or cherry, and how to make the best smoke are where it gets interesting.

Along with teaching you the basics of how to barbecue, this book will get you started on being a kickass ‘cue girl. You are going to discover that barbecue is not the stuff of secrets. It is not impossible with a busy schedule. It is not one bit scary. Barbecue, sister, is fun.
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The Difference between ’Cueing & Grilling


The first thing—the very first thing—is to understand the difference between true barbecue and grilling. Barbecue is about cooking with wood, slow and low, with indirect heat. As a method of cooking, it is at opposite ends with the grill. The word “barbecue” in America, however, also means the event and the whole realm of outdoor cooking. We’ll cover grilling, too, because often you can do both on the same equipment, and getting comfortable with one technique lends itself to the other.




SMOKING 

Even if you have some grill or barbecue experience, read through these first few chapters to familiarize yourself with the terms I use throughout the book. “Slow and low,” the mantra of barbecue, means you will cook foods on a very low temperature (usually between 180°F and 225°F), for long periods of time (usually from 4 to 14+ hours). We make barbecue by cooking with indirect heat, meaning the food does not sit above the fire. We can do this with a variety of equipment, which you will learn about in chapter 1. The first two chapters cover equipment basics, fuel, fire starting, and fire tending.




GRILLING 

Grilling sears food by direct heat fire, locking in the flavor. In the Grilling chapter we’ll talk about the different levels of heat and grilling with a combination of direct heat and indirect heat.

 




How to read this book: While you might skip around when reading a cookbook depending on the recipe you want to try, it is best to read She-Smoke in order, at least for the first chapters. We start with the basics and build from there.
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Chapter One

Tools of the Trade




EQUIPMENT 


You can make great barbecue with an old refrigerator, an oil drum, or a pieced-together metal box—many have—but thankfully there are plenty of options for grills and smokers at your local fireplace dealer, hardware shop, or home improvement store. Once you get to competition- or commercial-level equipment, the scope (and cost) of equipment expands, but I’ll focus on home-model equipment.

 




PIT BARBECUE—You hear “pit-cooked barbecue” advertised at restaurants, but what does that mean? Pit barbecue is the traditional way of barbecue—cooking with wood fire. Wood is burned down to coals, to keep temperatures consistently low, and meat is cooked indirectly, apart from the fire. This can mean the meat is placed on one side of the grill, the heat generated on the other, or that the heat and smoke are generated in a separate chamber and fed into the indirect oven where the meat cooks. Though a pit can just be a hole in the ground, regularly used pits were historically stationary structures, often in a building separate from the main kitchen. Today a “pit” means any smoker that burns wood or a combination of wood and charcoal, ranging in size from a small home unit, which can start at about $200, to a rig that “travels” via trailer, which can cost in the thousands or tens of thousands of dollars. What any of the equipment below is trying to do is create that same flavor of pit barbecue with a smaller,  home-size unit, some using alternative fuels like gas, electric, or pellets, which we will discuss below. Many are set up for direct-heat grilling too but can be used for barbecue by adjusting how much fuel you use, using your grill vents to regulate the temperature, and keeping your food indirect from the heat source.

 




DEDICATED SMOKER—I call grills that are made specifically for barbecue “dedicated smokers.” By design, these cook food indirectly from the fire, have the capability to maintain low temperatures, and often cannot cook at the higher temperatures for direct-heat grilling. Some examples of dedicated smokers below are the bullet “water” smokers, the box-style electric smokers, and grills with an offset fire box.

 




KETTLE GRILL, a.k.a THE WEBER—There are other brands of the kettle grill—so named because of its shape and dome lid—but the Weber is the original king of the kettle grill. Fifty percent of Americans own a charcoal grill, and chances are you are among them.1 The invention of the Weber kettle grill in the 1950s began the back-yard grilling revolution. Its domed lid and vents gave flexibility to the cook in terms of even, all-around heat that the open braziers of the time couldn’t achieve.

For barbecue, slow cooking on a kettle grill is just a matter of keeping a low charcoal fire indirect from the food. It takes more work to cook at low temperatures on a kettle grill, so you might consider one of the smokers listed below—but I love my Weber and list it first because you can do everything in this book on a kettle.
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A GRILL AND/OR SMOKER 

When shopping for a grill and/or smoker, here are some points to consider that will help you make great barbecue, with greater ease.

1. Separate fire box or separate entry to the fire. One key element  to maintaining the consistent low temperatures needed for slow and low cooking is keeping the grill lid down. You will need to “feed the fire” incrementally, and having access to the fire without opening the lid is important. You don’t have this option with a Weber kettle drum, but you do with the bullet smokers and offset smokers listed below.

2. Vents. Opening or closing vents helps manage the fire temperatures  by regulating how much oxygen feeds the fire. Choose a smoker with at least a bottom and a top vent for greater control. Some units have more elaborate venting systems.

3. Ash removal. Excess ash in the bottom of your grill or smoker  can clog your vents, smother your fire, and, with a gust of wind, coat your food. Some grills make removing ashes easier than others.

4. Capacity and distance from fire. Size matters when you want  to cook for a larger party. Look for smokers that have multiple racks or a chamber large enough to accommodate a whole brisket. The greater distance from the fire and the food in larger units also makes maintaining low temperatures easier.

5. Durability and thickness. Sturdier units with thicker walls will  better insulate your fire, keeping temperatures more consistent (and that means less work for you!). They will also last longer and save money in the long run.

6. Built-in water pan. We will discuss water pans in greater detail  in this chapter, but often in barbecue we place a pan of water or other liquids next to or in between the coals to create humidity in the cooking chamber. Water pans combat the drying effect of smoking foods and help regulate temperature. While you can easily place your own water  pan in your grill, units that have a built-in pan, like the bullet smokers listed below, are handy.

7. Remote (external-read) thermometer. Knowing how hot the  inside temperature of your smoker is takes the mystery and guesswork out of the equation. Some units have temperature gauges on the outside so you know the temperature inside without opening the unit. Others can be easily retrofitted with one, like the Weber Smokey Mountain smoker listed below. If your unit does not, have no fear—there are remote thermometers you can purchase that serve this function. I discuss this in the Favorite Tools section in this chapter and list a few options in the Resources chapter.

As you travel deeper into the ‘cue, you will start to seek out the endless equipment possibilities in barbecue chat rooms, blogs, and web rings. Beware of future obsession.

 




BULLET SMOKER—The bullet-shaped smoker, often called a “water smoker” because of its built-in water pan, is a favorite in the barbecue world both for its features and its compact design. With two to three racks for food, bullet smokers are big enough to smoke a turkey, yet at only 17 inches in diameter, their footprint is minimal. A separate door to the fire and built-in water pan are key features, and while most do not come with a built-in thermometer, some units, like the favored model in the barbecue competition world, the Weber Smokey Mountain, are easily modified to include one. Called WSM’s by those in the know, these shiny “bullets” stand like sentry guards, smoking through the night, at competitions (read more about the competitive world of barbecue in the Pork chapter).
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While charcoal is a competition must-have (only wood or charcoal can be used as fuel), water smokers come in gas and electric, too. Lower-end bullet smokers, like the Brinkmann, run in the $50-$80 range, and the WSM runs about $250. Keep in mind that you get what you pay for. The Brinkmann does not have vents to monitor your heat and is made of a thinner metal, meaning less heat insulation. The electric Brinkmann, which is a convenient and inexpensive unit, keeps a consistent temperature of 225°F-250°F. But that is it. The only way to lower the temperature is to unplug the unit.
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KAMADO GRILL AND THE BIG GREEN EGG—The Kamado grill and Kamado-style grills like the Big Green Egg are real lookers on a patio, but their true beauty is on the inside. Their shape and durable ceramic material create an insulated barbecue womb. Though they can reach kiln-level heat, their ability to maintain low temperatures with allover heat makes for great barbecue. You will use about one-fifth less charcoal than in a regular grill, and they are a snap to light.

 



The original Kamado-brand grills are mosaic works of art. People swear by these beautiful ceramic-tile grills. The only thing is you need to be committed to replacing the tiles when they pop off, which they do from time to time.
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BOX-STYLE ELECTRIC SMOKER—Like little smoke shacks, some of the best smokers come in this style. Both the Cookshack AmeriQue and Bradley electric smokers are excellent for slow and low barbecue and can maintain temps low enough for cold smoking. With their three to five racks inside, you can smoke larger quantities in these compact units. Both have external thermometers for monitoring temps. The Bradley unit has a separate smoke box—nice for adding chips without opening the oven section. Keep in mind, however, that more parts equals more maintenance.

 




THE HASTY-BAKE OVEN—This well-designed grill-smoker-oven includes features made for the regular outdoor cook such as a full-width fire door to access your fire without opening your grill lid. I particularly like the adjustable fire box. With multiple vents, it gives you one more way to control your heat.

 




GRILL SMOKER WITH OFFSET FIRE BOX—Plenty of companies make these, ranging from home models up to competition and commercial rigs and available in charcoal or gas. The separate-side fire box in this style of smoker is convenient because you can feed your wood and fuel to the fire without opening the main compartment.

Smoke travels up to the main cooking chamber and out through a chimney that draws smoke across the meat. Lower-end models can be rickety. Choose one that is solid enough to withstand many seasons. A few well-known brands that make home-size models are Brinkmann, Char-Griller, and Bar-B-Chef. For an excellent higher-end brand, try Pitt’s & Spitt’s of Austin.
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She’s Smokin’: Buying Used Equipment

Lynnae Oxley, of Sugar’s BBQ & Catering in Portland, Oregon, bought her first Weber at a garage sale for $5. “I learned everything on that thing—grilling, barbecue. . . . I like that the  story of a grill gets soaked into it,” she says. As she became more interested in barbecue, she upgraded her equipment, selling that same Weber for $5 at a garage sale to another woman. Though a chef for twenty-four years, Lynnae has been competing on the barbecue circuit for just one and a half years. She admits that being a chef doesn’t necessarily translate to being ready for competition barbecue: “What makes barbecue an interesting endeavor is it comes out a little different each time, and you won’t know what that is until ten hours later. There is no right or wrong way to barbecue—it’s about how you feel about it . . . and obsess about it.”
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PELLET GRILL—Pellet fuel is just compressed-wood sawdust. The Traeger-brand pellet grills have a great reputation because of Traeger’s understanding of barbecue. An electric rod lights pellets in a separate “hopper.” An auger  feeds the pellets to the fire so all you have to do is flip the switch to ON and indicate high, medium, or low, designated as “smoke,” and make sure you have enough pellets for the length of your cooking. Some say the pellets give a different flavor than wood or charcoal. Units start at a little under $500 and quickly go up from there.

 




STOVETOP SMOKER—The Barbecue Queens* tip their crowns to the indoor smoker for those wet or freezing days when even the most hardcore barbecue fanatic just needs a night inside. The little smokers sit right on the stovetop burner, using either wood chips or wood sawdust to create smoke. A rack separates the food from the wood, and the cover keeps the smoke inside. While they’re fine for getting a “smooch” of smoke on foods, you won’t be cooking a brisket on one of these. To me, a huge part of the enjoyment of barbecue and grilling is that it is outdoors, so I smoke it up postal-style: through wind, rain, sleet, and snow.  *See Resources for info on these big-time barbecue gals’ many cookbooks.
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OTHER GRILLS 


HIBACHI—You won’t make barbecue on these little overlooked wonders, but when we get to the Grilling chapter, the hibachi is our friend. With their adjustable racks, they are versatile, space-saving, and fuel-efficient little hummers that are great as everyday grills or as second grills when your big-girl grill is overfull.
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GAS GRILL—The choices are almost endless. Pick one that fits your space, needs, and budget. Do you like to rotisserie chicken? Then that bell or whistle might warrant the extra bucks. Choose a gas grill with a lid and one that has a minimum of two but preferably three burners for indirect-heat cooking. If the grill features many rack levels, make sure they are adjustable to accommodate large cuts of meat like a brisket or whole turkey. If a smoke box is an option, I’d get it. I find the usual method of creating smoke on a gas grill—putting wood chips wrapped in a foil pouch with holes, then placing them on the burner—an inadequate smoke producer.
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Buying Equipment: A Cautionary Tale

When I started this chapter, I wanted to pump up my personal equipment arsenal for recipe testing. I had my trusty Weber, a gas grill with an offset smoker box, and a few other well-worn charcoal grills junking up the back yard, but owning a barbecue restaurant with commercial smokers at your fingertips means you neglect your home equipment.

I walked into my local fireplace and outdoor cooking store to basically decide between the Big Green Egg, which I’d been lusting after for years, and the Cookshack AmeriQue, a box-style electric smoker. Neither is cheap—they range from $900 to $1,550—so I was ready to spend some bucks.

“May I help you?” asked the salesman as he sidled up to me.

“Yeah, I like both these models and am just trying to decide which one to get.” I went on a bit about both, so he’d know I was serious. His next utterance confused me.

“These are for smoking with wood,” he said, pointing. “Here is where you put wood chips to create the smoke.”

“Um . . . yeah, I know both these models,” I said, cutting him off. Then I saw my favorite charcoal smoker, the Weber Smokey Mountain. Its sleek black bullet shape and great rep among barbecue competitors had it at the top of my list. I wanted to do some side-by-side comparisons with the WSM and a low-end Brinkmann smoker because the Brinkmann can be found just about anywhere.

He immediately saw his commission shrink with the $250 Weber Smokey Mountain, so he tried his best to sell me on the Cookshack electric model. “The great thing about this one is you can turn it on and go shopping!”

“Shopping?” I coughed. I didn’t have a single pair of pants without a rip, stain, or missing button because there just wasn’t time. I was too busy running a restaurant and catering company, raising a two-year-old, and writing a book. I didn’t say all that. I told him I loved the flavor of charcoal-smoked foods, and of course the Weber bullet is a classic.



Then, of course, there are the BTU’s (British thermal units), the measurement for heat output on a gas grill in relation to the size of the grill. Grill manufacturers will boast their BTU’s like guys boast RPM’s at a car show, but over a certain amount just becomes a waste of fuel. Usually all you need is 35,000-50,000 BTU’s unless your grill is very large. Choose a grill that is sturdy. My guess is that the lower-end grills priced at $100-$300 are not going to satisfy you once you start grilling and smoking on a regular basis. You can find many good gas grills in the $500-$1,500 range, and if you have a spare $10K, you can buy the tip top of the line.

 
“Ah, but charcoal is so messy,” he said. “The Cookshack takes all of the brain work out of the equation.”

Hmm . . . so according to this guy, if you are a girl, a.k.a. a brainless bubble head who wants to go shopping, you should buy an electric smoker. I said thanks but no thanks, stewed out on the sidewalk, then walked back in.

“I want you to know I was ready to lay out some cash today, and you lost a sale. Shopping? Are you serious? I own a barbecue restaurant, and I’m testing recipes for my book.”

He fumbled a lame excuse while his two buddies giggled in the back. Maybe at me, maybe at him.

The truth is, though, when you are choosing equipment, you do need to find a unit that fits  your needs. Barbecue purists may admonish any equipment that isn’t wood- or charcoal-fueled, but you may need an electric smoker so you can . . . take care of the kids, make that business deal with China, or finish your PhD. You might need to shop for some groceries too.

Get the equipment that will make you want to get outside and cook rather than what you think you should get. I love the simplicity of a Weber kettle grill. I know how much charcoal it needs; I can grill with direct heat, indirect, smoke slow and low; and I can do all three at once if I time it right. That said, it takes a lot of time to make and tend the coals for a brisket on a Weber. Once I had a child, I needed different equipment, at least for the early years. It is challenging to maintain a charcoal fire while chasing around a toddler! Sometimes you just need to turn on the gas grill and bang out your premarinated meats and veggies for a quick grilled meal. I also like my electric bullet smoker for the fact that I can turn it on and walk away. Though some call electric smokers “Lazy Q,” I like to think of them as “Busy Q” smokers, for when you need to be less into process and more into end result.

 




TIP: You don’t have to be limited to one piece of equipment. You may find that as you get more comfortable in your outdoor kitchen, you’ll want to add a few things to your arsenal.



A note about gas grills and barbecue: As we will discuss below, true slow and low barbecue can often take 10 to 18 hours. Not all of it does; however, the biggies—pulled pork and brisket—need time. Gas grills, though wonderful for direct-heat cooking and for the indirect-medium cooking we will discuss, really aren’t the right equipment for slow and low barbecue. If that is what you have, don’t fret. You can do most of what you will learn in this book and take “shortcuts” that accommodate the gas grill.




TYPES OF FUEL 


CHARCOAL BRIQUETTES—Made of charcoal dust and some sort of binder to keep in pressed form. Look for those that are bound with cornstarch or other vegetable binder only. More on charcoal, below.

 




ELECTRIC—Electric smokers operate much like their charcoal and gas counterparts. Wood chips or chunks are added near the heat element below, so they smoke up through the chamber. Most smokers of this style have a water pan, adding moisture to the drying process of smoking foods. Electric heat is good for slow and low cooking but can’t get hot enough for direct-heat grilling.

 




GAS—Gas grills use propane gas or may be hard-wired for natural gas. Heat output in relation to the size of the grill is measured in BTU’s.

 




LUMP CHARCOAL—Charcoal left in its natural state. Irregular chunks and flakes from the kiln process. Lump charcoal burns hotter and cleaner than briquettes. Cleaner because there’s less ash to remove.

 




PELLETS—Compressed wood sawdust. Popular smokers that burn pellets are Traeger brand and Cookshack’s Fast Eddy’s smoker. The downside is that most require electricity to get started. The upside (though whether it’s an upside is a source of debate) is that your fuel and smoke are one in the same.

 




SMOKING WOOD FORMS—Depending on your equipment, you will use wood chips, wood chunks, pellets, wood sawdust, or logs to generate your smoke. You can soak the chips and chunks but not the pellets or sawdust. See page 15 for wood varieties and their qualities for smoking.

 




WOOD—In most charcoal grills, you can use straight wood as your fuel. Dedicated smokers are made for both wood and charcoal. Most folks use a combination of the two because food can get oversmoked with straight wood. Many commercial operations are increasingly moving to gas- or electric-fired “pits” that burn wood for smoke only because wood is expensive, needs constant supervision, and makes it difficult to get insurance. At home you don’t have to worry about the skyrocketing costs of fire insurance.




FIRE STARTERS 


*PREFERRED* CHIMNEY FIRE STARTERS—The best $10-15 you will spend for lighting a charcoal grill. Makes lighting without fuels easy and nicely contained. See chapter 2 for details.
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ELECTRIC FIRE STARTERS—Great if you have an outdoor outlet. Just place the mini electric element under your charcoal and plug in. Takes about 7 minutes to ignite.
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Lighter Fluid—Don’t Do It!

Would you pour petroleum over your cereal? Use it as a perfume? Then why cook with it? Even though they say petroleum “cooks off” before you begin, residue remains and permeates your food. You are going to learn how to light a fire without it. The same applies to using charcoal with fuel additives. That is even worse, because as you add coals to your fire, you are adding that petroleum directly to your cooking flames. Ick. Not to mention totally wimpy. You are an ancient fire starter, girlfriend—you don’t need the stuff.

 



U.K. Consumer Affairs reports that 30% of all barbecue accidents are from improper use of lighter fluid.2





SAWDUST FIRE STARTERS—Usually a mix of sawdust and paraffin. While I don’t love these because the paraffin scent remains for some time, they are handy in inclement weather, when you just have to get that charcoal lit. You light the fire starter, then place charcoal around it. Once charcoal is lit, you can remove any parts of the fire starter not yet burned.




FINDING SUSTAINABLE WOOD CHIPS AND CHARCOAL 

Most of the charcoal briquettes offered in stores like the “self-lighting” stuff out there contain petroleum products and other fillers. These harm the flavor of your food and your health. Petroleum, though the claim is that it “burns off” before you begin cooking, tends to leave a residual flavor on the food. I spoke with Tom Mahowald of Nature’s Grilling Products about the charcoal and barbecue wood industry and what sets NGP apart.

“Since 80% of the charcoal industry is dominated by one vendor,” said Mahowald, “we started Nature’s Grilling Products to fill an underserved niche.” As there are no labeling laws for the charcoal industry, the first thing they did at Nature’s Grilling Products was take mainstream charcoal to the lab for a burn test. What they found was the briquettes contained 20%-35% coal, plus other fillers like Borax and sodium nitrate. They wanted to produce an all-natural charcoal while keeping their company carbon footprint as low as possible.
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How Is Charcoal Made?

There are different methods, but most charcoal is made in huge kiln vats, often dug in the ground, with air chimneys to control the oxygen. The kilns are covered to create a low-oxygen environment, extracting moisture and gases. Once the carbonization (burning of organic material down to carbon) occurs (often determined by sight—the smoke turns white and smells “different”), the remaining oxygen sources are smothered and the charcoal is left to cool slowly. Depending on the batch size, this can take a day to a week.



“Most of the charcoal sold in the U.S. is made in Paraguay and Argentina,” says Mahowald. “Though we began getting our natural lump from Paraguay, the carbon footprint of shipping from a landlocked South American country was too great. Besides, Paraguay has almost no concept of forest management.” Nature’s Grilling Products built a plant closer to home in Monterrey, Mexico, and harvests wood sustainably by using pruned wood and trees from managing land the company owns or leases from the Mexican government. Their briquettes contain only 1% cornstarch to bind.

There are other companies following similar guidelines for their products. One of the easiest ways to barbecue sustainably is to use woods from your region (or from your back yard!). That said, I would hate to be without my hickory or mesquite, woods not native to my region. See the Resources chapter for companies I’ve found to have decent records.




TYPES OF WOOD 

Whether your smoker or grill uses wood chips, chunks, logs, wood sawdust, or pellets, playing with the flavors of different woods enhances your barbecue. First try wood native to your region; then experiment with other woods. Most barbecue, hardware, or fireplace stores carry better barbecue equipment and a wider selection of woods than the megastores out there. You can shop online or ask your local store to special-order some of the more hard-to-get woods. Look for companies that advertise sustainable woods. If you are using cuttings from your own trees, season wood for at least six months.

 




ALDER—Being from the Northwest, this is one of the most readily available woods for me. I tend to suggest it too often in my recipes because I always have a stack of alder handy. Its mild flavor is a favorite for salmon and other seafood, or blended with other woods.

 




APPLE—Most fruit woods are great for smoking, and apple is one of my favorites. Save your pruning on your own trees and season for six months. You will have the most sustainably harvested barbecue wood on the block!

 




CEDAR—A popular wood for “plank cooking.” I think that as a longer-smoking wood, it is too harsh, but you may disagree.

 




CHERRY—Sweet and aromatic, one of my favorite woods for smoking big cuts of meat. Try mixing it with hickory for a nice balance.

 




GRAPEVINES—Californians swear by the fruit smoke of their vines. I’m lucky to have a scraggedy vine that clings to our alley chain-link fence and that I clip and season year-round. With their mild to medium flavor, grapevines pair nicely with chicken, duck, pork, and lamb.

 




HICKORY—A true staple wood for barbecue. We smoke with hickory at Smokin’ Pete’s BBQ. I also like to blend it with a fruit wood like cherry or apple.

 




MAPLE—Canadian and eastern U.S. sources bring us this sweet, medium smoke.

 




MESQUITE—To bring out the Texas and Southwest flavors in your barbecue. Though I love the deep, musky flavor, I think this wood gets too bitter for the long time needed to smoke brisket or pork butt. Try it on shorter smokes, or only for a part of your smoking time.
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TIP: Most hardwoods are smokable! Use what is available locally. Resinous soft woods like pine and other evergreens, however, can be toxic to humans. If you really aren’t sure, just ask your local barbecue or hardware store.




OAK, WHITE OAK—Strong flavor. Often used in Texas barbecue.

 




PEACH—A mild, sweet wood. Use to smoke seafood, poultry, and cheeses.

 




PECAN—Milder than hickory, a favorite for smoked turkey and other poultry.




FAVORITE TOOLS 

While you can practically barbecue with two sticks, a few key tools can make it easier.


•  Long-handled chef tongs. Please don’t use those ridiculous 2-foot “barbecue” clawed tongs they sell at stores. I swear they can give you carpal tunnel after one use. Simple chef tongs are the best.

• Long-handled spatula

• Heavy-duty hot pad or oven mitts. I don’t like the restriction of the oven mitt, but you may like the coverage. Just be sure your hot pad is heavy-duty commercial, not one your aunt crocheted.

• Instant read thermometer. There are digital units and stay-in units, but I like the simplicity of the instant read. No batteries are required, and they fit nicely in an apron pocket. Just like the bathroom scale gets “off” and you have to subtract 5 pounds, instant read thermometers need to be calibrated from time to time.
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• Remote-probe digital thermometer. Even if your grill or smoker has a temperature gauge, a remote thermometer can track the internal temperature far more precisely. I would say this is one of the most important  tools for your barbecue journey. The probe can be inserted into the meat or inside the grill so you can test your real cooking temperature. A long wire extends to the exterior of the grill so you can check the temperature without opening the lid. Most have a magnet that can stick on the outside of the grill.[image: 021]

You may also find there are hot or cold spots in your grill and can adjust where you place your meats. There are plenty out there—make sure yours has a range low and high enough (150°F-550°F). Prices start at about $30.
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TIP: Calibrating your instant read thermometer is easy to do, using an ice-water bath. Fill a glass with ice and a little water. Place your thermometer in the bath for about 4 minutes. If it is calibrated correctly, it should read 32°F (freezing point). If not, use needle-nose pliers to turn the bolt until it reads 32°F (keeping it in the bath while you do it). You can do the same test with boiling water. Use 212°F (boiling point) as the base line.





•  Small, portable cutting board

•  A good, sharp knife; see section on knife sharpening, below

•  Separate pans/platters for raw vs. cooked food

•  Resealable bags for marinating

•  Disposable foil pan, or an old pan to use as a drip pan. Use the 10 × 10 size (called a “half pan”) or smaller.

•  Heavy-duty foil if smoking/grilling fish or other “delicate” items

•  Disposable latex gloves, for when you are adding unlit charcoal or handling raw meat

•  Copper wire brush for cleaning grill before and after. Long handle preferred. Copper will last longer and not rust if you accidentally leave  it out in the rain. I rarely clean my charcoal grill with soap and water. Clean and sterilize with oil and heat, as you would any cast-iron pan. If you do wash with soap and water, use a mild detergent and don’t scrub off the black coating—this seasoning protects your food!

•  Pastry brush for “mopping” or basting

•  Long-handled lighter or fireplace matches

•  Spray bottle for “mopping” with thin liquids like fruit juice.






SPECIALTY ITEMS 

Once you get the bug, it can be difficult to stay out of cooking stores. A few things I cherish:


• Cedar “wraps”: thin slices of cedar to wrap around your food, imparting the wood flavor. See chapter 5 for a recipe using wraps.

• Banana leaves for making seafood pouches and wrapping food for pit cooking. See chapter 6 for a Jamaican Buried Jerk Pork recipe using banana leaves (pg. 139).

• Beer-can chicken stand. See chapter 8 for a Smoked Beer-Can Chicken recipe (pg. 176).

• Grill basket for smaller veggies and delicate items likefish.
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HOW TO SHARPEN KNIVES 

Keeping your knives sharp not only makes your life easier, it is safer. Dull knives need so much pressure to work, they can slip and, though dull, can still cut you badly. I met with Donna Gerhart of Kitchen Song in Seattle. This knife-wielding babe has owned her knife-sharpening business for sixteen years. Here are her tips on choosing a knife and keeping kitchen knives optimal:1. Pick a knife that is right for you. You don’t have to spend big bucks.  One of Donna’s favorite knives costs only $10. She loves it because it is easy to sharpen and feels good in her hand. When shopping for a knife, try many of them in your hand. Mock chop on the store’s cutting board. Does the knife have a nice, even rock to it from front to back? Does it feel heavy or too light? As for price, each knife brand has its own metal composite, and the better brands tend to have higher-quality steel and composition.

2. Choose the right knife for the job. A big, burly chef knife might  look bad-ass in your hand, but the angle might be too wide for the bulk of your cooking needs, like vegetable chopping, boning, and paring. Neither do you need twenty different specialty knives on hand. I recall my recent annoyance when a friend kept insisting I use the cheese knife to cut cheese. I felt the utility knife already in my hand was just fine for the job, even without the special-cut cheese squeeze holes.

3. Don’t try to hone a dull knife. Sharpening and honing are two  different things. Sharpening cuts or revises the angle of your knife; honing sharpens the blade within that angle. Steels and most other home-sharpening systems are for honing. If you try to take a steel to a dull knife that has been lying around a drawer, you will be frustrated because it won’t sharpen. Donna suggests getting your knives professionally sharpened, say, once a year or more depending on use, then honing them yourself after reading some material on how to do it properly. You will spend about $2-$5 per knife. If you want to learn how to sharpen on your own with a stone, read up about it or take a class.

4. Remember that consistency is key. Keep the same angle when  honing a knife. It’s often best if one person in the household does the honing to maintain consistency. Using a steel takes some practice, but it can be fun to learn. Keep in mind that it is more about finesse than speed and power. Those guys who flurry their knives in the air on a hand-held steel may not be doing much good for their knives. Donna suggests holding the steel vertically, keeping it stable on the table, then consistently running the blade at the same angle a few times. I asked her about the pre-set sharpeners out there where you just run the knife through the middle. “I’ve tried them all and the only one I like is the Fiskars Roll-Sharp,” she says. “It costs about $15.” She likes it because it is set at a good angle for most utility knives, and it is ceramic and takes the guesswork out of honing.

 
Honing Steel
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Sharpening Stones



5. Take care of your knives. Here are her tips: 
•  Donna finds the biggest problem out there is storing knives poorly (ie., the thrown-in-the-drawer method). Store them with a protective cover like a knife caddy or an edge guard.

•  Don’t put knives away with any moisture on them. Corrosion can occur.

•  Though it is better to wash and dry good knives by hand because high heat can dull knives, most home dishwashers don’t get as hot as commercial dishwashers and are safe for knives.

•  Don’t scrape the cutting edge of the knife across the cutting board; instead, flip the knife and use the back edge to clear.

•  Remember: A knife is not a screwdriver, hammer, or can opener.










HOW TO TAKE CARE OF YOUR GRILL 

Maintaining a grill or smoker is simple, but it’s easy to neglect. After cooking all day with the flames, hosting the party, and cleaning up, it’s easy to forget the grill until next time. Don’t.


Before you get your unit hot, spray nonstick cooking oil on the inside of your lid and cooking grates. This will make cleanup easier later. Be sure to spray both away from the grill so you do not spray oil into the fire chamber.


Before you start to cook, remove enough ash from your charcoal grill to make sure the bottom vents are clear. One gust of wind will coat your food. I like to put the ash in the compost. I can do this since I only use natural charcoal and wood, so no chemicals are going into the garden—another argument for cooking clean and green.


Before you place your meat on the grill, clean the rack with heat. Preheat your grill and put the lid down for 10-15 minutes to get it hot. Brush the grate with a wire brush.


After you have cooked and removed all your food, close the lid with the fire going for about 10 minutes. Then take a wire brush and give the grill a quick scrub to remove any food bits. Wipe down the inside and outside with a dry rag. For charcoal: Close all vents and let cool with the lid on. For gas: Turn the gas off at the tank, close the lid, and cover when cool. For electric smokers, unplug. When cool, wash water pan and racks with hot, soapy water.
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