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to return not just to life, but to a renewed life of
enrichment and creativity.
Thank you forever, Carole.
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Introduction



IF YOU ARE READING THIS, you likely eat fish. I love eating fish grilled, smoked, prepared in any way — even raw. The fresher the better, of course.


The Romans shared this love of fresh fish in the first century A.D. So much so that serving fish as fresh as possible was a mark of generosity to a senator’s guests, considering that a live fish cost an enormous amount of money; delivery of live fish from a distance posed a problem of logistics and transportation back then. According to Maguelonne Toussaint-Samat’s book History of Food (Blackwell Publishers, 1992), an endearing host was one who served a live fish in a crystal vessel that was heated directly at the dinner table, the heat gradually increased so that the fish cooked slowly in full view of guests. That practice produced fresh cooked fish, no doubt, and is not all that different from the practice of contemporary Japanese restaurants that allow diners to point at a fish in a tank, the one they would prefer for dinner. The presentation is all that differs.


Another piscatorial tale of interest informs us about an unfortunate French servant in 1671 who committed suicide because the live fish he ordered, though driven at breakneck speed by horse-drawn cart and water barrel to the table of Prince de Conde, did not arrive on time, alas. His dedication is certainly to be applauded.


There are 20,000 or more species of fish in the oceans, lakes, and streams of the world, and when I look at the iced banks of fillets in my fish market, I wonder about the unaccounted-for 19,960 species I don’t see. Am I satisfied with the old standbys of salmon, cod, shrimp, tuna, and trout?


Unfortunately, many more species than you might believe are on the decline because of humankind’s appetite for the piscine. We love to eat what we want when we want it and are, for the most part, able to do so. We must take action to prevent further loss of these species if we want to continue enjoying our outdoor barbecues so freely. Please be aware that some species of shark, marlin, and swordfish, among several others, need help or they could disappear. It is for this reason that I do not include recipes for them. Ten years ago I stopped buying shark for our restaurant Charleston in Hudson, New York, and now I hope more people worldwide will help in the attempts to reestablish some dwindling populations of fish. Effective conservation and sustainable management of both ocean and freshwater fisheries are needed at national and international levels so that living aquatic resources can continue to meet global needs. That said, I cook fish often, I fish often — mostly catch and release, though — and I will never discourage anyone from enjoying a meal of whatever he or she wishes to eat, whether it be vegetarian, red meat, poultry, or fish.


Fish is good for you: The American Heart Association recommends that people eat at least two servings of fish per week. Both the Journal of the American Medical Association and the New England Journal of Medicine reported in 2002 that several weekly servings of fish — a prime source of omega-3 fatty acids — seem to help protect both men and women from heart disease. Green, leafy vegetables, nuts, canola and soybean oil, and tofu are also sources of omega-3 fatty acids.


Eicosapentaenoic acid and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), two omega-3 fatty acids commonly referred to as “good fats,” are natural oils found in fish. It turns out that these oils are beneficial to the platelets in blood, making them less sticky, which is helpful in the prevention of heart attack and stroke. DHA can stabilize irregular heart rhythms and help with brain cell functions. A study at Purdue University showed that boys with attention deficit disorder problems had less omega-3 fat in their brain cells. Increasing omega-3 fat worked for some of the test patients.


Japanese women have only one third the breast cancer rate American women have. It is believed that the typical Japanese diet, which is rich in fish and soy, may account for this difference. The average life expectancy of Japanese and other Asian peoples — whose diets center on fish and soy — is 79 years.


Research suggests that one serving per week of cold-water fish exceptionally high in omega-3 fats may reduce the risk of heart attack by 50 percent in people with already weakened hearts. A study performed by public health experts at the University of Cambridge in England in 2002 suggests regular consumption of fish such as salmon, tuna, mackerel, and herring might reduce the risk of asthma symptoms by roughly half.


Americans eat 17 times as much omega-6 fatty acid as they do omega-3 fatty acid, which is not healthy. Omega-6 fatty acids come in the form of vegetable oils, eggs, and fish. We should consume five times as much omega-3 as omega-6. Cold-water fish, including freshwater fish such as lake trout, chub, lake herring, and whitefish, are especially high in omega-3 fatty acids.


One 3½-ounce serving from fish high in omega-3 fats such as fresh anchovies, sardines, salmon, halibut, herring, and albacore yields more than 1,000 milligrams of omega-3 fat. Americans consume a maximum of only 1,400 milligrams of omega-3 fat per week.


According to the United States Food and Drug Administration, fish with high levels of mercury should be eaten with caution. The fish with the highest levels of methylmercury are king mackerel, shark, swordfish, and tilefish (golden bass or golden snapper). Women of childbearing age and children should not eat these fish at all and should limit their fish consumption to no more than 12 ounces a week. By consuming a wide variety of freshwater and saltwater fish species as part of a balanced diet, anyone should be able to reap the health benefits of omega-3 fatty acids.


Last, most fish are also naturally high in many essential vitamins, such as A, C, and D, and some varieties are particularly high in antioxidant E; zinc, iron, and calcium also come with the naturally healthful package.


So eat fish.


Selecting Fish


In February 1999, the Food and Drug Administration revised its guidelines for seeking and keeping fresh fish. Here are a few of those guidelines:


■ Your fishmonger’s iced shelves should hold fish that have clear eyes that bulge a little. Only walleye have naturally cloudy eyes.


■ The flesh should be firm and shiny. Dull flesh may mean old flesh. Gills, if any, should be bright red and not slimy.


■ Never buy unrefrigerated fish or fish that has not been kept on ice. Sitting on a bare wooden display at a weekend fresh market for more than 3 hours without ice can accelerate the growth of C. botulinum bacteria.


■ If the flesh does not spring back when pressed with your finger, it is not as fresh as it should be.


■ Fresh fish does not smell fishy or like ammonia. Fresh fish does not stink. If it does, don’t buy it.


■ Refrigerate fish immediately upon arriving home and store in the coldest part of the refrigerator or on ice. Anglers coming home from the stream should consider bringing along a cooler of ice to cool down the catch, especially during warmer months.


■ Don’t buy partially opened packages of frozen seafood or ones with freezer burn.


■ If shellfish, such as mussels, clams, lobsters, and oysters, die during transportation, or if the shells are cracked and open, discard them. You’ll know when shellfish are alive; they will close up when the shell is tapped.


Preparing Fish


First, a good knife is important to own; it will become an often cherished tool. I have too many store-bought and several beautiful handmade knives, some now collectible (from master knife maker Bud Nealy of Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania), and I enjoy nothing better than using them, in the field and in the kitchen.


An ideal knife for filleting fish will be long and thin. Always — always — start with a sharp knife. A dull knife makes sloppy, uneven cuts; sometimes this may include your own fingers. Take the time to sharpen any knife: It is worth the effort and prevents accidents. A knife can become dull after cleaning just two or three large fish, so keep a sharpener handy, too.


Have nearby a bucket of water (or hose), newspapers, plastic garbage bags, paper towels, and, if possible, a fillet glove. A fillet glove is made from nearly impenetrable material (preventing cuts) and allows for a firm grip on a slippery surface, so it might be a good item to own if you clean fish often. Take a look at Figure 1.1 for a review of basic piscine anatomy.


To begin, thoroughly wash the fish to remove grime and slime. Let it dry for a few minutes. (Wet fish slip away from your grasp all too easily.) Lay the fish on a hard surface and on a thick layer of newspapers so when you are finished, you can simply roll the mess into the newspapers and discard.
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Figure 1.1 Fish anatomy
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Figure 1.2 Scaling


If you intend to skin your fish, there is no need to scale it. Trout need to be neither scaled nor skinned; the grilled skin is delicious.


To scale a fish, wash and let it dry a bit first, as I mentioned earlier, but I’ve found fish that can be dried out, after being out of the water for longer than an hour. Mist the fish lightly, or scaling can be a chore. Hold down the tail with your fingers or even a spring clamp (for unusually large fish). With a fish scaler or a sturdy kitchen knife, scrape the scales from tail to head against the “grain” (Fig. 1.2), including around the pectoral fin and up to the gills. I find scaling freshly caught fish easier if I don’t gut the fish first; however, the FDA recommends doing so as soon as possible after a catch, bluefish especially. Most store-bought fish in the United States will have been gutted ahead of time.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.3 Removing the head


To keep fish whole, cut off the head by slicing down behind the gills at an angle and discard (Fig. 1.3). For very large fish you may need a hefty knife, such as a sharp 12-inch chef’s knife or a cleaver. Slice horizontally along the belly and remove the innards (Fig. 1.4). Clip or cut off the fins and be careful: Some fish, catfish and bluegills especially, have spiny, sharp fins that hurt and can itch relentlessly. Remove the kidney line (the black line adhering to the underside of the spine) using a teaspoon or the back of your thumbnail (Fig. 1.5). Wash carefully.


To fillet, make a slice along the back, top side of the spine, holding the knife at a downward angle (Fig. 1.6). Below the head and pectoral fin, hold the knife perpendicular to the length of the body and slice down to the spine, but not through it, while holding the head tightly. Be careful not to puncture the abdomen because the innards’ acids could affect the taste. Slice along the backside, with the knife flat on its side and pointing down so the tip slides over the bones.
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Figure 1.4 Removing the innards
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Figure 1.5 Removing the kidney line


[image: Image]


Figure 1.6 Cutting fillets, slicing along the back
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Figure 1.7 Cutting fillets; continuing the slice


Continue slicing (Fig. 1.7) back to just between the dorsal and adipose fins (about two thirds of the way down), then slide the knife through without cutting into the ribcage; continue slicing to the tail (Fig. 1.8). Remove the knife, turn over the fish, and repeat the steps.


If you prefer to skin your fillets, place the skin-side down and hold the tail end of the fillet with your fingers or a clamp. Holding the blade nearly flat, begin slicing near your fingers, carefully and away from your hand (Fig. 1.9). Slide the knife through the length of the fillet and finish cutting off the skin.
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Figure 1.8 Cutting fillets; finishing the slice


To cut a fish into steaks, lay it on its side or belly. Gut it, scale it, cut off the head, and cut steaks between 1 and 2 inches thick (Fig. 1.10), depending on the size of the fish and your preference for grilling.


Always wash steaks or fillets in cold water and refrigerate as soon as possible.
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Figure 1.9 Skinning fillets
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Figure 1.10 Cutting steaks
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Figure 1.11 Killing a lobster


Kill live lobsters by inserting a sharp knife into the “cross” at the base of the head, the first joint where the head and body are joined together. This will detach the spinal cord, killing the lobster quickly (Fig. 1.11).


Cooking Fish Safely


Directions for indirect smoking and hot smoking will be addressed in these pages. You’ll find any additional instructions in the individual recipes.


Bacterial growth occurs between 40°F and 140°F. Most bacteria are killed at around 160°F, so maintain the heat level of a grill or smoker between 160°F and 185°F, or higher. Cold smoking, which cannot be easily accomplished on a grill, is more often performed in larger smokers or in a smokehouse.


Hot smoking (also called barbecuing) is achieved by maintaining the grill temperature at 200°F to 225°F. Grilling over 300°F is more in the realm of roasting, even though it creates a smoky environment for the food.


Smoke grilling is a term I’ve coined for this book to indicate smoking foods on a grill. It is accomplished by cooking foods while at the same time encapsulating those foods within a dense smoke by closing the lid of the grill. Smoke grilling is achieved in one of two ways.


The first is indirect smoke grilling, which is grilling food on the “cool” side of the grill, with charcoal or gas as the remote heat source emanating from the opposite side of a grill. Food cooks more slowly in this manner, and absorbs more smoke. Depending upon the amount, it may take an hour to 90 minutes to completely cook and smoke food by this method. The second method is by direct smoke grilling, which is grilling the food directly over the smoke pan on the “hot” side of the grill. Foods cooked on the hot side will cook faster because they are closer to the heat source. Either way, a smoke pan, holding clean, unadulterated organic combustibles for flavoring purposes, is used. The smoke pan tightly encloses the combustibles, smoldering rather than completely igniting them, and drawing out smoke, not heat. Smoke-grilled fish will be more perishable than fish smoked in a smokehouse, where the time in the smoke-filled environment is extended by many more hours, helping preserve it longer.


Another style of smoke grilling is an abbreviated form of hot smoking, a version that imparts a hint of smoke into grilled food. If you choose this technique, place the fish directly over the smoke pan. The smoke pan will deflect heat around itself, allowing the fish to cook as it is being bathed in smoke. This may require a few more minutes of grilling because the fish is not directly over the heat source.


Most modern grills have no difficulty getting up to 400°F or even higher when equipped with four to six gas burners or when the charcoal is mounded high. Every grill is different, so test your own grill with a thermometer, and experiment. It helps to keep notes.


If you use a brine or marinade (I use the words interchangeably), marinate fish in a covered container in the refrigerator. Marinades and brines are applied either by immersing fish in a solution of salt, sugar, wine, and herbs and spices or by injecting that solution into the fish with a syringe. Do not reuse brine that has been expelled from raw fish. In some recipes, you may be asked to boil a brine, which will kill any bacteria.


When transferring raw or cooked fish from one place to another, keep it cool and don’t expose it to direct sun, which will quickly spoil fish and encourage bacterial growth. While traveling, use ice, reusable ice packets, and coolers for added safety. Fish will deteriorate more quickly than will most other foods.


Scromboid poisoning, or histamine poisoning, results from improper handling of certain kinds of fish (usually exposure to extreme temperature or poor handling soon after being caught), and can cause nausea, burning of the mouth, vomiting, and diarrhea. Refrigerate fish immediately in the coldest part of the refrigerator or keep on ice. Here are a few FDA recommendations for cooking and consuming fish safely.


■ Cook all fish to an internal temperature of 145°F for at least 15 seconds. If you don’t have a thermometer, try this: Slip a knife into the flesh and pull it aside. The edges should be opaque and the center slightly translucent, with flakes beginning to separate. After cooking, always let fish stand for 3 to 4 minutes.


■ Color: Lobsters are red when cooked; scallops become milky and opaque, as well as firm to the touch.


■ When shellfish are thoroughly cooked, they will open. Discard any that do not.


■ Keep fish hot, at least 140°F to serve. Do not leave cooked fish unrefrigerated for more than 2 hours.


■ People with liver disorders or weakened immune systems should thoroughly cook seafood before eating it.





PART ONE
On the Grill
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Chapter 1 Grills and Grilling



THE FIRST GRILL I owned, until it rusted into oblivion, was a five-dollar patio-sized hibachi, a cast-iron grill from which I certainly got my money’s worth. I used it on the balcony/fire escape of a third-floor walk-up apartment in Boston.


Later, I graduated to a larger charcoal kettle grill, big enough for two chickens or a whole fish, a giant step up. I remember grilling just about anything and everything. I also recall days grilling on an outdoor grill I had made for Konkapot Restaurant in Mill River, Massachusetts, in the first years of my venture into the food business. We grilled outdoors, winter included, with snow nearly putting out the fire during some particularly nasty New England weather. (A perplexed customer once asked, as I delivered a grilled entrée to him in the toasty dining room, why I had snow on my shoulders.)


Grilling for me was an important method of cooking. It still is. I suppose grilling is embraced by many because of the age-old appeal of fire-flavored foods, reminiscent of the outdoors.


This book is intended, in part, for those who not only enjoy the taste of grilled fish, but would like to experiment with the flavors of smoked fish as well. For the outdoor cook who does not want to bother building anything and who would rather get started immediately, this book is written for instant use. If you already have a grill, which many if not most people do these days, you’ll need little else to begin. The few additional things you will need I tackle in Tools of the Trade. If you are looking to buy something new in the way of outdoor grills, read on.


A Guide to Grills


My intention here is to not endorse specific products, even though I may lean toward a few that I have found more accessible than others. I may also recommend a unique design feature or two.


All in all, there are many products intended for grilling and smoking in this technologically advanced age. I will do my best to offer enough material to give you, the grill master, some expertise (garnered from more than 35 years of varied successes — and failures) with which to experiment. You will then make the final decisions about whether to grill, smoke, or contrive another combination that works best for your outdoor cooking needs.


As you may already know, every grill master feels as if he or she has perfected the best recipe for walleye, the subtlest way to smoke tuna, the only method for smoke grilling bluefish. Hopefully this book will inspire you to try something new, something challenging, a combination you never thought of before. If nothing else, mix and match new ideas with old recipes: Experiment, contrive. I find that in discussing techniques of cooking, grilling, and smoking foods with other fire builders, I always learn something. After decades of playing with fire, I not only appreciate new input, but I welcome it as well. As should you.


On to those new fandangled grills.


The good news is that hibachis are still available. They cost slightly more than the five dollars I paid for my first one, but are still affordable. Prices for grills run as high as — ready for this? — yes, ten thousand dollars. Such is the cost of the ultimate “machine” that does everything but wash the dishes and put the kids to bed. Do you need this?


Consumer Reports, online or in hard copy, is a good reference for those seeking advice on purchasing anything from automobiles to food processors to grills. The independently supported reports are written by assumedly unbiased experts. Check out its online product recommendations as a starting place.


Word from a neighbor across the fence is another source, even though it will be based on one person’s opinion. But who best to ask advice from than someone who has tried a product? Don’t get sucked into the one-up syndrome, however: Possibly the inexpensive model in black is all you will need for your purposes, rather than the one in stainless steel just because it looks spiffy.


Most gas grills sold in America sell for under three hundred dollars and six out of ten grills sold are gas fueled. I looked at a high-end stainless-steel gas grill with six burners, two side-warming burners (on which one could cook a complete meal), and a slide-out drawer in which to lay corn or wood chips for smoking. If you are ready to spend four thousand dollars, it is a good price. It does lie somewhere in the middle range of outdoor grill prices these days. You can also buy a good-quality outdoor grill for one thousand dollars, but you don’t need to.


While researching grills, smokers, and other equipment for this book, it became increasingly evident to me that the perfect grill may not exist, at least for my purposes. I wanted one that would both cook and smoke with either gas or charcoal for a variety of purposes. I found a smoker that included a side chamber for the wood logs from which the smoke is piped into a primary chamber, essentially a miniaturized version of a similar concept of mine, detailed in chapter 11. But it was only a smoker, no grilling possibilities. Sizing it up for a few minutes, I visualized what I would do with it if I were to take it home. I might have been tempted, but I didn’t want to rebuild the product; I didn’t have the time or desire. As most people do today, I wanted it done for me.


Gas grills are convenient, no doubt. No fuss, instant fire. Look for a grill with heavy grates that are removable for cleaning. It should have porcelain-coated heavy steel grill bars (or grates) set close together for the most durability. Thin, flimsy aluminum will eventually deteriorate and need replacing. More important, aluminum neither distributes nor holds heat well enough for intense grilling purposes — at least, not well enough to sear foods.


In order to smoke-grill, a gas grill with at least two burners is necessary. Four is good, six or eight even better, but then we’re getting on up into pricey stuff. For most outdoor entertaining, four burners should suffice. Look for a grill with the most square inches of grilling space you can afford. Four hundred to 600 square inches should be enough for most needs, perhaps more if you do a lot of group entertaining.


The better gas grill, I feel, is one with grates (on which food is placed) that are divided in half — that is, one movable grate on each side, each spread over two (or more) burners. This kind of grill is designed for easy cleaning and operation. Look also for a pull-out bottom tray that can be easily cleaned.


Each of the gas burners should have its own control switch so only one or two burners can be lit if you need to maintain low heat, such as for indirect smoke grilling.


Of course, if you want, all four burners can be lit for grilling at 600 degrees or more, depending upon the model. Two burners alone rarely achieve that temperature.


One drawback I’ve found with gas grills is that the heat is often not as hot as with charcoal. If you fall into the professional category, you may want a more expensive model for its British thermal unit (BTU) output. For the most part, though, the more bells and whistles you add, the higher the price tag.


So, with most grilled or smoke-grilled recipes in this book, adjust the timing according to whether you prefer using gas or charcoal. Charcoal fires burn hotter and faster than gas fires, even gas grills with lava rocks.


A grill design I’d like to see improved upon is this: More grills — gas and charcoal — should allow you to raise or lower either the heat source or the grates themselves in order to more effectively control the cooking. A small cast-iron hibachi design does have this feature, but not many others do.


An old kettle-shaped standby since 1954, one of Weber’s models has a particularly clever new feature: It ignites the charcoal with a small gas burner underneath the wire baskets that contain the charcoal. This innovative idea helps keep awful-tasting lighter fluid away from our grilled foods.


Corn- or pellet-fired grills crept onto the market not long ago. A small electric auger on these uniquely designed grills feeds dried corn kernels or tiny compressed wood pellets, dropping a calculated few at a time into the firing chamber. One model uses ceramic “rocks” that lie across the entire heating surface, which is just under the grates; the rocks conduct heat and are beneficial in holding the heat for long periods with the lid shut. The cost of firing one of these grills is noticeably low. Wood pellets come in different woods for various flavorings. These grills are easily adapted for both types of smoke grilling.


How about a grill that pops up with the touch of a foot pedal from a portable unit, exposing an ice chest below? Take it to the beach for those summer days when you want it all, hot and cold, neatly tucked into the trunk of your automobile. Hmm.


Indirect smoke grilling — a focus of this book — is easily accomplished on charcoal grills. Heap burning charcoal on one side of the heating area, with a smoke pan of corn kernels or wood directly on top of the charcoal and the fish or other foods lying on the opposite, “cool” side of the grate. With the dome-shaped lid in place, the container serves as a simple, efficient smoker.


Don’t forget to look for a grill that has parts that can be removed for cleanup. At one time I owned a grill that had no access to the bottom pan where all the drippings and juices ended up. Ultimately it became a messy, disposable grill, frustrating and not very economical in the long run.


So you choose, gas or charcoal. Either way, you’ll be happy dining with that plein air taste associated with outdoor cooking.


Preheating Instructions


For the purposes of clarification in this book, I will begin most grilled or smoke grilled recipes with: 1) Preheat a grill, or 2) Prepare a grill for smoke grilling.


Preheat a grill. Ignite the heat source, either gas or charcoal, in preparation for grilling food. In the case of a gas grill, this involves opening a valve and igniting the gas. Simple enough. Five to 10 minutes should suffice; the grate should sizzle when a drop of water is splashed on it. Remember, you want the fish, vegetables, or whatever foods you cook to sear quickly on the outside, sealing in the natural flavors and juices. If your grill is not hot enough, food will stick to it, often ruining your efforts. To preheat a charcoal grill, ignite the charcoal with newspaper or kindling and let the charcoal burn until most pieces are gray.


Remember: Always brush or spray cooking oil on the grate, and on the bottom of the food if possible, beforehand to prevent sticking. It is disheartening to watch your labors disappear before your eyes, and your guests’ eyes, as a delicate fillet crumbles apart, sticking to a metal grate.


Prepare a grill for smoke grilling. Preheat the grill as instructed above. Fill the smoke pan with dried corn kernels or wood chips and cover. When the charcoal is gray or the burners sizzle when a drop of water is splashed on them, place the smoke pan directly on top of the heat source. If indirect smoke grilling is called for, move the hot charcoal to one side of the grill before placing the smoke pan on top. If using a gas grill, just leave off the burners on one side when you ignite. Wait until the corn or wood begins to smoke, about 10 minutes. Again, don’t forget the cooking oil.



Tools of the Trade



When preparing to smoke-grill, I like to plan which tools and utensils I might need, gather them together, and place them where they can be located quickly. It’s really frustrating to have to search for a tool or gadget while preparing food, so think ahead about each of the various steps involved. Organize yourself and all the tools for the task and your work will unfold with calm and ease rather than tension.



The Smoke Pan


This pan, or tray, is, ideally, a cast-iron container in which corn kernels or wood chunks or chips are placed and then set directly on a fire in a grill. Once the corn or wood ignites, a cover keeps out most of the oxygen, smoldering the pan’s contents and creating a smoky environment in which to cook and flavor food. The pan should be enameled, if possible, and come equipped with a slotted cover (though the slots or holes may be on the sides of the pan itself, as with mine) and handles on the sides. It should be large enough to hold 3 to 4 cups of corn kernels and some wood chunks or chips. The size of my smoke pan (see below) is a common size that will fit most grills. The cast-iron smoke pan I prefer and use exclusively on my grill is one I found quite by accident in a camping store. This grill pan is produced by Coleman, a manufacturer of outdoor camping equipment. It is a solidly fabricated, enamel-coated cast-iron pan with a heavy lid and venting holes along the sides. Intended for open fires, this is a small hunk of durability. It measures 3 inches by 10 inches by 10 inches, nearly an ideal size for most any home patio grill.


Other cast-iron pans may be found in hardware stores, large discount home-building chains, and mail-order catalogs. I saw a small one at a gardening supply store for about three dollars. It was too small for my needs, but seemed well suited for the smallest grill or table-top hibachi.


In a pinch, disposable aluminum baking pans, found in the baking section of a supermarket, will do. Sizes range from very small (best for corn kernels and sawdust) to large (good for wood chunks and chips). If you can’t find the right size, buy two small ones. These pans are disposable, lightweight, and convenient. Cover with aluminum foil punctured with holes.


If an aluminum pan is not available, cut and lay out two 18-inch squares of heavy-duty aluminum foil, one on top of the other, and place two or three wood chunks or smaller wood chips and/or 2 to 3 cups of dried corn kernels in the center. Cover with another sheet of foil and pinch together the edges of the lid and bottom to form a sealed “smoke pan.” Poke six to eight holes in the top and lay the makeshift pan directly on top of a bed of hot gray charcoal or straddle across two metal burners on one side of a gas grill. Wait until the corn and/or wood chips begin to smoke, about 10 minutes.


Fireproof Container


You’ll need some sort of fireproof container to dump spent coals into. Keep a metal bucket near the grill or, as I did in a hurry one day, grab an aluminum roller paint tray and line it with foil. It’s just the right size to accommodate the burnt “wafer” residue from dried corn. For obvious reasons, do not use a plastic tray or bucket.


Wire-Mesh Basket


This is a handy tool to own; it’s ideal for grilled and smoked foods in general, not just fish. The device is a wire-mesh container with a handle and wire-mesh lid, hinged and able to be locked in place to hold its contents securely. It can be flipped over to cook food on both sides.


The one I use measures 12½ inches by 13½ inches with a 12-inch handle. While pricing and comparing products from various manufacturers, I found this particular one a bit more expensive than some at about $25, but having purchased a flimsy, poorly constructed one at a lower price that I later was forced to discard, I would consider this a good value. It will serve you longer.


Essentially, place a fillet, a whole fish, or a fish Wellington (see pages 144–146) into the basket and clamp it down to lock into place. Do not use any food smaller than the opening of the mesh openings or, obviously, it will fall through. Thus, onions, garlic, and small-cut vegetables are out. Solid mass is what this device was intended for. Whatever you plan to clamp into a fish basket, brush or spray the insides of the mesh with oil before placing food inside.


Elongated fish-shaped wire-mesh baskets make grilling or smoking whole fish even simpler. Look for these where other cooking equipment is sold.



Perforated Grilling Pans


One day I was in a mall waiting for a friend and I dropped into a sporting goods store. I spotted something in the outdoor cookware section, a 12-inch round Teflon-coated pan with a handle. The pan has 2-inch-high sides and the bottom has been drilled with holes, which allows heat to penetrate the pan from the bottom.


An additional appeal to my newest purchase (for eight dollars) is its handle, which folds across the top for portability and storage.


I use the pan often. It’s great for sautéing vegetables and grilling fish and pizza.


Grill Wok


A grill wok is a perforated pan with a flat bottom, but with sides angled high, like a Chinese wok. It works well for stir-frying vegetables. No need for oil or butter, for those who prefer little or none. A 12-inch grill wok will fit most grills, though they are available in larger sizes.


Spatulas


Buy two metal, not rubber, spatulas as wide as you can find. Outdoor cooking manufacturers make metal spatulas, around 7 inches wide. Using two to lift an entire side of smoked salmon or shad off the grill makes grilling and smoking considerably easier. Turning without enough support can ruin delicate fish quickly, causing them to flake into pieces.


Tongs


After enough years in front of a professional stove and grill, tongs have become an extension of my arm. I couldn’t manage without them. I like simple tongs with a spring action. They are made in several lengths, but for most things I prefer the 12-inch size. Look for inexpensive tongs and other equipment in a restaurant supply company.


Towels, Mitts, and Aprons


These are essential for avoiding blisters. Most parts of a grill are hot, including the cover handle, grates, and all exposed metal. Assume whatever you grab will be hot.


When working around a steel smoker, where virtually all parts are metal, use mitts or towels at all times. Hot racks require that the cook use protection when they are removed, as does a smoke pan cover without wooden handles.


In addition to the towels and mitts I use to protect against heat, I feel naked without at least one towel tucked under my belt for wiping hands. Aprons? Well, sure, they keep your clothes from getting spattered with oil and food.


Skewers


Metal skewers conduct heat, cooking the food they are skewering faster. Recall the cooking hint about sticking a nail into a potato that is to be baked? It shortens the cooking time.


If you use wooden skewers, 11½ inches long by ¼ inch thick seems to be the average size, though they are made in longer lengths that are good for skewering big shrimp or small whole fish. I’ve found that skewers of about ⅜ inch thick hold up better for long grilling time. Don’t forget to soak wooden skewers in water for about 30 minutes prior to use to prevent burning.


Cooking Sprays


Cooking spray was a great invention. It is a sodium-free, cholesterol-free, and calorie-free oil that is sprayed onto a surface to prevent sticking. Why didn’t someone come up with this idea sooner? Spray all grates, the inside of pans, wire-mesh baskets, and the underside of fillets and whole fish, if you can, to prevent sticking. It works. Get in the habit of using cooking spray and you’ll agree it makes cooking and cleanup so much easier. Grates scrape beautifully clean if sprayed beforehand. Pizza releases more easily from a pan, even a Teflon pan, after a coating of cooking spray.


Wire Brushes


You’ve got to have one. About 12 inches long, it will reach the deepest part of any grill. Cleanup is easiest when it’s done immediately after cooking rather than after the grill has cooled down and bits of food stick unmercifully to the grates. Remember to clean the brush, too. Scrubbing a grate with a bacteria-filled brush isn’t a healthy practice. Keep all utensils and equipment clean at all times.


Chimney Starters


A “chimney starter” for starting a wood fire is an environmentally friendly contraption that uses newspaper to start the fire in a grill. But do not use the colored-ink sections; colored ink, unlike black ink, emits toxic fumes when it is burned. The concept is simple: a chute, or tower, that is open at the top and has a platform on the bottom that separates a layer of charcoal from crumbled newspaper. The paper is lit with a match from beneath. After 15 to 20 minutes, the charcoal is ready to be added to the grill. Spread the coals with each piece touching another. Isolated, the coals tend to slowly die out, so keep them close together. Once the bed has burned down to an even shade of gray, the coals are ready for the smoking process. Also, by this time the grate will be sufficiently hot and ready to accept the fish.


Water


Spray bottles used for misting plants come in handy to douse unwanted flames. Always keep one nearby.


Optional equipment, much like that for an automobile, can sometimes drive you to extremes. Each new gadget on the market seems attractive — you’ve got to have it! Resist the impulse and settle for the above list; it will get you started. Later, when you have spent some time at the grill, you will know whether you need more gadgets, and you can take it (slowly) from there.




The Soft Smoke


I HAVE DISCOVERED what I believe to be an exciting new/old smoking vehicle. A fuel for smoking fish, a fuel easily found in any farm supply store, hardware store, and even supermarket; it’s inexpensive, too. Corn. Dried whole corn kernels.


Loosely packed corn kernels burn down and blacken evenly, creating an aroma reminiscent of tall cornstalks rustling as one hunts pheasant on a cool autumn day. An almost floral scent smolders, a hint of popcorn wafting an organic, sweet vegetable smoke into the air. As with wood, it is earthy, but corn smoke is less rugged. It is the “soft” smoke.


Countering the harshness of mesquite and hickory wood for smoking (except for hams, bacon, and the like), corn smoke is its opposite, soothing to the palate, its perfume more … serene. Related, if you will, to the aroma of a fine, aged burgundy. Fish encapsulated by a corn smoke is gently caressed, naturally sweet.


Encapsulating fish with what I call a soft smoke environment may be simply rediscovering something old — certainly corn has a history as long as humankind itself, and I have used corncobs in my smokehouse for years — but bear with me; I think you’ll be pleased with the results if you venture forth into the world of corn smoke.


Corn-Fired Stoves


Just a couple of years ago, I noticed dried corn being used as a source of heat in corn-fired stoves, a relatively new concept in heating units. I’ve known about pellet-fired stoves for several years (living in a harsh winter environment, where we use wood-burning stoves) but I had never heard of corn-fired stoves. It sounded intriguing. I sought out corn-fired stoves to examine (few and far between they were, being so new) but then unexpectedly found dried corn in a farm supply store, the same kind from which you buy garden seeds, spring sets, and bird feed. Sleuthing away with my culinary curiosity, I felt I might be on to something.


The owner of the farm supply store proudly fired up both his new stove, used to heat the storefront, and a cooking grill. The top of the grill, just under the grate, is covered with many small, unglazed porcelain, plaquelike squares pierced full of holes. The purpose is not unlike that of lava rocks: to capture, hold, and throw out accumulated heat. The porcelain plaques, however, are situated between the burning corn and the food. I wondered if the food benefited from the smoldering corn; the store owner informed me that it did not. My immediate thought was: Why not? The corn gave off a distinctly perfumed aroma while it burned, not sickly perfume sweet, but organic, more fieldlike, as in the downwind breeze off a late summer cornfield, or like popcorn popping. I thought, “Why not make use of that byproduct?” It sure smelled good. Why not use the dried corn as a flavoring vehicle, not just for heat?


Creating a Soft Smoke


I saw the reason why a corn-fired grill flavors food minimally, if at all. It is fired too hot; it is fired to produce heat. It does not smolder and give off smoke. I would change that system in time.


So, setting out to experiment and test recipes, I first mixed together two-thirds whole dried corn kernels with one-third dried cracked corn, my thinking based upon years of burning hardwood chips. Often, I’ll mix small chips, shavings, or sawdust with larger chunks of wood. The mix serves to first ignite the smaller chips and later the larger ones, in essence melding the burning process from one size to another in a smooth transition. Otherwise, large chunks of wood take a longer time to ignite. The size ratio is, of course, considerably different — large wood chunks are bigger than dried corn kernels — yet the concept still applies. I continued my experimenting, mixing, and smoldering; I wanted to devise a way for a grill to be used as a smoker.


I filled a pan with dried corn kernels, covered it, ignited it, and laid a fillet on the grill. I shut the lid but couldn’t contain my eagerness and opened it too many times, until the need to slap my own hand took over and I behaved long enough to eventually smoke-grill the first fillet, which was, incidentally, a rainbow trout.


The most impressive aspect of that first time smoking with a corn smoke was the aroma. Wonderfully delicious it was, as I described earlier. Tasting, smacking my lips, and embracing the results of my newfound process, I deemed it a success; indeed, it smokes.


Read on and you, too, can create a delicate, smoky taste using dried corn kernels. The best part? It’s easily accomplished on any outdoor grill.


Often, even while using the soft smoke technique, I’ll lay on a stick or two of pruned grapevines that I’ve cut to fit the smoke pan or a chunk or two of apple, maple, or sassafras wood, whichever I have on hand. Once the corn has finished smoldering, the wood continues to burn, thus increasing the length of time for smoking. Usually, however, I prefer just the use of corn kernels. I’ll offer instructions for both a pure corn smoke and a mix because the taste is different, and some people like the added woodsy flavor of a mix to their foods. I suggest you first try a recipe using corn alone and then compare by adding a few pieces of wood to the mix with another recipe — or better yet, the same recipe — and discover how they vary. What do you have to lose? About 35 cents, the cost of 1 pound of dried whole corn. (Cheaper even in 50-pound bags in my area — 12 cents a pound!)


How to Do It Yourself


Now for the how-to business. Whole corn will combust occasionally throughout the smoke-grilling process, especially if you don’t use a cover on the smoke pan. A cover, however, is a must to choke off oxygen, so don’t go without one. Even with a cover, you need to be vigilant, handy with a misting bottle or a cup of water to sprinkle over the flames. Combustion will occur whether you are using corn kernels or wood chips. So don’t go off to split some wood or pick up the telephone to call Aunt Millie; the grill needs your full attention.


To the grill. I’m generalizing now perhaps, in describing a typical grill that many outdoor cooking enthusiasts own, but let’s assume your gas grill — more about charcoal later — is on a portable frame with wheels, is waist high, and has at least two burners down in the innards of the unit, possibly four, six, or even eight burners if you’ve spent more money for a substantial product.


This grill will have one or two ascending warming shelves above the grilling area. The porcelain or enameled grates that support the food are in two sections and able to slide back and forth and be removed for ease of cleaning. Many grills are adaptable in one way or another. With a little ingenuity and improvisation, anyone can convert a grill for smoke grilling within minutes.


The internal size of the grill on which I primarily used to test recipes can accommodate a smoke pan (a cast-iron box in which to hold corn kernels) equipped with a vented cover. Your specific size requirements may vary, but a good smoke pan should span two cast-iron burners. I’ve found this to be enough for one smoking session, 45 minutes to an hour, enough time to cook and flavor fish. With additional wood, or more corn, you can easily extend the time needed to complete a smoking but you’ll have to first remove the charred bits and discard them. Read more about smoke pans.


In a pinch, you may simply fashion your own makeshift smoke pan out of heavy-duty aluminum foil. Some grills’ high BTUs, however, are powerful enough to melt the aluminum. This happened to me the first time I tried it on a new grill. Use two layers of heavy-duty aluminum foil and don’t place the aluminum directly on the burner where the heat is the most intense. With the help of small stones or half a brick, create an air space between the aluminum “pan” and the burner by raising the pan off the flame. This small bit of extra effort will serve you well for many smokings.


Charcoal. Charcoal? Of course. The same standards apply whether you use gas or charcoal for the heat source. It doesn’t matter; you merely want to combust the corn and/or wood. You are not using the corn or wood for heat; gas or charcoal will be doing that.


First, you must ignite the charcoal to get it burning and hot. Never use charcoal lighter fluid! It will taint your food to the point where a distinct petroleum flavor will dominate, something you definitely do not want. Some manufacturers claim that their product does not affect the flavor of the food, but why even worry about it when small sticks or newspaper are readily available and often more efficient?


Electric coils are handy when you grill near the house or close to an outlet. Lay the coils on a baking or other type of flat fireproof pan. Mound charcoal on top and plug in. The coals will ignite in about 20 minutes; you can then transfer directly to the grill.


Chimney starters are a smart concept. Old newspaper is lit inside and at the bottom of an aluminum “tower,” above which is held charcoal chunks. As the newspaper burns, the charcoal ignites, ready in about 15 minutes.


Even with a small bowl-shaped table-top grill with a lid, you can create a smoky environment, just on a smaller scale. Make an aluminum smoke pan as described above, to fit under one side of the grill. After lighting the charcoal and letting it come to the proper temperature, place the covered aluminum or cast-iron smoke pan holding corn kernels and/or wood chips directly on the coals, on one side. The other side will hold the food directly on the grate. Cover and cook for about 45 minutes, depending upon the recipe, size of the grill, and amount of food.


A note on cooking times: In my recipe testing, most fish that had been grilled over charcoal took about one-third less cooking time than those cooked over gas because of the more intense heat from charcoal. So take into consideration the time for gas grills as opposed to charcoal grills and adjust the cooking times, or you may burn your carefully prepared meal.


The following applies to either a gas or a charcoal grill. Using either a cast-iron smoke pan or an aluminum foil “pan,” pour in 2 to 3 cups of whole corn kernels and cover. Set the pan on top of the heat source, either directly on top of the charcoals or over the cast-iron gas burners. The box should be centered under the grate. After about 10 minutes, when the smoke begins to rise, place the food on the grill, directly over the smoke. When you use charcoal, you may need to occasionally shift aside spent charcoal ashes and replace them with new coals if the smoking time exceeds, say, an hour. For most fish recipes, 45 minutes to an hour should be enough for a hot smoke, however.


You will see the corn become a solid, blackened mass, a wafer that when cooled down is light as a feather and can be picked up and snapped in half. Why? This is the sugar burning off within the corn, leaving its residue.


Continue to smoke until the mass is totally black. It will not adversely affect the food, as charred wood and charcoal do not influence taste as they burn. If you need to continue smoking beyond the time the corn has expended itself, remove the pan with protective mitts or gloves, lift out the burned wafer with a metal spatula or simply dump it out into a metal or other heatproof container, add more corn kernels, and return the pan to the grill.


The wafer may continue to smolder when you are finished, so be sure to put it into a metal container or clean aluminum paint tray lined with aluminum foil. Once it has cooled, it can be easily and safely discarded.


There you have it. Enjoy soft smoke on a grill.
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