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CAN-DO GRILLING


Quiche, fajitas, carpaccio, tiramisu, and the currently unavoidable sushi and crème brûlée—every few years, a dish or two comes along that captures the fancy and taste of a generation. Typically, it’s a dish that most people had never heard of one year, then couldn’t seem to live without the next.


And now another dish is about to join the ranks of these gastronomic superstars—a dish that, once seen, you simply must prepare for your family and friends. A classic of the barbecue scene in the United States about to go mainstream. I’m talking about beer-can chicken.


The idea is startlingly simple: You grill a chicken upright over an open can of beer. What results is the moistest, most succulent, and most flavorful chicken you’ve ever tasted. And let’s face it, few things have more power to pop eyes and slack jaws than the sight of a gorgeous roast chicken perched jauntily upright on that beer can.


Since the moment I encountered my first beer-can chicken at a barbecue contest, I’ve made this singular dish to the great delight of television audiences and cooking class students, of family members and guests in my home. I’ve varied the recipe, using different beers or other steaming liquids and a wide range of seasonings. For that matter, I’ve used the beer-can method for cooking a wide range of poultry, from quail to turkey. I’ve come to regard beer-can chicken not just as an offbeat cooking method but a way of life.


I offer this book as a guide to the fine points of beer-can chicken—and other surprising dishes you can grill. I hope you’ll use it as a springboard for your imagination. And I look forward to hearing about your favorite beer-can chicken creations. You can reach me on my Web site: www.barbecuebible.com.


Now pop open a cold one, and get ready to have some fun.





THE OFFBEAT GRILL


The best chicken I ever tasted wasn’t Paul Bocuse’s truffle-and-foie-gras-stuffed poulet de Bresse en vessie (poached in a pig’s bladder). It wasn’t the chicken I once dined on in Hong Kong, wrapped in lotus leaves, baked in a mound of clay, and served with a hammer for cracking its casing. It wasn’t even my Aunt Annette’s plump, juicy, golden gedempte capon (although that last comes close). No, the best chicken I ever tasted came off a barbecue pit in Memphis, Tennessee, where it had been smoked upright in a singularly undignified position: straddling an open can of beer.


Beer-can chicken, also known as drunken chicken, dancing chicken, or chicken on a throne (and some other names not fit to print in a family cookbook) is a classic on the American competition barbecue circuit. To make it, you roast a seasoned chicken in an upright position on an open can of beer. This is usually done on a barbecue grill using the indirect method of grilling or in a smoker, but you can also roast beer-can chicken in the oven.


I first tasted beer-can chicken in 1996, at the Memphis in May World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest on the banks of the Mississippi River. Since then I have written about it in The New York Times, demonstrated it on Good Morning America, and taught how to make it in countless cooking classes across the United States. Everywhere it has met with enthusiastic acclaim.
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A TECHNIQUE LIKE NO OTHER


So what is it that makes beer-can chicken so irresistible? Well, first there’s the flavor and texture. The rising vapors impart a delicate beer flavor, simultaneously keeping the bird juicy and tender. And because the steaming takes place inside the chicken, the meat stays moist but the skin doesn’t become soggy.


Then, there’s the benefit of grilling the chicken upright. A vertical position allows the fat to drain off and the skin to cook evenly, even on the back. The result is a bird that’s crackling crisp on the outside, moist and tender inside, and bursting with barbecue flavors.


Next, there’s the irresistible tang of wood smoke, for beer-can chicken is almost always cooked in the presence of smoldering wood or wood chips. To reinforce the beer flavor, many pit masters actually soak their wood chips in beer.


Finally, of course, there’s the wow factor. Few sights are more amusing or arresting than a chicken on a can of beer on the grill, its breast thrust forward, its legs stretched out in a leisurely fashion. Some folks heighten the comic effect by inserting a stalk of celery for a head, the eyes, nose, and mouth formed by cloves stuck in the celery.


The Birth of a Legend


My initiation into the rites of beer-can chicken came from the Bryce Boar Blazers barbecue team. I happened on their site at Memphis in May one Friday afternoon just as team captain Jim Birdsong was lifting the lid off a giant smoker. Inside were a half-dozen chickens, their skins bronzed with smoke and gritty with spice rub, sitting upright on cans of one of America’s favorite beers. The Blazers had injected their chickens with Cajun seasoning, using the culinary version of a hypodermic syringe, and rubbed brown sugar and onion and garlic powders under and over the skin. They seasoned the open cans of beer with more spice rub before inserting them in the cavities of the upright birds. Then the Blazers slow roasted the birds to perfection in a smoker for 4 hours over smoldering mesquite. It’s easy to see how these slamming beer-can chickens won the Bryce Boar Blazers a coveted first place at the Memphis in May barbecue contest the next day.


So where did beer-can chicken originate?


Jim Birdsong says he learned it from one of his company’s customers in Texas. WCBCC (World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest) chairman Mike Cannon saw his first beer-can chicken at the Delta Jubilee Cook Off in Clarksville, Mississippi. But beer-can chicken could be found even outside the quirky world of competition barbecue. My cousin Rob Raichlen, who works for the Los Angeles Clippers and knows his way around a kettle grill, practically lived on beer-can chicken at University of Southern California cookouts. He learned how to make it from a college roommate from New Orleans. I have since been able to confirm that Louisiana connection. While I was talking barbecue on a New Orleans radio talk show, a half-dozen listeners called in to volunteer their recipes for beer-can chicken. One confided that he adds garlic and onion juice to the beer can. For another, the secret was a generous shot of crab boil.
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“The birth of beer-can chicken is sort of like the domestication of animals,” suggests Ardie “Remus Powers” Davis, one of the most respected judges on the barbecue circuit, recognizable by his signature bowler hat and tuxedo studs fashioned from pork ribs. “It just happened everywhere at once.” (Davis barbecues his chickens on “tall boys,” 16-ounce cans of beer.)



A Runaway Revolution


Beer-can chicken is just the beginning. In the five years since I first encountered this singular dish, I’ve experimented with every imaginable bird, brew, and seasoning. In the following pages, you’ll find instructions for beer canning duck, game hen, partridge, quail, and even turkey. (The turkey is roasted on a giant 32-ounce can of ale, while the quail are cooked on diminutive 6-ounce cans of fruit juice.)


As for beverages, I’ve used everything from beer to wine to soda to fruit juices and nectars to lemonade, cranberry juice, and even iced tea. The seasonings alone will take you on a tour of the world’s barbecue trail, from Mexican chili rubs to Mediterranean herb pastes to fiery Asian spice mixes. The great thing about beer-can chicken is once you understand the basic principle, there’s no limit to where experimentation will take you.


Writing about beer-can chicken and its variations led me to think about other wacky things you could cook on the grill: Chicken breasts grilled under rocks. Steaks grilled with hay. Fish grilled on boards. Vegetables roasted in the embers. Not to mention foods you’d never dream of grilling—from eggs to seaweed to ice cream. In writing this book, I let my imagination run wild and I hope that you will, as well.


[image: Image]



SAFETY FIRST


If you have any reservations about grilling a chicken with a beer can inside, rest assured that the process has been thoroughly professionally tested and is perfectly safe. You don’t have cause for any qualms here—as long as the beer can is open. Never grill a bird on an unopened can!


Every beer-can recipe in this book calls for opening the beer or soda can and pouring out half of its contents before placing it and the bird on the grill. This avoids any risk of the can exploding. As a further safeguard, the recipes call for making additional holes in the lid of the can with a church key-style bottle opener.


To avoid spilling hot beer or soda, always use long-handled tongs or heatproof gloves to transfer the chicken from the grill or oven to a platter. If using tongs, grasp the chicken by the can and use another pair of tongs to steady the top of the chicken so it remains upright. You will want to present the chicken on its can to your guests at the table, but take it to your kitchen or work area to remove the can and carve the bird. For detailed instructions on the best way to remove the can, see page 28.





GETTING STARTED


Over the years, I’ve cooked a lot of beer-can chickens, and I’ve tried varying the methods just about every way I can think of. Competition barbecuers cook the birds on smokers at a relatively low temperature (225° to 250°F) for a long time (2½ to 4 hours). Smokers produce the richest smoke flavor, but they never really crisp the skin.


I prefer to cook beer-can chickens on a conventional charcoal or gas grill at a higher temperature (350°F), so the recipes that you’ll see here don’t include instructions for smokers. If you’d like to grill a beer-can chicken in a smoker, add 1 to 2 hours to the cooking times in the recipes.


By grilling using the indirect method (see below) and adding wood chips to the coals or smoker box, you still get an intense smoke flavor. A higher heat has two advantages: You don’t have to wait 4 hours for dinner (the chicken cooks in ¼ to 1½ hours). And the chicken skin always comes out crackling crisp.


Being a grill guy, I of course recommend cooking beer-can chicken and its variations on the grill. But condo and apartment dwellers, as well as indoor-only chefs, should take comfort in the knowledge that beer-can chicken can be cooked in the oven with almost equally spectacular results. You get the same eye-popping presentation, the same crackling crisp skin and succulent meat. The only thing you’re missing is the flavor of wood smoke. When cooking beer-can chicken in the oven, set it at the same temperature you’d use for grilling, usually 350°F. Position the oven rack low enough to accommodate the full height of a chicken (or turkey) on a beer can, so the bird doesn’t touch the roof of the oven. Place the chicken on its beer can in a roasting pan and take care when placing it in the oven or taking it out not to spill the beer from the can. The oven cooks by the indirect method, of course. To direct grill indoors, use your broiler or a grill pan on your stovetop.


GRILLS


Beer-can chicken and its variations can be cooked equally well on charcoal and gas grills. The former have two advantages: Charcoal grills are easier to smoke on, and they enable you to burn wood. The drawback is that charcoal grills are fussier and messier to use and slightly less predictable.
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Gas grills offer the advantage of lighting at the push of a button and maintaining a consistent heat with the turn of a knob. Their chief disadvantage is slightly diminished flavor, for unlike charcoal, gas leaves no taste. (Actually, when it comes to gas, not tasting it is a good thing!) It’s also harder to smoke using a gas grill, although many new models have smoker boxes with dedicated burners, which makes this task easier.


Gas and charcoal grills both do a great job cooking beer-can chicken, and because they’re outdoors, you keep the mess out of your kitchen and you can introduce the flavor of wood smoke. Almost all the recipes in this book call for using either a charcoal or a gas grill. You will find a few dishes that are best cooked over charcoal.


Charcoal Grills


Charcoal grills come in all shapes and sizes: You’ll need one that’s large enough to set up for indirect grilling (see page 9)—ideally about 23 inches across. The grill should have a tightly fitting domed lid that’s high enough to accommodate a chicken (and if you’re really into it, a turkey) on a beer or soda can. The grill should also have vents for adjusting the airflow and, thus, the heat. A hinged grill grate makes it easy to add wood chips to the coals. The common kettle grill works great for beer canning chicken, as does the 55-gallon steel drum grill. In fact, about the only charcoal grills that won’t work for beer canning a chicken are flat-top table grills and hibachis.
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Gas Grills


However much we may rhapsodize over charcoal grills, the vast majority of people in the United States grill on gas. For beer canning, you’ll need a gas grill with at least two heat zones. It, too, must have a lid high enough to accommodate a chicken on a can. Other desirable features for a gas grill include a built-in thermometer, drip pan, and smoker box with a dedicated burner; however, you can cook beer-can chicken without these. Always make sure you have enough gas in the tank before beginning to grill your chicken. I try to keep a full extra tank on hand.
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DIRECT GRILLING


The recipes in this book call for several grilling methods, most often direct or indirect. Direct grilling is what most of the world means when it talks about grilling: The food is cooked directly over the fire. Direct grilling is a high-heat method used to cook relatively small or thin pieces of food quickly. Typically steaks, chops, chicken breasts, fish fillets, vegetables, and bread are grilled directly.








	GRILL


	TEMPERATURES







	High


	450° to 650°F







	Medium-high


	400°F







	Medium


	325° to 350°F







	Medium-low


	300°F







	Low


	225° to 250°F







	

 

	

 









There are two ways to set up a grill for direct grilling. In the first, the glowing coals are spread in an even layer to make a single-zone fire over which the food will be cooked. On a gas grill, you’d simply light the appropriate burner. This method is fine for cooking a small amount of food, say a steak or chicken breasts for one or two.


You’ll get better heat control if you build a three-zone fire, consisting of a hot zone, medium zone, and cool or safety zone. To do this using a charcoal grill, rake two thirds of the coals into a double layer over one third of the bottom of the grill. Rake the rest of the coals into a single layer in the center third. Leave the remaining third coal free. Use the hot (double-coal) zone for searing, the medium (single-coal) zone for cooking, and the cool zone for warming or letting the food cool off if it starts to burn.


To set up a gas grill for three-zone grilling, on a two-burner gas grill, set one burner on high and one burner on medium, using the warming rack as your safety zone. On a three- or four-burner gas grill, set one burner on high, one or two burners on medium, and leave the last burner off.


INDIRECT GRILLING


Larger foods, like pork shoulders and whole chickens, would burn if grilled directly. As its name suggests, in indirect grilling the food is cooked next to, not directly over, the fire. The grill lid is closed to hold in the heat, turning the grill into a sort of outdoor oven. This is also the method used to cook tough cuts of meat, like brisket and ribs, that require long, slow cooking at a low or moderate heat. Indirect grilling allows you to work over a more moderate fire (300° to 375°F) and makes it easy to introduce the flavor of wood smoke. This is the method to use to cook beer-can chicken.


To grill on a charcoal grill using the indirect method, dump or rake glowing coals in two piles at opposite sides of the grill (some grills come with special side baskets for this purpose). Place an aluminum foil drip pan in the center of the grill, between the mounds of embers. You’ll grill your chicken or other food in the center of the grate over the drip pan (that is, away from the heat), while keeping the grill covered. By adjusting the top and bottom vents you can obtain the temperature you desire (usually medium, about 350°F). When grilling indirectly for more than 1 hour or so, you’ll need to add twelve fresh charcoal briquettes per side or a corresponding amount of lump charcoal. You can add coals you’ve ignited in a chimney starter; recover the grill immediately afterward. Or you can add unlit charcoal—leave the grill uncovered for a few minutes until it ignites, then put the cover back on.


To grill on a gas grill using the indirect method, if you have a two-burner gas grill, light one side and put what you are cooking on the other, unlit, side. If you have a three-burner gas grill, light the front and rear or outside burners and grill in the center. If you have a four-burner gas grill, light the outside burners and again cook the food in the center. No matter which kind of gas grill you own, preheat the burner or burners you are lighting to high, and when they are hot, adjust the burner knobs to obtain the desired heat.


SMOKING


Wood smoke is essential to the flavor of beer-can chicken. Wood comes in two forms for smoking: chips and chunks. For a light wood flavor, simply toss unsoaked chips or chunks on the coals—a technique used mainly in direct grilling. For a more pronounced smoke flavor—the sort associated with traditional American barbecue—soak the chips or chunks in water (or a mixture of water and beer) for an hour, then drain them before adding them to the fire. The soaking causes the wood to smolder rather than burst into flames, so it generates more smoke.
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By varying the wood, you can subtly vary the flavor of the food. Like the various spices, certain woods are better suited to some meats than others. Heavy woods, such as mesquite and pecan, have a stronger smoke flavor than fruit woods, like apple or cherry. The best all-purpose woods for smoking are hickory, oak, cherry, and apple. In the recipes that follow, you’ll find woods suggested, but don’t feel you have to rush to the store if you don’t have them on hand. The truth is that the smoke flavors are pretty similar and most chips are interchangeable. Almost any hardwood can be used to smoke beer-can chicken with sublime results. Never attempt to smoke with softwoods, which put out an unpleasant sooty smoke, or pressure-treated lumber, which contains noxious chemicals.
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To smoke on a charcoal grill, simply toss the wood chips or chunks on the piles of glowing embers before you put the food on the grate.


To smoke on a gas grill, if your grill has a smoker box (a long, slender drawer or box into which you can put wood chips for smoking), fill it with wood chips and light the burner under or next to it on high until you see smoke. If your gas grill lacks a smoker box, you can position wood chunks (not chips) under the grill grate directly over one of the burners or pilot lights and preheat on high until you see smoke. Once you see smoke, turn the grill down to the temperature at which you plan to cook.


If you want to use wood chips in a gas grill that doesn’t have a smoker box, you’ll need to make a smoker pouch. Wrap the soaked chips in heavy-duty aluminum foil to make a pillow-shaped pouch. Poke a few holes in the top of the pouch with a pencil or knife tip, and place the pouch under the grate over one of the burners. The traditional drawback to gas grills is that many don’t get hot enough for smoking. To overcome this, preheat the grill to high until you see smoke—lots of it—then turn the burner knobs to reduce the heat to the desired temperature and put on the food.


FUELS


For a charcoal grill, I like to use lump charcoal, made from pure wood and recognizable by its irregular-shaped chunks. This is a natural product, containing no additives or fillers. Look for it at grill shops and natural foods stores, or order it from one of the Mail-Order Sources (see page 311).


Of course, the vast majority of grillers in the United States use charcoal briquettes, which, in addition to raw wood, often contain furniture scraps, coal dust, and petroleum binders. This may sound off-putting—it is off-putting—and partially lit briquettes give off a strong acrid smoke flavor. But the truth is that if you let the briquettes burn down to glowing coals, these impurities burn off and the food will taste pretty much the same as if it had been cooked over lump charcoal. And even though I prefer lump charcoal, and use it whenever I can, I also want to go on record reporting that most of the competition barbecue champs use briquettes.


In other parts of the world, grill maestros grill over wood instead of charcoal. The advantage is obvious: Wood releases smoke and other flavorful components when it burns. Charcoal loses these components in the manufacturing process. It used to be that to grill on wood you needed whole logs and an industrial-strength grill. Now you can buy wood chunks at your local hardware or grill store. Simply light them in a chimney starter (see page 15). When the embers glow red, rake them out in the bottom of the grill just as you would charcoal. Remember that wood burns more quickly than charcoal, so you’ll need to replenish the fuel every 30 minutes or so. (To learn how to gauge the heat of a charcoal fire, see page 14.)


When cooking beer-can chicken on a gas grill, you’ll be using propane or natural gas. The only thing you need to do is make sure you have enough for a couple hours of cooking. This may seem pretty obvious, yet even the mightiest of gas grillers has been known to run out of gas.


KEEP IT CLEAN


Forget what Bubba says. All true grill masters religiously clean their grill grates before putting the food on the fire. To do so, preheat the grate (it’s a lot easier to clean a hot grate than a cold one) and brush it vigorously a few times with a stiff-bristled wire brush to knock off any rust, ash, or burnt-on debris. Dislodge any really stubborn debris with the metal scraper you’ll likely find at the end of the brush.


The next step is to oil the grill grate before you put on the food. Oiling the grate prevents food from sticking, obviously, but it also gives you better grill marks. And, while it isn’t necessary for beer-can chicken, it’s essential when you grill chicken under a stone and prepare some of the various steaks and fish dishes in this book. To oil your grate, once it’s hot, fold a paper towel into a thick pad and, using tongs, dip it into a bowl of vegetable oil and rub it over the bars of the grate. Alternatively, you can rub a chunk of beef fat or bacon over the hot grate. I prefer using a paper towel, because it helps to clean the grate in addition to oiling it. Never spray oil onto the grill grate over the fire. The very tiny droplets of oil can catch fire, resulting in a flare-up.


As for follow-up maintenance, brush the grill grate again after you’re done cooking. When the grill is cool, discard the fat in the drip pan. I’m not a fanatic about cleaning the fire box, which holds the coals, but do remove any visible pools of grease or large chunks of burnt-on food with a garden trowel.


GAUGING THE HEAT OF A CHARCOAL FIRE


To gauge the heat, hold your hand about 4 inches above the grate and start counting “one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi.” Soon the intensity of the heat will force you to remove your hand.


• A high fire is a two to three Mississippi fire.


• A medium-high fire is a four to five Mississippi fire.


• A medium fire is a six to eight Mississippi fire.


• A medium-low fire is a nine to ten Mississippi fire.


• A low fire is an eleven to twelve Mississippi fire.





EQUIPMENT


To get any job done properly, you need the right tools. This is the case, whether you’re beer canning chickens or roasting potatoes in the coals. Here’s a look at some equipment you’ll want to help you make perfect beer-can chicken and other barbecue every time. You’ll find mail-order sources for many of these on page 311.


Chimney starter: Used to light charcoal, the chimney starter is a vertical metal pipe 6 to 8 inches wide and 10 to 12 inches tall, with a wire partition in the center and a heatproof handle. To use one, fill the top section with charcoal and place a crumpled newspaper or paraffin starter in the bottom. Light the paper or starter, place the starter on the bottom grill grate, and within 15 to 25 minutes, you’ll have evenly lit, brightly glowing coals. Pour the coals onto the grate, rake them out, and you’re ready to go. The coals are fired up evenly without resorting to lighter fluid. Buy the largest chimney starter you can find. One large chimney starter will hold enough coals for an hour of direct or indirect grilling in a standard (23-inch) kettle grill.
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Paraffin starter: A nonpetroleum-based igniting agent that looks like a milky white ice cube. Simply touch a match to a paraffin starter and it will light in seconds, without the oily smoke associated with lighter fluid. I prefer this to crumpled newspaper when using a chimney starter: The coals never fail to catch fire.


Electric starter: An alternative to the chimney starter, the electric starter is a looped metal heating element you bury in the coals to light them. Simply plug it in and you’ll have glowing coals in 15 to 20 minutes—again without using lighter fluid. Just be careful not to burn yourself on the metal loop.


Side baskets for the grill: Wire or flat metal baskets make indirect grilling in a charcoal grill a snap. Just place them at opposite sides of the firebox and fill them with glowing coals. Side baskets are manufactured by Weber.


Grate with hinged side panels: Having hinged panels at either side of the grate facilitates indirect grilling even more. Lift the panels with tongs to add fresh coals or wood chips to the fire as needed. That way, you won’t need to lift off the grate each time you want to restoke the fire. These, too, are manufactured by Weber.


Aluminum foil drip pans: Another essential for beer canning a chicken on a charcoal grill. Positioned under the grate between the mounds of coal, an aluminum foil drip pan will catch the dripping fat, which will be considerable. Note: Most gas grills have built-in drip pans. Be sure to empty them often. Aluminum foil drip pans are also useful for soaking wood chips, marinating meats, and holding root vegetables as they come off the coals. Foil pans come in many sizes. Although they are available at grill and hardware stores, the ones from supermarkets work just fine—no need to double up. I always keep lots in several sizes on hand.


Grill brush: A long-handled, stiff wire brush is essential for cleaning the grill grate before putting the food on to cook.


Tongs: The one tool you don’t want to be without. Get yourself a couple of pairs of long-handled, spring-loaded tongs (one good source is a restaurant supply house). They have rigid tubular arms that won’t buckle. These are the kind of tongs professional chefs and pit masters use. The best commercial barbecue tongs are those made by Grilla Gear (available at housewares stores and grill shops).


Barbecue fork: Use a fork sparingly for turning meats. However, don’t poke the meat as you would a pin cushion, or you’ll drain out the juices.
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Funnel: Many of the recipes you’ll see here call for wine or another flavorful liquid to be poured into an empty beer can. A funnel allows you to do this without making a mess. Trust me—I’ve tried it without one.


Basting brush: For brushing melted butter and other bastes on the meat, you’ll need a longhandled brush. Be sure to buy a brush with natural bristles, which won’t melt when held over the fire.


Mister or spray bottle: Great for spraying a thin layer of beer, wine, fruit juice, or other flavorful liquid over a chicken, without running the risk of knocking it over with a basting brush.


Instant-read meat thermometer: Essential for testing doneness. The model favored by the pros looks like a giant straight pin. Insert the probe (the slender needle end) at least 2 inches into the meat but not so it touches a bone. When checking the temperature of thin pieces of meat, like steaks and chops, insert the thermometer through the side.


Disposable latex or plastic gloves: More and more pit masters are wearing these to handle meats and apply rubs. For one, they’re more hygienic than using your bare hands, and for two, they keep your hands clean. You’ll find them at pharmacies.


Heavy-duty insulated rubber gloves: The pros wear rubber gloves when pulling pork shoulders, and they’re invaluable when you are removing the beer can from the chicken. The safest way to handle a beer-can chicken without tipping it is to use your hands. Insulated synthetic rubber gloves make that possible. One good brand is the Stanley Super Chem gloves.


Church key-style can opener: The pointed beak on a church key can opener is perfect for making additional holes in beer cans.





PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER


Frequently Asked Questions About Beer-Can Chicken


What sort of beer should I use? Canned beers tend to be among the mildest (some would say blandest) on the market. Even with the best of them, the actual beer flavor you get from beer canning is delicate. Thus, you can pretty much use any beer that comes in a can for beer canning. However, if you also plan to use the beer in a marinade, baste, or barbecue sauce, select a brew you wouldn’t mind drinking straight. The better beers from abroad and from microbreweries in the United States only come in bottles. If you want to use one of these premium beers, pour it through a funnel into a clean empty beer can that hasn’t already been used for cooking or into a chicken-roasting device (see page 24).
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Is there any special type of can I should look for? All the beer and other beverages in cans called for in this book are available in seamless aluminum ones with pop-tops. This is what I recommend for my recipes. To eliminate even a remote risk of lead poisoning, avoid the old-fashioned soldered cans—the ones that have a seam visible at the bottom.


What size can should I use? The standard 12-ounce can is the perfect size for a 3½-pound chicken, and in a pinch you can use it to cook a game hen. The diminutive “mini” (8-ounce can) works well for game hens, while the oversize “tall boy” (16-ounce can) is ideal for large roasting chickens and ducks. Quail and squab can be cooked on 6-ounce fruit juice cans. Bring in the heavy artillery for a turkey—a jumbo 32-ounce can of Foster’s ale from Australia.


Can you really taste the difference in beverages used for roasting? A great deal of ink has been spilled over whether or not you can taste the beverage used for beer canning. I believe that beer imparts a delicate malty, hoppy flavor to chicken and that soft drinks and fruit juices add their own subtle essences as well. But remember: The advantages of beer canning lie not only in the beer flavor it imparts but also in its internal steaming and vertical roasting.


How can I boost the beer flavor? To reinforce the flavor, I often use more of the beer or other beverage as an ingredient in the marinade, glaze, or accompanying barbecue sauce. Thus, in the following pages, you’ll find recipes for barbecue sauce made with dark beer; and with root beer and black cherry soda, peach nectar, and even prune juice.


What if I or my guests don’t drink alcohol? You can use an almost endless number of soft drink and fruit juice cans for beer canning. In the following pages you’ll find recipes for everything from cola and iced-tea chicken to root-beer game hens, pear-nectar partridge, and pineapple-juice quail.


When should I set up the grill? In order to make the recipes as easy to follow as possible, I have suggested starting by preparing the rub or marinade, then the chicken, then the sauce or condiments, and finally by lighting the grill. If you’re a time-starved cook (and who isn’t these days?), you may want to start by lighting the charcoal and then prepare the rub and chicken while the grill is preheating. Put the chicken on and while it’s cooking, you can make the sauce and side dishes. This requires a little juggling, but that’s how most experienced grill masters cook.


Does it matter what sort of chicken I use? Conventional culinary wisdom holds that the final dish can be only as good as the raw materials. This may be true in haute cuisine, but beer canning is such a flavor-boosting cooking technique that even an ordinary chicken comes out superb when cooked on a can. So imagine the results you’ll get if you start with an organic, grain-fed, or kosher chicken. These birds may look anemic—they’re not fed marigold petals to make them turn yellow—but their texture is noticeably firmer, their flavor more robust.
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How many people does one chicken serve? A standard-size chicken weighs 3½ to 4 pounds and will feed two hungry people or four people when there’s a lot of other food being served and if you’re not counting on any leftover drumsticks. (A whole duck will serve two.)


How do I prep the chicken? Hygiene and common sense dictate rinsing the chicken inside and out before seasoning and beer canning. Remove the bag of giblets and save them for another use. Blot the chicken dry inside and out with paper towels before using, then toss the towels directly into the garbage. When you’re finished prepping raw poultry, be sure to thoroughly wash the prep area, the utensils used to prep, and your hands with hot water and plenty of soap.


Why do I need to oil the chicken? Over the years, I’ve found that a light coat of oil on the outside of the bird helps to hold the spices and crisp the skin.
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What about rubs? Tradition calls for the chicken to be seasoned with a rub before beer canning. The basic barbecue rub calls for salt, pepper, paprika, and brown sugar. Other flavorings might include onion, garlic, or chili powders; ground cumin, cayenne, cinnamon, or dry mustard; or just about any other spice or herb found in your spice rack or garden. You can also use a wet rub—also known as a spice paste—made by blending herbs, spices, and seasonings with a small amount of liquid, like vinegar, oil, fruit juice, or water. Sprinkle or spread your rub or seasoning in the front and main cavities of the bird, then all over the outside of the bird, rubbing it onto the meat and skin with your fingers (that’s why it’s called a rub). Lift the flap of skin over the neck and rub some seasoning on the breast. In fact, some grill jockeys worm their fingers under the skin so they can sandwich the seasoning between the skin and meat.


When should the rub be applied? There are two ways to use a rub: as a seasoning or as a cure. For the mildest flavor, apply the rub just prior to grilling. For a more complex flavor, rub the chicken 4 to 24 hours ahead of time and let cure, covered, in the refrigerator.


What about marinades? Marinades (wet seasoning mixtures that contain a lot of liquid) are another great way to flavor chicken before beer canning. Marinate the chicken in a deep bowl just large enough to hold it or in a large, resealable plastic bag. (If you use a plastic bag, placing it in a bowl or pot to hold it upright will make it easier to fill.) Put the bird in the refrigerator to marinate, and turn it two or three times so it absorbs the marinade evenly.


Are the liquids used for beer canning in this book interchangeable? Absolutely! I’ve always maintained that there’s no such thing as a mistake in the kitchen, just a new recipe waiting to be discovered. Feel free to mix and match the beverages, rubs, sauces, and condiments from the recipes in this book. Who knows, you may create a new masterpiece!


Are there any tricks to preparing a can? First, wash the can all over with soapy water, and rinse well. Next, pop the top. Never grill a bird on an unopened can of beer. Using a church key-style opener, make a couple of additional holes in the top of the can (this helps spread out the steam). Finally, pour out half the contents of the can. Frequently you’ll use this liquid as an ingredient in a marinade or barbecue sauce. In the case of beer, you can use it to soak the wood chips. Of course, you could always just drink it.


Why do you oil a fruit juice can when cooking quail? Quail contain a lot less fat than chickens or game hens. And they also fit much more tightly over the can. Oiling the can keeps the meat and skin from sticking to the metal.



“BEER-CAN” CHICKEN ROASTERS


Beer canning is darn near the perfect way to cook chicken—darn near. The only hitch is the less than rock-solid stability of a bird perched on a beer can—the chance it will tip over unless perfectly balanced. This has led a number of barbecue-loving entrepreneurs to invent vertical chicken roasters that eliminate the risk of a tipping beer can. They can either support the beer can itself or serve as a receptacle for beer or other flavorful liquids. (Cookware shops also sell vertical chicken roasters that aren’t specifically designed for beer canning. They’re great for vertical roasting, but in order to get the full effect of beer-can chicken, you need a roaster with a liquid holder or a space for a beer can for steaming.) Of course, no vertical chicken roaster has the cool, whimsy, or, dare I say, the understated elegance of a chicken roasting on a real beer can. But if it helps prevent you from spilling precious beer, hey, why not use one? (For information on where to find vertical chicken roasters, see Mail-Order Sources, page 311.)


BRAD’S ROASTIN’ POST: Developed by Brad Holland, creator of The Holland Grill, the Roastin’ Post consists of a vertical metal tube mounted on a flat circular base. The narrow width of the tube (it’s slender enough to fit up a quail and holds a third of a cup of liquid) allows for easy insertion in any fowl, while rows of holes on the side release the flavorful steam evenly. Available from the Holland Grill Company and from Uncle Joe’s True Value.
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BUSTER’S DRUNK CHICKEN ROOST: Jesse “Buster” Burgin believes beer-can chicken is so good that you won’t want to make just one. So he created a device that allows you to roast four birds at a time. Shaped a little like a four-leaf clover, the Drunk Chicken Roost has four tubular supports that hold four beer or soda cans upright at once. The stainless steel device is dishwasher safe and is sturdy enough to withstand oven cleaner to remove any stubborn stains.


CAPTAIN STEVE’S BEER-CAN ROASTER: Believing that at least part of the thrill of making beer-can chicken is seeing the beer can, Floridian Steve Heide created a wire frame with a wide, stable base into which the beer can fits. Simply snap the beer can into the frame and insert it in the chicken. When not in use, the roaster folds flat to fit in a kitchen drawer.


PAPA JEABERT’S CHICKEN UP!: If you’ve ever fretted about the fat that drips off the chicken during roasting, this device is for you. Invented by Phil Gremillion of Lafayette, Louisiana, the Chicken Up! consists of an open, square or rectangular, polished aluminum metal box with an upright metal tube in the center. The top of the tube is cut on the diagonal to facilitate easy insertion. The box serves as a steady base and catches any drippings, eliminating flare-ups. Simply fill the tube with beer, wine, cola, or other flavored liquid and you’re ready to roast. It’s available in five different models, including one for a turkey.
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