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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Smoking is an ancient and delicious art and has to be one of the most magical ways of cooking food. There is something so deeply satisfying about cooking in such a comparatively primitive way by modern standards, and you are rewarded with the most mouthwatering results. Most people find the smell of wood smoke alone incredibly evocative and comforting. It’s instinctive, reassuring and primeval – after all, fire has always signified warmth, the comfort of home, the preparation of food and, perhaps, most crucially, survival.


It is much easier and quicker to smoke your own food than most people think. There are endless opportunities for creativity with a great number of ingredients and combinations of flavours of wood, whose aromas can be incorporated. Little is required in terms of equipment and space, and there are many pieces of portable kit available. If you have no garden, you can smoke on the stovetop in the kitchen, or even take a portable smoker to the beach or countryside on a picnic, shoot or fishing trip. Building your own smoker is an option but only if you feel so inclined, as there are many excellent ready-to-go smokers on the market at a range of prices. To start to smoke your own food is to embark on a never-ending adventure.


Smoking is a method of flavouring, cooking and extending the life of food and has been used in many cultures all over the world for thousands of years. Traditionally, ingredients – predominantly meat and fish – were salted, dried and then smoked, so could subsequently be kept for the short term, extending the availability of valuable protein in the diet during lean months but, unlike salting, drying or fermenting, smoke is not a preservative. There is evidence of smoking used by ancient civilisations, such as fish smoking in Mesopotamia in 3500 BC; there are remains of a smokehouse on the River Bann in Northern Ireland dating back to 2000 BC and of black smoked apricots in the Chinese Tang dynasty (AD 618–907). Nowadays, smoking is mainly undertaken for flavour, rather than preservation. The flavour of smoke ranges from a subtle and delicious extra dimension to robust, woody notes added to an ingredient.


Wood smoke contains hundreds of components that coat the exposed surfaces and gently penetrate an ingredient, creating an impermeable tarry outer layer, which lightly seals the ingredient and acts as a barrier to pests and bacteria. The longer the ingredient is smoked for, the more the flavour penetrates and the stronger the flavour of the smoke.


Ways of smoking


There are two methods of smoking; hot smoking and cold smoking. Many of us are most familiar with cold-smoked ingredients, such as traditional smoked salmon and smoked bacon.


Hot smoking takes place generally between 50 and 100°C and either fully or partially cooks an ingredient. The smoky flavour is imparted and the food is lightly cooked. It is the quickest and, generally speaking, easiest way to smoke food. Meat will often need further cooking once it has been smoked, to make it safe or more palatable and to improve the texture – crisping the skin on a duck breast, rendering fat on a joint or achieving sizzling skins on sausages. Some fish and shellfish will be adequately cooked through once they are hot smoked and can be served immediately.


Cold smoking takes place between 10 and 30°C though often at 29 or 30°C. This method is used to saturate the ingredient in smoke, but not to cook it. Cold smoking very gently dries out the food and imparts a smoky flavour. It is a process that has traditionally been undertaken in the autumn – as the ambient temperature must not exceed the temperature at which you are smoking or you’ll run into problems.


Apart from hardwoods (never use softwoods), such as oak, apple, beech, maple and hickory chips, there are many materials that can be used to generate smoke, and they include charcoal, tea, seaweed, hay, peat, rice or sugar. This is where you can play. You can make up your own mixes and store them in jars, using two tablespoons at a time, whenever you smoke food. These mixes will keep well, stored in an airtight container or lidded jam jar. Try mixing 100g tea leaves, seaweed or hay with 50g white rice and 50g caster sugar. Shake to mix well, and put this dry mix straight in the smoker. This mix will not start to take as quickly as wood, so be patient. You can smoke using whichever material you like for as long as you like (accepting the added pungency in flavour). The smoking times can be varied to suit your tastes.


The real joy of smoking is that there are very few concrete rules to follow. You will find your way as you go and very soon you will be able to tailor your smoking to suit your personal tastes. Whatever you produce will taste totally unique and quite unlike commercially produced versions. It can be difficult to give very specific instructions as to what to do, as the processes vary significantly depending on ingredients, climate and equipment, but you should quickly get a feel for what works for you and what you like. Make sure to record your experiments, and do enjoy the process.


I’d advise starting with shorter smokes to enable you to monitor the smoker, how it performs and the signs of what to look for first, rather than embarking on a long smoke at the beginning.


There are many more ingredients that can be smoked than are in this book. The recipes that are included are some of the most delicious and useful to try, and they work extremely well in so many recipes. But once you have mastered your techniques, the world is your oyster. You’ll need to invest a little time and acquire a couple of pieces of kit, but the rewards for your investment are truly exciting. Let’s get started.



How to prepare your ingredients for smoking


The first rule is this: if you are smoking a raw ingredient in its original state, such as a fillet of fish, a vegetable or a joint of meat, then it will need salting, curing or brining before it is smoked. You need to allow time for this pre-smoking stage, and then for essential drying once your ingredient has been prepared.


If you are smoking an ingredient that has already undergone some kind of preparation, then it is ready to smoke. This includes cheese, butter and processed meats such as sausages.


Each ingredient will need to be dried thoroughly beforehand, and that can be done simply by patting with kitchen paper to ensure it’s fully dry. This allows the smoke to stick to the surface and penetrate the ingredient and creates a pellicle - a very lightly sticky, but not wet, surface, onto which the smoke attaches itself.



Salting


Salting is the most basic way of preparing your ingredients for smoking, to flavour and draw out the moisture. This works best with vegetables, seafood and small fillets of fish or meat. All you need to do is sprinkle them with sea salt and leave them, covered, in the fridge for 2 hours before drying the ingredients and putting them into either a hot or a cold smoker. If you feel an ingredient might be too salty once it’s rested in the fridge, then wash it, by rinsing it under cold water and dry fully before smoking.


Traditional salting – where an ingredient is entirely covered in salt to form a crust and left to salt for several days before being rinsed, dried and smoked – is not required for these recipes with the exception of the bacon recipe because it is very important to draw as much water as possible from the joint. For that I like to use sea salt, which is completely pure and free from anti-caking agents, but it can be quite expensive when so much salt is required, so do look for pure salt, sold in large bags. Some supermarkets and fishmongers sell them, and they can be sourced online.



Curing


Curing draws moisture from the ingredient, which promotes the absorption of smoke and also inhibits the growth of bacteria, which thrive in a moist environment.


Dry curing is done by rubbing a dry mix of salt and sugar into the ingredient, usually meat or fish. The mix can be customised to include spices and herbs. A basic dry cure could be made using 100g sea salt and 30g sugar, but you can increase this to half sugar, half salt for a sweeter cure. This amount will cure approximately 1kg meat, and can be increased or decreased accordingly, depending on how much of the ingredient you wish to cure. Simply stir the sugar and salt together. Place the ingredient in a large, shallow-sided dish and sprinkle with the cure, rubbing it into the flesh on all sides and then cover the dish and set aside to cure in a cool place. You may need to drain the dish regularly, as meat will release liquid as it cures. Alternatively, you can sit your meat on a rack – which could be as simple as an old cake cooling rack or even a piece of chicken wire cut to size.


Cure your ingredient for as long as you wish – personal taste, the size of the cut and the ambient temperature will influence this. Thick cuts will take longer to cure than thin, and also the curing process will take much less time in warmer weather, as opposed to cold. Fish cures more quickly than meat. The thickness and density can also affect the speed of curing – thick and dense ingredients take longer. A general rule would be 2–6 hours, but it can be as little as 30 minutes or as much as 5 days.


Once your ingredient is cured, it should generally be rinsed in cold, fresh water and fully dried before smoking. This is to remove any impurities if they have been extracted from the meat.



Brining


Brining before smoking works with any ingredient you wish to smoke. It is a quicker method of preparing your ingredient than traditional salting. This makes it a good technique for larger quantities, such as a big joint of beef or venison, a whole side of salmon or a large bird. Brine is a solution of pure salt dissolved in fresh water. If your tap water isn’t very pure (most likely if you live in a city) then do consider spring or mineral water as an alternative. As with any of the pre-smoking processes, you can adjust the length of time you prepare the ingredient for: generally 48 hours is enough for a large joint of meat, 12–24 hours for a fillet of salmon. Select an appropriate-sized container – I use a large glass or ceramic mixing bowl or a large, scrupulously clean plastic box or bucket, it needs to be big enough to ensure that the ingredient is fully submerged and, if you are brining more than one piece at a time, that ingredients are not touching. Never brine different ingredients together in the same container.


To thoroughly clean the containers used for these processes, put them in the dishwasher on the hottest setting or wash up and rinse completely with boiling water from the kettle to sterilise.


A simple brine can be made by dissolving 750g salt in 3 litres of cold, fresh water. If you find this too salty, reduce the amount of salt to 550g.


If you are brining for more than 24 hours, stir the brine to encourage any undissolved salt to distribute. It is generally not considered safe to reuse brine, so after it has been used once, discard it.



Drying


It is essential for your ingredient to be properly dry before it is smoked. Use your judgement here: it may be sufficient to pat it dry with a clean cloth or kitchen paper. If, however, your ingredient feels really wet and perhaps a little slimy, even after carefully drying it with a cloth, you will need to either rest it out on a plate or hang it up to dry fully before using it. For recipes such as bacon and cold-smoked salmon, hang the ingredient to dry for at least 12 hours in a cool, safe place – away from animals and pests. Traditionally this would have been done in a larder or meat locker, but placing it inside your smoker – empty and completely cold – with the lid on, will serve the same purpose.


To monitor the temperature, it’s best to buy a smoker with a thermometer for reading the ambient temperature inside the smoker, rather than sticking a meat thermometer into the ingredient, although of course you can do this too.
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Glazing Oriental Spiced Smoked Beef Ribs on the Big Green Egg as they smoke.





Rubs and marinades


For a further layer of flavour to your hot smokes, try adding a rub to the ingredient when you are salting it. Make up a dry mix and rub it into the meat, leaving it for at least an hour before smoking. Try making your own mixes using dried spices and herbs. You can use anything from black pepper, chilli, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, caraway, cumin, fennel seeds, oregano, rosemary, thyme and mustard in the form of ground spices, crushed seeds or pre-made mixes. Ensure the sea salt is mixed in, and a little sugar, too, if you would like some sweetness. You’ll just need about 8 tablespoons of a rub to cover a few steaks or a small joint, and this could be made up with 2 tablespoons of salt, 2 tablespoons of sugar, and 2 tablespoons each of, say, cumin and thyme. Marinades are another way of adding flavour. They mostly contain oil – perhaps olive, sunflower or sesame – an acid, such as citrus fruit juice or a wine vinegar and some flavourings, which might include garlic, ginger, chilli, citrus rind and fresh herbs. Again, 8 tablespoons will probably be enough here, so why not try 3 tablespoons of oil, 3 tablespoons of citrus juice, such as fresh lemon juice and 2 tablespoons of chopped herbs and garlic. Again, you can marinate for at least an hour before smoking, but longer, or even overnight, will work fine – it will just intensify the flavour.


The quantities you make for rubs and marinades can be multiplied or divided to suit the amount of food you are smoking in one batch.









Equipment


Equipment might seem a barrier to embarking on home smoking. The good news is that you don’t need to be a DIY enthusiast, nor do you require much specialist equipment or space to get smoking, and there are options for every budget. Feel free to get creative and make your own hot and cold smokers if you are so inclined.



Hot smokers


My go-to smoker is my Big Green Egg, which I keep in the garden and use to both barbecue and smoke. I have one in a large size, which is enormous, but has plenty of room to smoke whole fish and large joints of meat, such as legs of lamb, on the grill rack. I also have a small one, which is portable, which is useful for keeping in the back of the car and taking out to the beach or countryside to smoke on. They are easy to use, require hardly any cleaning and stay at the correct temperature for hours.


Other lidded barbecues can perform a secondary function as a smoker, so if you already have one, it is worth checking the specifications of the model, as you may well be able to use it. Using a barbecue to smoke does not prevent you from using it as a barbecue, too. It should have a lid that seals so that it can smoke.


For a more hi-tech experience, professional smokers such as Bradley and Pro Q are an option. They are expensive, but can be relied on, which is particularly helpful for smoking very regularly or if consistency is required for catering or other purposes. That said, it is perfectly possible to smoke regularly and consistently using other methods.


If you’re after a useful smaller piece of equipment, then a Camerons stovetop smoker works well. It is made of stainless steel and is especially good for smoking fish and vegetables, although larger pieces of meat will not fit into the tray. It is very versatile and can be used indoors on gas and electric hobs, on an Aga, and outdoors on a barbecue or gas flame.
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‘A beautiful and brilliantly useful guide to one of my favourite cooking methods -
| want to try each and every recipe!” Rachel Allen









