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To sam, for being my biggest fan as a food writer and for your insightful edits and suggestions for this book.


To silka, for always being there to support me and for pretending to not mind that I am usually covered in animal fat and soot and always smell like smoke.
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Smoke-Filled Beginnings


This book starts and ends in my backyard, with my wife, my two brothers, and me sitting around a fire, cooking dinner. In between, we will travel around the globe; touch on the history of Homo sapiens; talk about chemistry, biology, and physics; describe simple building techniques; and breathe in a lot of smoke. But, in the end, this book is about being in your backyard with your loved ones, eating delicious food you’ve smoked in a smoker you built.
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I can’t say exactly how I came to be so interested in smoking meats. Ever since I was a child, I have always loved meat — especially smoked and cured meats. The father of my best friend from childhood was Hungarian, and whenever there was an important holiday or gathering at their house, there would always be links of dark red, smoky, dry-cured sausages served. I couldn’t resist those coin-sized medallions made of pork, paprika, and garlic, glistening with studs of white fat. Every movement I made through my friend’s house involved a pass by the platter of sausage so I could surreptitiously pocket another small fistful of this delicacy. I will never forget the flavor and aroma of those sausages.


It wasn’t until I was in my early twenties and living in Brooklyn that I first started to experiment with smoking meat myself. I was becoming increasingly bold in my at-home culinary experiments; in hindsight, this was when I began to realize I wanted to pursue a career in food. One day I decided to buy a stove-top smoker so I could start to try smoking myself. You can imagine how thrilled my roommates were when they came home to find our railroad apartment filled with cherry smoke and a partially raw whole chicken for dinner. But I didn’t let that stop me. I continued to play, and I grew more ambitious.


The next year my girlfriend (now wife) and I decided to throw a Christmakkah party (now an annual event), and I insisted on brining and smoking a Christmas ham in our apartment. My stove-top smoker was too small for a ham, so I decided to turn our oven into a smoker. I turned the oven to 250°F (120°C) and placed a baking dish of sawdust on the bottom of the oven, which I kept smoldering with the assistance of a small propane blowtorch. For weeks after, our whole apartment smelled of applewood smoke.


Luckily for my wife (and our neighbors), I decided I wanted to work with meat professionally, and we moved to the Berkshires, in rural western Massachusetts, where I had grown up. My wife no longer had to worry that we would be kicked out of our apartment, and our neighbors were no longer subjected to the odd aromas emanating from our tiny kitchen. Moving to the country and becoming a professional butcher were major developments in my relationship to smoking meat.


I insisted on brining and smoking a Christmas ham in our apartment. My stove-top smoker was too small for a ham, so I decided to turn our oven into a smoker.


In my training as a whole-animal butcher, I gained a deeper understanding of meat and the various processes applied to meat production. I now understand much more about muscle structure and development, the biochemical changes that occur when a cure is applied to meat, the way fat behaves, and the effect different temperatures and levels of humidity can have on meat. Working in a butcher shop also meant I had access to equipment like a large electric smoker that I would never have in my home. My colleagues and I experimented a lot — we made smoked corned tongues, face bacon, smoked mutton leg (a.k.a. “shamb”), all kinds of smoked sausages, smoked rillettes, and smoked salt.


I was in nirvana: I had a group of meat-nerd colleagues, and I had a house with a backyard, where I could get as smoky and messy as I wanted. As soon as we moved into our house, I started designing my outdoor kitchen. I am very fortunate that my brother Will, who is a builder, loves smoked meats as much as I do. Together we designed a smokehouse, which he built (with some assistance from me). Our smokehouse, which we named Frazier (after the great boxer, Smokin’ Joe Frazier, and our grandfather’s farmhand, Willie Frazier, with whom we worked closely growing up), took a lot of experimenting and tinkering with to get to work just right; see The Tri-Purpose Smokehouse for details on its design. Today, it is my happy spot and the workhorse of most of our family holidays. From early spring to early winter we are outside cooking, smoking, and experimenting.


Like any fanatic, I’m never fully satiated when it comes to the craft of smoking meat. Part of my love for smoking meats is all of the equipment that accompanies it. And so I continue to amass various smoking apparatuses and toys. Along with Frazier, I still have that first stove-top smoker, a large grill table, a Weber kettle grill, an upright barrel smoker, a donabe (a Japanese ceramic vessel used for cooking rice and smoking foods), and an electric smoker oven. I constantly experiment with different techniques, fuels for smoke, and smoking structures. I continue to find an indescribable joy and satisfaction in smoking meat and enjoying the results it provides.


I wanted to write this book because I want everyone to feel that same joy and satisfaction — and I want people to be able to find that joy and satisfaction a little more easily than I did. My smoked meat–filled journey has been beset by failed experiments; the most frustrating part was the lack of solid information on building a backyard smokehouse. Because there were so few resources to guide us, building Frazier was a long process with lots of missteps and rebuilding, correcting, and testing.


What I wished I’d had as I was learning, testing, and building was a book that would explain the basics of hot and cold smoking, as well as the process of smoking meat and the various fuels for generating smoke, designs for building smoking apparatuses and how to use them, and foundational recipes that I could experiment with and build upon. I hope that this book will provide you with all of that, and more.
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Part 1





The Basics
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To be successful at smoking meat, you must consider the three main elements: the meat itself, the temperature at which you smoke the meat, and the source of the smoke. These elements can be brought together in different ways to create myriad delicious smoked products. It’s important to consider the structure of the meat itself: Is it fatty or lean? Tough or tender? Also think about what kind of cure you’ll be applying, whether it’s a rub, a brine, or a full cure. Another decision is whether to hot smoke — fully cooking the meat — or cold smoke, which preserves and cures the meat. The smoke can come from sawdust, woodchips, or split logs — or from nonwood sources like straw or tea.


Once you have a firm grasp of these three elements, as well as the way in which they interplay, you’ll have the knowledge you need to experiment freely and produce delicious smoked products in your own backyard.
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Why We Smoke


Before we go further, we should probably establish what smoking is. Smoking, at its most basic, is a form of preserving meat by exposing it to smoke from burning plant material (usually wood) over a period of time (anywhere from a couple of hours to a couple of weeks).
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Exposure to smoke helps to preserve meat in two ways. First, it helps to draw out the moisture. Second, smoke imparts various chemical compounds onto the surface of the meat, which kill or inhibit the growth of microbes and slow down the oxidization of the fat. It also happens to add a delectable flavor to the meat. The combination of its preservative effect on meat and its flavor enhancement made smoking so popular a process that it has withstood the advent of refrigeration. Today smoked foods are often considered a delicacy and are an ingrained part of the cultural history of many regions of the world. But how did we get to this place?





From the Cave to the Barbecue


Envision a group of nomadic people. They have just completed a successful deer hunt and butchered the carcass, and they are getting ready to cook some of their favorite cuts. They’re sitting around a fire inside a small shelter. In celebration of this successful hunt, they’re cooking the back strap over the fire. There is more meat than they could consume in one meal, so they have salted and hung the other cuts of meat to dry from the top of the shelter. Some of that venison hangs over the fire, near the vent where the smoke from the fire escapes.


A couple of days pass, and they go to cut down and eat one of the pieces of venison that had been hanging near that vent. They notice that while the venison that wasn’t hanging near the vent is starting to go rancid and is covered in flies, the venison near the vent appears to be still good to eat. They might notice that the texture and color of that venison is different. It has dried out evenly and is firm to the touch instead of being tacky and soft. The color of the flesh retains a redness instead of becoming a grayish brown. They bite into it and notice the flavor is different; it’s better than it usually tastes after hanging for a few days. The venison hasn’t turned at all, the fat isn’t rancid, the meat doesn’t taste rotten — it is smoky and delicious!


Although the nomads probably didn’t have a complete understanding of why this meat was lasting longer than usual or why it tasted so mouth­wateringly good, they did know they had stumbled upon something great. This was the beginning of smoking food, a process that has since become an indispensable part of human life and culture.


The process of smoking meats is utilized throughout the world, adapted to the culture and environmental conditions of each place. One of the things I love about smoking is that, for the most part, very little about the process and techniques has changed over time. Wherever you are in the world, you can find people smoking foods the same way their great-grandparents did — often using the same smokehouse their great-grandparents used. It’s a wonderful example of how food becomes a representation of culture and environment.
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Native Americans and people of the First Nations traditionally smoked venison, bison, and fish by cutting the meat into thin strips and hanging them from the top of their living structures or similar wooden structures to catch the smoke from the hearth as it vented out.







First Nations Jerky and Early Barbecue
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Smoking meat was a practical way to preserve meat harvested from the hunt. This Cree woman is smoking meat in northern Saskatchewan.
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Pit roasting whole animals, such as goats, wrapped in organic material like banana leaves is a centuries-old tradition in Central America. The wrapped meat is placed directly on a deep bed of hot coals in an earthen pit, covered, and left to slowly cook for hours.






The Cree of the First Nations in Canada and the American Plains smoked meats up until the bison were nearly exterminated by white settlers. They would hang thin strips of bison from the top of their tepees and wigwams, or build miniature versions of those structures, catching the smoke as it rose from the hearth. The result was a smoky jerky that was easy to pack and could last for a long time. This was important, as the Cree were nomadic and followed the herds. Being able to preserve meat in a transportable form — especially from animals as large as bison, which yielded a large amount of meat — was indispensable for their way of life. This First Nations food staple has now become one of the most common snacks of America, available at any gas station, convenience store, grocery store, or butcher shop across the country. Similarly, the tribes of the Pacific Northwest would smoke much of the salmon they caught during the summer and fall months, ensuring that they had food to take them through the cold and often hard winter season.




Farther south, in Mexico and Central America, a very different technique, called pit roasting, was used to cook meat. This process of cooking is part of the origin story of another staple of modern American cuisine — barbecue. Pit roasting is one of my favorite techniques, partly because it’s still practiced today in its simplest form, and it results in unrivaled flavor and texture. One of the first times I experienced it was in Oaxaca. My brother was building a house for some friends there, and when it was complete, they celebrated by pit roasting a whole goat. When the goat was finally unearthed, the meat was falling off the bones and infused with a sweet, smoky scent from the maguey (the type of agave plant that mezcal is made from) the goat had been wrapped in. The meat had a wonderful silky quality. The gaminess of the goat was mellowed out by floral and grassy smokiness from the maguey. We ate the goat with some handmade wheat tortillas, a spicy salsa made from dried chiles, and mezcal.


The particulars of pit roasting — including the cut and type of meat and the material it’s wrapped in — vary throughout Mexico and Central America, but the principle technique remains the same. Mexicans and Central Americans dig pits in which they build a deep bed of charcoal. Then they wrap a whole animal (or large portion, like a steer’s head) in big leaves, usually banana, maguey, or corn husks. The meat is laid on the hot bed of coals and then covered and buried. It is left for hours, even overnight, and then it is uncovered, unwrapped, and eaten. This technique yields the most succulent meat with an amazing smoky aroma imparted by the burning coals and the leaves wrapped around the meat.




Smoked Fish in Scandinavia and West Africa


Across the Atlantic, various forms of salted and smoked fish — whether it’s cod, flounder, salmon, herring, or mackerel — are an important part of the Scandinavian and British diets, as well as their cultural identities. When my wife and I went to visit her family on Faro, the easternmost island in Sweden, I kept seeing signs next to little white stone huts that announced rokt flundra. When I asked our hosts what this meant, they stopped and picked some up for us to try. Rokt flundra are smoked flounder fillets, a staple of the diet there. I quickly fell in love with them! The flesh was delicate and flaky, imbued with a light smoky flavor that made it taste the way a fire on the beach smells — briny and heady.
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In northern Europe, and especially Scandinavia, oily fish like salmon and mackerel are smoked over beech and oak in distinctive-looking white smokehouses along the shore.






You will see similar small stone huts dotting the coasts of Scandinavia and Great Britain. The cold northern waters produce fatty fish, which have historically been an important part of the diet, especially during the harsh winters. Traditional fishing patterns were based on the time of year when various species were running (swimming through those particular waters) and when they were spawning (breeding). Whatever type of fish the locals caught would spoil quickly, though, if it wasn’t preserved; salting and smoking helped make the catch last. Inside those small stone shelters, the fish were (and still are, in many places) cleaned, salted, and then hung to smoke over small fires built on the shelter floor.


As in Scandinavia, fish is one of the staples of West African cuisine and there are many different methods for preserving it, including salting, air-drying, and cold smoking. Along the coast of Senegal and Ghana, the method of preserving fish that scents the air is traditional hot smoking. In long trenches, similar to the pits you see in the American South, fish are butterflied and set to smoke over millet grass (millet is one of the most common grains in the region) and then salted and fermented (a reversal of the process we use in North America). The smoked and salted fish is then used to flavor dishes. The smoky, briny scent of this process is inseparable from the experience of traveling the West African coast.
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Throughout coastal West Africa, fish are salted and smoked over shallow pits of smoldering millet grass.







From Speck to Char Siu


Pork has been an indispensable part of European diet and culture for thousands of years — the first evidence of domesticated pork dates back to at least 5000 BCE. Traditionally pigs were slaughtered and processed in the fall. After farmers harvested the last of the vegetables, fruits, nuts, and grains, they would run their pigs through the fields and orchards to eat up what was left; the different crops they ate imparted different flavors in the meat. Once the weather was cool enough that the hot sun wouldn’t spoil the meat, families would gather together to process their hogs. The pork harvested had to last until the following fall, so many of the cuts were salted and often smoked.


Depending on where you are in Europe, you’ll find various versions of cured and smoked pig legs. One of my favorites comes from the southern part of the Alpine region, along the border of Italy and Switzerland. Here, whole pork legs are first cured in salt, juniper berries, rosemary, and bay leaves (all products that grow in the region) and then hung to smoke over juniper wood to produce speck. This fatty, salty, smoky, aromatic meat is eaten throughout the year with bread, cheese, and wine. (See the recipe for Speck.) On the northern edge of the Alps is another notable and probably more recognizable pork product — the Black Forest ham. This Bavarian delicacy is now a standard deli meat. The distinct flavor and color of the ham comes from the fact that it is smoked over fir and juniper.


Throughout China and Southeast Asia, you will find examples of pork infused with smoky flavor. In China, char siu (literally, “fork roasted”) is a great example. Pork is slowly roasted over a wood fire and then lacquered with a sweet and salty sauce made with honey, soy sauce, and the Chinese five spices. In Southeast Asia, you can find racks of pork ribs cooking over smoldering wood, being slathered with a combination of herbs, spices, palm sugar, and fish sauce. One of my favorite smoking traditions (and favorite cuisines) comes from the Sichuan province. There, they let a whole duck or duck breasts marinate overnight in a cure of saltpeter, Sichuan pepper, and rice wine and then smoke it over a mixture of rice and tea (see recipe for Tea-Smoked Duck Breast).




These techniques have existed across the world for a thousand years and are still being employed, largely unchanged, today. The only thing that has really changed is the necessity of preserving meat. We no longer smoke meats out of a need to preserve them, but out of a love for the effect that prolonged exposure to smoke has on them.
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Throughout Southeast Asia, especially in the famed night markets, you will find metal grills covered in racks of pork ribs, thin slices of pork shoulder, whole fish, and pieces of chicken and duck slathered in chiles, various spices, palm sugar, and fish sauce and being slowly cooked over coals billowing smoke.
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In the Alpine borderland between Germanic Switzerland, Austria, and Italy, you will find speck — pork shoulder cured with traditional spices like juniper berry, bay leaves, and rosemary, then smoked over juniper wood.







The Origins of American Barbecue


The advent of refrigeration has meant that smoking meats to preserve them is no longer a necessity. Luckily, this hasn’t resulted in a decline in the craft of smoking meats. People continue to crave the unique flavor created when meat, salt, and smoke are combined. Today, smoked meats are an expression of place, culture, and history. What is China without its char siu? What is Poland without smoky kielbasa? What is Senegal without smoked fish?
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Jacques LeMoyne, a French illustrator, documented what he found on his visit to modern-day Florida in the mid-1500s. In this image, he recorded the traditional cooking technique called barabicu, in which fish and other meats were cooked on a set of thin sticks resting on wood posts over a fire.






One of the best examples of smoked meat as an embodiment of the melding of traditions, location, and heritage is American barbecue. The word “barbecue” is most likely derived from the word barabicu from the Arawak people of the Caribbean. Barabicu is translated as “a framework of sticks set upon posts,” which is the structure on which the Arawak cooked meat. Essentially, the grill was also the fuel. This structure would have allowed for the meat to cook slowly as it was infused with smoke. Barabicu is also what gave us the word barbacoa — the method of cooking meats wrapped in leaves in a buried pit.


Modern American barbecue is the result of the mixing of Caribbean, Mesoamerican, Spanish, and African cooking styles in colonial America. There has been a long tradition of smoking pork in Spain, mostly in the form of sausages. When the Spanish came to the Americas, not only did they bring this cooking style, but they also brought pigs and cows to establish European livestock as a food source, so they could continue their food culture in this foreign land. When they arrived, they encountered the cooking styles of the native Caribbean people and Native Americans.


In Mexico, the Spanish conquistadors learned the tradition of burying whole animals wrapped in maguey leaves, corn husks, or banana leaves in pits in the ground to slowly cook. This imparted a smoky toasted flavor to the meat and allowed the meat to cook slowly, resulting in an unctuous, silky texture. In Haiti, the Spaniards observed a method that involved cooking meat over a framework of slowly burning sticks, infusing a smoky flavor and allowing a gentle roasting of the meat. With the slave trade from West Africa, the classic accompaniments for barbecue, including slow-cooked hardy greens and roasted yams, were introduced to American Southern cuisine. Out of this (violent and forceful) mixing of cultures was born one of the great American food traditions.




American Barbecue Today


Today barbecue can be divided into several distinct styles: Carolina, Memphis, Kansas, and Texas. You can find pit masters in these regions who claim a barbecue lineage that goes back five generations. Each style is distinct, focusing on different cuts, animals, and smoke sources. Carolina barbecue is centered on whole hogs smoked over hardwoods like oak and maple. This is an area that was densely wooded, where the pigs the Spaniards brought over thrived. In Texas barbecue, it’s all about beef smoked over hickory, mesquite, pecan, and peach wood. Texas is a land of soft rolling hills and flat plains with shrubs and fruit trees, where the steers the Spaniards imported prospered. As you go from east (Carolinas) to west (Texas), you can see these styles blend, with more beef being used as you go farther west. Each style has its apostles and disciples. Many people (myself included) design trips just around eating barbecue in these regions. Heated debates are waged over which region’s barbecue is best. Today we have internationally famous barbecue joints like Franklin Barbecue in Austin, Texas, and Wilber’s Barbecue in Goldsboro, North Carolina, where people will wait in line for hours just for a taste of their smoky, meaty goodness.


In this day and age, one doesn’t need to fly to Leadville to taste excellent authentic Texas smoked meats. On the tiny (but admittedly well-populated) island of Manhattan, one has access to northern European–style smoked fish, Texas barbecue brisket, Chinese char siu, Hungarian dried sausage, Ashkenazi Jewish pastrami, and much, much more. Each style of smoking still has its rich story to tell, and new styles continue to emerge, expressing the changes in modern culture. And while today there is an aura of luxury and mystique behind excellent smoked meats, it’s important to remember their very humble and plain roots. It wasn’t that long ago that most Americans had a smoker in their backyard.
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Today, barbecue enthusiasts can still find different barbecue techniques and styles in various regions of the country. In Central and Southern California, pit masters often cook over actual open pits filled with slow-burning hardwood like oak. Because it’s cattle country, most of the region’s barbecue features beef.
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Choosing a Cut to Smoke


Although you don’t need to be a trained butcher or chef to master the art of smoking meats, basic knowledge of meat is important for successful smoking.
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Understanding the structure of the cut of meat you’re planning to smoke will help you make important decisions for the smoking process. Knowing how tough the meat is likely to be and how much fat is in it will help you determine how long to smoke it, what temperature to smoke it at, and what kind of cure to use. Understanding the fundamentals of meat ultimately allows you to experiment with more confidence and create your own delicious smoked products. The recipes and techniques in this book will provide you with a good framework to start from. After mastering the basics, you’ll be able branch out on your own.





Dissecting Meat


Visualize a pork chop. In your mind, it probably has two or three components: muscle, fat, and maybe bone. The majority of the chop is made up of reddish-pink muscle. Then there is the yellowish-white fat, most of which encircles the muscle (this is called the intermuscular fat). You may also see some spiderwebbing of fat throughout the muscle itself, or what we call marbling (the intramuscular fat). You may notice some silvery-white material near where the bone meets the muscle. This is the connective tissue. And, possibly, there is a bone attached to the muscle. (Though for our purposes, we can ignore the bone.) These three kinds of tissues are made up of different amounts of water, protein, and fat.


Muscle cells make up long fibers that cause movement when they contract and relax. Surrounding the long muscle fibers is the connective tissue, which binds the muscle fibers together and to the bones that those fibers move. Third, but certainly not least, are the fat cells; these store the lipids that act as the fuel for the muscle fibers. The various qualities of the meat — texture, color, and flavor — are, to a large extent, governed by the configuration and proportion of the muscle fibers, connective tissue, and fat tissue.


As a side note, although the term “meat” can refer to any animal tissues that can be eaten, in the United States we tend to distinguish between muscle tissue whose function is to move some part of the animal and organ meat, such as the liver and kidneys. In this book, we’ll use the term “meat” to refer to muscle tissue, since that is what most people smoke.




What Makes Meat Tender or Tough


Depending on the actions the muscle controls in the animal (running, breathing, or eating, for example), the muscle will have different structures (called “crosslinks”) that affect the color, texture (how tender or tough), and flavor of the resulting meat. The tenderness or toughness of a piece of meat is directly related to how heavily a muscle is worked: the more a muscle works, the more connective tissue is developed in the muscle, and the more flavor that muscle will have.


How do you know which muscles are heavily worked and which aren’t? It’s more straightforward than you might assume. If you’d like more information than the following overview provides, you’d do well to find a good and knowledgeable butcher who can help guide you through your options and explain to you what will work best for your needs.
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The tenderloin (at left) is a tender, mild-tasting cut that comes from a relatively inactive muscle. The shoulder (at right) is tough but flavorful, a very active muscle webbed with intramuscular fat and connective tissue.








Identifying Cuts of Meat for Smoking


Imagine a farm animal’s life. It spends its days walking around a pasture lowering and lifting its head to forage around, getting up and lying down, and running around to play with the other farm animals. With this image in mind, you can start to figure out where the cuts with more connective tissue might be, and where the more tender cuts might be. But let’s go through it together.




Head, Neck, and Shoulder: Tough but Flavorful


The head and neck. These are some of the most worked muscles in the body, as most animals spend their days lifting and lowering their head looking for good forage to eat and using their cheek muscles to chew tough grasses, tubers, and roots. Because of this, head and neck muscles provide some of the best meat on the animal. Cooking them slowly, over a long period of time, at a low temperature, will transform the bundles of connective tissue and muscle into something with unbelievably delicious texture and flavor. That’s why I always ask for meat from the jowl and neck when I’m at a pig roast.


The shoulder. Moving down the animal, you will find the shoulder. In beef, this part of the animal is referred to as the chuck; it includes the brisket, short ribs, and foreshank. In lambs, goats, and pigs it is simply called the shoulder. In pork, the shoulder is further divided into the upper shoulder (also called the “butt”) and the lower shoulder (also called the picnic ham). The group of muscles that make up the shoulder do a lot of work: they support the lifting and lowering of the head and neck, bear the weight of the animal when it stands, and control the movement of the forelegs as the animal moves around. With all of this action, the various muscles here develop a large amount of connective tissue.




From Face Bacon to Pork Shoulder


It takes some research to find smoking recipes that call for using the head and neck, but they are out there. In Mexico and Central America, the head is traditionally slow-roasted in a pit to make barbacoa. Pit roasting a steer’s head is a cowboy classic; another great preparation for head meat is “face bacon.” For this, you can ask your butcher for a deboned pig’s head and then treat it just like you would a belly for bacon (see the recipe for Classic Bacon).
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The shoulder is a versatile cut with a ton of flavor and is relatively affordable. You can use shoulder to make sausage, speck, and cottage bacon, but nothing beats Carolina-style smoked pulled pork.







The shoulder gives us two of the most famous (and delicious) cuts for American barbecue: pork shoulder and beef brisket (see the recipes for Smoked Pork Shoulder and Smoked Brisket). This is also where you would get beef short ribs or pork country ribs, both of which are fantastic hot-smoked. The shoulder is also the ideal cut for making sausage because it has great flavor and the right ratio of lean muscle to fat — most shoulders are about 70 percent lean muscle and 30 percent fat. The act of grinding the meat mitigates the effect of the dense connective tissue. The shoulder also gives us some of my favorite dry-cured products like speck (see the recipe for Speck). Or you can turn the foreshanks of the pig into ham hocks (see the recipe for Holiday Ham (and Hocks)).




The “Money Meat”: Ribs, Loin, and Tenderloin


Next up is the middle section, which is worth thinking about in terms of the upper section and lower section. The upper section — what we butchers refer to as the “money meat,” because it contains the cuts that fetch the highest price — includes rib cuts, loin cuts, and the tenderloin. These muscles are the least active and therefore the most tender. The cuts include New York strip steaks and rib eyes for beef, lamb loin chops and lamb rib chops, and pork chops and tenderloin (aptly named because it’s the most tender muscle in the body; a so-called “inactive” muscle, its main purpose is to protect the animal’s vital organs).




A Quick Smoke on the Grill


I don’t generally smoke the money meat, although you can. More often, I just grill these cuts quickly over high heat and eat them on the rare side (including pork). That said, a smoked pork chop is fantastic, and quick to make. When I do smoke these cuts, it’s generally on the grill. For instance, I might throw some woodchips over the fire to add some smoke for the final few minutes of grilling. In Canada, it’s common to add some evergreen cuttings to the coals in the grill when grilling steaks, imparting a slightly bitter flavor. And speaking of Canadians, the loin is the cut that Canadian bacon comes from. Canadian bacon is simply a boneless pork loin brined and smoked, just like ham (see recipe for Canadian Bacon). If you remove the bones from the loin you end up with baby back ribs, which are fantastic smoked. I prefer to leave the bone on the loin for pork chops and work with spare ribs. Leaving the bone on the pork chop results in meat with better flavor; plus, it’s more fun to eat.
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Tender cuts such as a porterhouse steak are relatively inactive and thus more tender. Give it a quick smoke by adding some sawdust or woodchips to the charcoal as you grill it.








The Belly and Ribs


Below the loin section is what’s referred to as the belly in pork, the flank in beef, and the breast in lamb and goat. You might think these muscles are fairly inactive, but that’s not totally true — there are few things as important to the life of an animal as breathing. As the animal breathes, all day every day, these muscles expand and contract. It is this expansion and contraction that accounts for the accordion-like texture of the beef cuts from this section: skirt steak and flank steak. This section is also where most of the ribs are cut from.
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The belly/rib section of the animal offers us some of the best cuts for smoking, such as bacon and ribs.







The Real Prize: Bacon and Ribs


In pork, the belly is the source of one of the most famous and prized smoked products in the world: bacon. Bacon is the whole belly cured and smoked (see Classic Bacon). Thanks in part to one of my mentors, the butcher Bryan Mayer, making bacon from this cut in other animals like lamb has become popular. My friends at Grow and Behold (an organic kosher meat delivery service based in New York City) have had huge success making beef bacon. This is a great way to use a cut that is normally just ground up. Another great cut for smoking from this section is the ribs. Ribs are my personal favorite, as much because of the fun of eating them as for any other reason. Any of these cuts can be hot-smoked for a medium amount of time (see Smoked Pork Ribs); they don’t have the same amount of connective tissue as the shoulder, so they don’t need a long smoke to break down that tissue.




The Hind Leg


Now we arrive at the back end of the animal, which by no means should be thought of as the least desirable. In beef, this section is referred to as the round; in lamb and goat, the leg; and in pork, the ham. This section gets a lot of use, though it is not as active as the shoulder. While the shoulder is affected by the use of the neck and head, the hindquarter is merely responsible for the motion of the legs. So, although this section has more connective tissue than the middle section does, it doesn’t have nearly as much as the shoulder, neck, and head.





All about the Ham


In beef, lamb, and goat there are not many cuts from this primal that are traditionally smoked. In beef, there is one cut that is sometimes smoked on the West Coast: the tri-tip. It’s such a micro-regional cut that it’s sometimes even called the Santa Maria tri-tip, referring to the town in California where it was first popularized. This is a cut you could smoke right on your grill, bringing it to a nice medium-rare.


When it comes to pork, the hindquarter provides one of the most important cuts for smoking: the mighty ham! Hams can be brined and hot smoked or dry cured and cold smoked. Throughout China, Europe, and North America, you will find all kinds of hams, although central and eastern Europe probably has the most variation. I tend to make either a traditional holiday ham, which I brine and hot smoke for a few hours, or a country ham, which I dry cure, cold smoke for a few days, and then hang for at least nine months (see Country Ham).
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The hind leg can be smoked to produce any number of delicious products, including jamón iberico (top) and ham hocks (bottom).








Fowl and Fish


Believe it or not, the general rules for thinking about the different cuts of poultry parallel those for four-legged animals, and the same logic applies in terms of muscle use, tenderness, and flavor. The basic cuts of poultry are wings, breast, and legs (made up of thigh and drumstick). Sometimes when you buy a chicken or turkey the neck is included. Just as with pork, the meat of smoked poultry neck is unrivaled in flavor. On Thanksgiving, I save the neck of the smoked turkey for my brothers and myself, and we share it before dinner when no one can see us.
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