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THE POPULAR CHOICE


The rib is surely the most perfect morsel of meat known to man. Most of the world’s great food cultures back me on this. The Chinese have their lacquered sugar and soy spareribs. Argentineans prefer tira de asado, simply seasoned, crustily grilled, crosscut beef ribs. Koreans favor kalbi kui, slicing short ribs paper-thin, grilling them over charcoal, and serving them wrapped in lettuce leaves with a high-voltage array of panchan (pickled vegetables) and spicy condiments. Italians slow-cook pork spareribs with the age-old Mediterranean trinity of rosemary, garlic, and wine. Even lesser-known food cultures have their rib specialties, from Norway’s pinnekjøtt—salted lamb ribs served with mashed rutabagas—to Brazil, where they marinate baby backs and expertly cook them on a rotisserie.


This doesn’t begin to address the multiplicity of ribs enjoyed in the United States. If ribs are an article of faith in much of the world, in America they’ve evolved into a full-blown “religion.” There are “sects” (adherents of spareribs, baby back ribs, or beef ribs, for example). There are “dogmas,” including the best way to cook ribs, from smoking to indirect grilling to direct grilling. There are even “heresies,” such as boiling, braising, or microwaving ribs before putting them on the grill (for an overview of the great rib debates, see page 59). But there are two points on which just about every American barbecue buff can agree: No self-respecting cookout is complete without some sort of rib. And when it comes to flavor and the pure, unadulterated enjoyment of eating barbecue, ribs are hard to beat.


What accounts for the rib’s near universal popularity? I think there are a number of factors. First, meat that’s next to the bone tends to be the best marbled and the most flavorful, and no other cut offers a higher proportion of bone to meat. Second, the rib bones give the meat structure, presenting a broad surface to smoke and fire and keeping the meat from shriveling up on the grill. Third, there’s the sheer versatility of ribs, from the ubiquitous pork and beef to the more rarified lamb, veal, and bison. Fourth, ribs can be cooked using myriad methods, including smoking, indirect grilling, direct grilling, braising, stewing, and spit roasting. Many pit masters employ multiple methods, braising the ribs first, for example, then sizzling them on the grill to brown them. And portion sizes vary widely, ranging from the delicate single- or double-bone portions served by robatayaki (mixed grill) masters in Japan to the plate-burying slabs we’ve come to expect from pit masters in the United States.


Finally, ribs are just unabashedly fun to eat, evoking the memory of our cave-dwelling ancestors roasting meats over open fires and devouring them with no more finery than their bare hands. (Admit it: Part of the perennial pleasure of ribs is that you get to eat them with your fingers.) A rack of ribs—fragrant with spice, dark with smoke, glistening with fat and sauce—is the very embodiment of the spirit of barbecue.
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WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


This book has been “simmering” on my metaphorical back burner almost since the day I started writing about barbecue. But it really came into focus a few years ago when we ran a Lip-Smackin’ Rib Recipe Contest on the www.barbecuebible.com website. I expected dozens, maybe hundreds of responses. We received literally thousands. I anticipated the predictable pork and beef ribs. We got recipes for lamb ribs, veal ribs, even venison ribs. I thought I’d see the usual barbecue rub and/or red sauce ribs in the style of Memphis or Kansas City. There were recipes seasoned with everything from Dr Pepper soda to coffee, black tea, green tea, chai tea, cherry juice, and . . . gasp! . . . Hershey’s chocolate sauce.


The sheer number of entries and the ingenuity of the recipes led me to realize two things: Americans in general (and the www.barbecuebible.com community in particular) are even more obsessed with ribs than I knew. And, when it comes to mixing up rubs and concocting basting and barbecue sauces for ribs, no ingredient is off-limits, no flavor combination is too outlandish.


But, despite the popularity of these meaty staves, a surprising number of people are intimidated by the prospect of cooking ribs. (Granted, there is a lot of confusion surrounding ribs—how to season them, cook them, and serve them.) Whenever I teach a session of Barbecue University, I conduct an informal poll to see what dishes my students would most like to learn to make. Topping the list are how to grill fish and steak, and above all, how to grill the perfect ribs.


So, what will you find in this book? A complete crash course on the art of grilling and smoking ribs, including how to recognize the different cuts (and what to look for when buying them). A review of the various cooking methods, plus how and when to use each. And, of course, how to make rubs, the various spice pastes, marinades, mop and finishing sauces, basting mixtures and glazes, and all manner of barbecue sauces—and what they’re best for.





RIBS 101


This may seem like a small book on a single topic, but it covers a big and complex subject. You might think that a rib is a rib is a rib—throw enough spice and wood smoke in its general direction, and you’ll wind up with respectable bones. The fact is that, while cooking ribs is not complicated, there’s an enormous amount of technique, tradition, lore, and yes, science behind preparing the perfect bones. In this chapter you’ll learn about the various types of ribs and about rib anatomy. You’ll become acquainted with the different methods for cooking ribs and how to use a variety of grills and smokers, not to mention useful grilling accessories, tools, and fuels. You’ll get to know what constitutes a perfectly cooked rib (hint: it’s not fall-off-the-bone tender). You’ll learn such indispensable techniques as trimming ribs and recognizing when they’re done. And throughout this book you’ll find “rib tips”—ingenious rib cooking and serving advice from the pros.
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AN ANATOMY LESSON: KNOW YOUR RIBS


All ribs are equal in their delectability, but not all ribs are alike. First, there’s the species. Best known, and perhaps best loved, in North America (not to mention China) are pork ribs. But dine out in Argentina or Korea and you’ll soon see that beef ribs are king. Lamb ribs may seem strange, or downright exotic, in Kansas City or Memphis, but they’re common culinary currency throughout the Mediterranean, Middle and Near East, Central Asia, and India.


These “big three” meats dominate the world’s barbecue scene, but a growing number of pit masters are serving bison (buffalo) ribs and veal ribs. A few years ago, one American chef and restaurateur, Rick Moonen, actually served fish ribs—the meaty bones of a giant Amazonian fish called the tambaqui. (Don’t laugh; there’s a developing commercial market for them in the United Kingdom.)


Even within a single animal, different cuts of ribs have remarkably different textures and flavors. The pork baby back rib is tender and well marbled—ideal for direct grilling or spit roasting. Spareribs are tougher, meatier, and more flavorful; they need a slower, gentler cooking method like indirect grilling or smoking. The rib tip is mostly connective tissue and cartilage, but gentle smoking transforms it into barbecue that has made at least one Kansas City rib emporium famous (you can read about it on page 156). The country-style rib is all about the meat; it cooks and tastes more like a pork chop than a rib.


Here are some common—and not so common—ribs that are available in the marketplace. As you work your way through this book and ascend the ladder of barbecue enlightenment, you’ll want to sample each one.


To help orient you as to where on the animal a particular rib is located, imagine the cross section of the animal’s rib cage to be the face of a clock, with the spine at 12 o’clock. In each case, the “time” I’ve given indicates where on both sides of the animal that particular cut of ribs comes from.


PORK RIBS


For many pit masters (especially those from the American South) the sun rises and sets on pork ribs. With good reason! Pork ribs are widely available, mercifully affordable, easy to cook, and richly flavored. Their taste is robust and versatile enough to stand up to all manner of rubs, glazes, and mop and barbecue sauces. At the same time, they have enough innate flavor to be delicious seasoned with nothing more than salt and pepper. Although they come from the same animal, not all pork ribs are alike. Here are the players.


TOP LOIN RIBS (FREQUENTLY CALLED BABY BACK RIBS)


If pork is the preferred meat of barbecue in many parts of the country, top loin ribs (most often referred to as baby backs) are America’s favorite ribs. The reason is simple: They’re the most tender, succulent, and generously marbled ribs on the hog. The top loin starts just below the backbone and extends down 4 to 5 inches (on our porcine clock face from 1 to 3 o’clock on one side and from 9 to 11 o’clock on the other). In general, the meat closest to the backbone is the most choice and tender—hence the expression “eating high off the hog.” A full rack of top loin ribs consists of at least eight ribs and can have up to fourteen (most have twelve). Weighing between 2 and 2½ pounds, a rack will normally feed two people. Another advantage of top loin ribs is that the racks are rectangular—the ribs are all more or less the same length, so you eat well no matter which end you’re served.


How to cook top loin baby back ribs: By direct grilling, indirect grilling, smoking, grill-top braising, spit roasting—in short, any way you cook any rib.



“TRUE” BABY BACK RIBS


Although the term baby back is used widely to refer to top loin ribs, it means something different to rib purists. For them it refers to a small (¾ to 1¼ pound), well-trimmed rack cut from the upper rib cage of a young hog. Sometimes, you see “true” baby backs at upscale butcher shops; Denmark is a major exporter. These racks are so small, you should allow one whole rack per person.


How to cook “true” baby back ribs: The way you would cook top loin ribs. They’re especially good for direct grilling.


SPARERIBS


Continue down along the sides of the hog and you come to a section of ribs that are bigger, fattier, and tougher than top loins: spareribs. (On our porcine clock face, the spareribs extend from 3 to 6 o’clock and from 6 to 9 o’clock.) Bigger, fatter, and tougher may seem like drawbacks, but these qualities actually make spareribs more flavorful than top loins. That’s why spareribs are frequently the bones of choice for skilled pit masters. A full rack of spareribs usually has thirteen ribs and, untrimmed, weighs 5 to 6 pounds, containing both the curved ribs from the side of the hog and a cartilaginous section located toward the belly and called the rib tips or brisket bone (see facing page). There’s a flap of tough meat on the inside called the skirt or flap or brisket; it’s almost always removed before cooking. The point, the small triangular end piece, is also usually cut off. A trimmed rack of spareribs typically weighs 3 to 4 pounds and will feed three or four people.


The bones at the shoulder end of a rack of spareribs can be as much as two to three inches longer than those at the loin end. This gives rise to the Kansas City expressions “long ends” and “short ends.” Long ends tend to be a little tougher and meatier, short ends are slightly fattier and more tender. Both have their partisans.


How to cook spareribs: Because they’re considerably tougher and fattier than top loin (baby back) ribs, spareribs are best cooked using the indirect method or smoked.


ST. LOUIS–CUT RIBS


Combine the compact size, rectangular shape, and relative tenderness of a rack of baby backs with the rich flavor of spareribs, and you get the cut we like to serve at Barbecue University: the St. Louis cut. This handsome rack (it really is handsome) is cut from the flattest part of the spareribs (approximately 3 to 5 o’clock and 7 to 9 o’clock using our clock face guide). It has the long, slender shape of a rack of baby backs. The rib tips, skirt, and point are always removed. St. Louis–cut ribs weigh 2 to 2½ pounds or more per rack and will comfortably feed two or three.


RIB TIPS


Rib tips (or brisket bone) are the cartilaginous lower part of a sparerib, often discarded on account of their abundant connective tissue and scant meat. But judiciously apply a rub and smoke the rib tips low and slow to soften the tough cartilage, as they do at BB’s Lawnside in Kansas City (see page 156), and they become a dish worthy of reverse snobbery. (Frugal and savvy barbecuers sometimes freeze the tips to save for pork stock, or they throw them into a pot of baked beans.) On our porcine clock face, rib tips would roughly correspond to 5 to 6 o’clock and 6 to 7 o’clock. Rib tips vary in weight from 6 to 16 ounces, depending on what’s been trimmed and where it’s been trimmed from. Figure on one pound per person.


How to cook rib tips: Low and slow in a smoker or on a charcoal grill; that’s what it takes to make the connective tissue edible—even delicious.


Note: In some circles the term rib tip is used to describe the point, the triangular end of a rack of spareribs. This point typically measures 3 to 4 inches across and has small bones or riblike strips of cartilage. You can cook the point as you would conventional rib tips.


PORK RIBLETS


This is a new cut that turns up at some mass-market restaurant chains, such as Applebee’s. It applies to top loin ribs cut lengthwise on a meat saw into 1- to 2-inch-wide strips. As far as I know, this kind of riblets is not widely available at the retail level, although you could certainly ask your butcher to cut some for you.


How to cook riblets: Any way you would cook top loin ribs, with the exception of spit roasting; they’re too slender to thread on a spit. But some butchers call the point—the triangular section of meat at the end of a rack of spareribs or baby backs—riblets. This sort of riblets can have bones or be boneless. Cook these riblets just like you would rib tips. Figure on ¾ to 1 pound of riblets per person.


COUNTRY-STYLE RIBS


The country-style rib is actually a sort of long, skinny pork chop cut from the upper shoulder, or blade, end of the loin. If left whole, it has three to six bones. Usually, however, country-style ribs are cut apart before being sold and are often deboned. Country-style ribs are meaty and generally weigh about a third of a pound each; two ribs will serve one person amply. Fastidious diners take note: This is one rib you’ll want to eat with a knife and fork.


How to cook country-style ribs: Country-style ribs taste best grilled directly over the fire, like pork chops. You can also use the indirect method.


BEEF RIBS


Cattle also have ribs, of course—thirteen pairs, to be exact. These meaty staves can bring out the carnivore—and caveman—in just about all of us. Beef ribs combine the rich meaty flavor of steer with the bone-gnawing pleasure of pork ribs. Although some cuts possess an abundance of tough connective tissue, all can be rendered delicious by a savvy application of indirect heat and wood smoke.


BEEF LONG RIBS


Beef long ribs—also called beef spareribs, back ribs, or Texas ribs—are the racks that remain when the butcher bones a prime rib to make a tied rib roast or boneless rib eye steaks. A full rack will consist of seven bones (ribs six through twelve), with the bones varying in length from 6 to 8 inches. (On a bovine clock face, the long ribs would correspond to 1 to 3 o’clock and 9 to 11 o’clock.)


Generally, beef long ribs are not very meaty. Butchers have an economic incentive to trim as much meat as possible from the bones, as prime rib and related cuts sell for much higher prices than ribs. However, you can purchase a whole bone-in rib roast and request that the butcher debone it, leaving a generous portion of meat on the rib rack. A typical rack of beef back ribs weighs 2½ to 3 pounds and will feed two or three people. Meatier racks may feed four.


How to cook beef long ribs: Because they come from the prime rib, beef long ribs are relatively tender. I like to cook them at the higher temperature range of indirect grilling or smoke roast them, but you can also smoke them low and slow.


INDIVIDUAL BEEF LONG RIBS


Cut from the chuck (front) end of the animal’s rib cage, individual beef ribs (sometimes poetically called “dinosaur bones”) have considerably more meat left on them than those cut to form a rack from the prime rib area farther down the back. (On the bovine clock face, the ribs would line up at 1 to 3 o’clock and 9 to 11 o’clock.) Of course, since they are cut from the chuck end, they’re a bit tougher, as they come from active muscle. Cooked right, this is no problem. The meaty single ribs are less common than racks; you may need to order them ahead from your butcher. One of these staves is almost a meal in itself, tipping the scale at 9 to 12 ounces.


How to cook individual beef long ribs: Individual beef long ribs give you plenty to gnaw on, but as the meat is a bit tough, you’ll need to cook them slowly using the indirect method and at a low temperature on a charcoal grill or a smoker.
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BEEF SHORT RIBS


This is a catchall category that includes ribs from the chuck end and from the middle rib (the plate section) of a steer’s lower rib cage. On a bovine clock face, the short ribs would be between 3 and 4 o’clock and 8 to 9 o’clock. Their rich flavor—not to mention relatively modest price—has endeared them to chefs high and low (you’ll sometimes find them featured on the menus of tony New York restaurants like Per Se and Café Gray). Bone-in short ribs are roughly 2-inch-long pieces of rib bone topped by a thick layer of flavorful, well-marbled, but tough meat (you can also buy them boneless). They are sold both as individual bones and in strips of three or four ribs. Short ribs are often sold by the pound. Depending on the length of the bone and the amount of meat on it, a single short rib can weigh 4 to 7 ounces; figure on ¾ to 1 pound per person.


How to cook short ribs: Pit masters and chefs have devised multiple strategies for making these tough but tasty ribs palatable. The short list includes tenderizing short ribs by smoking, stewing, braising, and even by cutting the meat off the bone in paper-thin sheets to be grilled directly over a charcoal fire (that’s the technique used to make one of Korea’s national dishes, kalbi kui, see page 191). I often wrap short ribs in aluminum foil during the grilling process for a modified braise; the steam and juices that are trapped in the foil penetrate and soften the connective tissue.


CROSSCUT BEEF RIBS


A traditional Argentinean cut, crosscut beef ribs have started to appear in meat markets in Miami and other American cities with large Latino communities. Called tira de asado in Spanish, they’re made by cutting short ribs crosswise with a meat saw into long, plate-overhanging strips that are ¼ to ½ inch wide (for a recipe see page 199). The “official” name of this cut in the United States is beef flanken–style ribs; on our bovine clock face, they’d line up between 2 to 4 o’clock and 8 and 10 o’clock. You may find crosscut beef ribs labeled flanken. These can be as wide as 2 inches; to make tira de asado make sure the ribs you buy are no more than ½ inch wide. One serving is about 12 ounces.


How to cook crosscut beef ribs: Grill them using the direct method, just as you would grill a steak.


LAMB RIBS


Lamb ribs aren’t what you’d call commonplace in the United States. I first tasted them in the 1980s at an infamous Boston rib joint called Hoodoo Barbecue (more on page 238). But lamb ribs are widely enjoyed in Europe, North Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, where they’re grilled directly over the fire or roasted on a spit. Lamb breast ribs are as popular in Australia as pork baby backs are in the United States.


When it comes to the various cuts of lamb ribs, the nomenclature is somewhat fuzzy. All lamb rib cuts come from the breast, a roughly 6-pound section of the lower rib cage loaded with meat, fat, and connective tissue. Hormel Foods’ glossary divides lamb ribs into three categories: spareribs, Denver ribs, and riblets. Lamb spareribs, large slabs of ribs with more bone and fat than meat, are sometimes seen in butcher shops. On an ovine clock face, the spareribs would correspond to 4 to 5 o’clock and 7 to 8 o’clock. They’re best cooked by an indirect method, such as indirect grilling, smoke roasting, or smoking.


DENVER RIBS


Lamb spareribs that have been trimmed of most of the fat and connective tissue are frequently referred to as Denver ribs (you may also see the trimmed ribs sold as lamb breast). A rack of Denver ribs usually consists of seven or eight ribs. Typically, they weigh around a pound, although some are as small as 10 ounces and others are as large as a pound and a half. A rack of Denver ribs will serve one person.


How to cook Denver ribs: Thanks to their tenderness, Denver ribs can be cooked by any method—direct grilling, indirect grilling, smoke roasting, smoking, spit roasting, or even braising with a little liquid in an aluminum foil–covered roasting pan away from direct heat.


LAMB RIBLETS


Lamb riblets are individual rib bones cut from a rack of spareribs. Typically there are five riblets to a pound; you can count on five or six riblets as a serving.


How to cook lamb riblets: Lamb riblets tend to be somewhat tougher than Denver ribs, but they can be cooked using the same methods.


VEAL RIBS


When most people think of veal and bones, they picture veal chops, but calves possess ribs, just as steers do. Veal ribs aren’t nearly as widely available as beef ribs, but persistence will reward you some of the sweetest, tenderest meat and bones on the planet. You may get lucky and find them at your local supermarket. Or on page 305, you’ll find Mail-Order Sources.


VEAL LONG RIBS


Combine the sweet, delicate flavor of veal with the tenderness of pork baby backs and you get one of the most appealing racks on the barbecue trail: veal ribs. A veal rack can range from six to twelve bones and weigh 1¼ to 1½ pounds. (They are located between 1 and 4 o’clock and 8 and 11 o’clock on a bovine clock face.) But like beef long bones, veal long ribs are difficult to find in the retail marketplace because they usually come attached to higher-priced chops or rib roasts. (As with beef ribs, you can buy a whole bone-in roast from the butcher and ask that it be deboned, leaving more meat than is customary on the bones.) One rack of veal ribs serves one or two people.


How to cook veal long ribs: Indirect grilling, smoke roasting, smoking, and spit roasting are all good methods for cooking veal long ribs. They’re certainly tender enough to be grilled directly.


VEAL SHORT RIBS


Veal short ribs are also relatively elusive in the marketplace. I suspect restaurant chefs have a corner on the market, as they are appearing on more and more menus. Cut from the chuck, veal short ribs are meaty and much more tender than short ribs of fully grown cattle. Each weighs about a quarter of a pound. Two ribs will make a serving—three for more robust appetites.


How to cook veal short ribs: Veal short ribs are theoretically tender enough to grill using the direct method but are best, I think, when slowly indirect grilled or smoke roasted over low heat. Braising is an option, too.


VEAL BREAST RIBLETS


Most consumers want their veal breasts boned, making the veal breast ribs relatively easy to find, particularly if you order them in advance. (On the clock face, they are between 4 and 5 o’clock and 7 and 8 o’clock.) Veal riblets are small and come in racks of about nine ribs; sometimes they are cut into single rib pieces. Figure on at least four to six ribs per person.


How to cook veal breast riblets: Low and slow using the indirect method, smoke roasting, smoking, or braising—you want the fat to break down and the connective tissue to soften, rendering veal breast riblets delectable.



BISON RIBS


Bison (aka buffalo) was the red meat of choice in North America for 10,000 years or so prior to the arrival of the first European settlers. Within three hundred years, this regal beast was hunted almost to extinction. Leaner and a bit sweeter than beef, bison has begun to return to the range and the barbecue pit. (CNN founder Ted Turner owns the world’s largest private bison herd, approximately 40,000 heads.) Of course, it’s unlikely you’ll find bison ribs, either long or short, in the meat section of your local supermarket—at least not yet. But you can purchase them through specialty butchers or order them online or by mail (see Mail-Order Sources on page 305). A typical rack of bison long ribs contains eight to ten ribs, each 6 to 8 inches long, and weighs 5 to 6 pounds; it will serve two or three people. One bison short rib makes a meaty feast as each weighs about three quarters of a pound.


How to cook bison ribs: I cook bison long ribs just like I cook beef long ribs. Using marinades and basting or mop sauces and/or wrapping the ribs in aluminum foil can all help keep them from drying out. You’ll find a recipe for bison long ribs on page 215.


As for bison short ribs, again, I’d use the same methods as for beef short ribs: Tenderize them by smoking, stewing, braising, low and slow indirect grilling, or smoke roasting.


FISH RIBS


Yes, if you look hard enough, you can even find fish ribs (no, this isn’t a fish story). The Amazonian fish tambaqui can grow to be up to a yard long and weigh 66 pounds. It has teeth like a horse, which it uses to chew nuts and seeds. And its bones are strong enough that its ribs can be cooked and served just like, well, ribs. Keep that in mind the next time you pull a Harrison Ford on the Amazon.
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EIGHT ESSENTIAL TECHNIQUES FOR PREPPING & COOKING RIBS


Ribs are easy to cook, but there’s more to the process than simply throwing them on the grill. A proper rack needs to be trimmed and peeled, seasoned or marinated, and mopped and sauced at the right intervals. You also have to know when they’re done. Here’s an eight-point game plan.


1. TRIM THE RIBS


Chances are, if you buy pork baby backs or beef ribs at the supermarket, they’ll come already trimmed. If you see any large lumps of fat, sinews, or loose pieces of bone, cut them off with a paring knife.


Spareribs, on the other hand, often come with the rib tips (cartilaginous ends) and point (a triangle of small bones and sinewy meat at the loin end of the rack) attached. Using a sharp knife and following the line of fat at the base of the ribs, cut off the rib tips. Then cut off the pointed end of the rack of ribs. This will give the rack a neat, rectangular appearance (the point and the rib tips can be cooked separately—see the recipe on page 156 for rib tips). And, if the rack has one, remove the tough flap of meat (the skirt or flap) from the bone side. You can use it to flavor baked beans or for making stock. The more evenly you shape the rectangle of the rack, the more evenly the ribs will cook.


2. REMOVE THE MEMBRANE


Most racks of ribs come with a papery membrane on the bone side. I recommend removing this for a couple of reasons. It impedes the absorption of spice and smoke flavors, and it’s tougher than the rest of the rib meat. Two good tools to help you get under the membrane so you can pull it off are a butter knife or the tip of a meat thermometer. You’ll find detailed instructions for removing the membrane in each recipe.


3. SEASON THE RIBS WITH A RUB OR MARINADE


You can cook ribs seasoned with nothing more than salt and pepper (and on page 174, you’ll find a great recipe for salt and pepper beef ribs). Most pit masters opt for the more complex flavors of a full-blown rub or marinade. Rubs are blends of spices, herbs, and often salt. You sprinkle one over the ribs, then rub it onto the meat, which is why it’s called a rub. Rubs can be applied right before cooking, in which case, they act like a seasoned salt. Or they can be applied four to six hours—or even a half day—ahead, in which case, the rub cures the meat in addition to seasoning it. Throughout the book, you’ll find many recipes for rubs.


A marinade is a wet seasoning, comprised of flavorful liquids, like wine, soy sauce, fruit juice, or olive oil, to name a few, plus spices and aromatic vegetables, like garlic, ginger, or chiles. Marinades are often used to make Asian-style ribs (for example, the Chinatown Ribs on page 77), but they’re also frequently used by pit masters in North America. I like disposable heavy aluminum foil drip pans or large resealable plastic bags for marinating.


Always keep meats in the refrigerator as they marinate. Avoid reactive metal containers—unlined aluminum, for example, or cast iron—for marinating, especially with such acidic ingredients as tomatoes, citrus juice, or vinegar. And, never reuse a marinade that’s been in contact with raw meat as a baste or as a sauce unless you boil it briskly for three minutes to kill any bacteria. Strain the boiled marinade before using.


A wet rub features the best of both; it’s a seasoning paste that’s thicker than a normal marinade and wetter than a rub. One great example is the wet rub in the Sake-Grilled Short Ribs on page 188.



4. USE A RIB RACK


Only two racks of ribs will fit flat on most kettle grills, but there’s an easy way to double the capacity (and the number of people you can feed): Cook the ribs upright in a rib rack. See page 52 for a description.


5. MOP THE RIBS


Direct and indirect grilling and smoking are inherently dry cooking methods. One option for keeping ribs moist is to mop them with a mop sauce. Mop sauces contain little or no sugar, so you can apply them throughout the cooking process without them burning. Use a barbecue mop (see page 50) or basting brush for applying mop sauces. Or, you can pour the mop sauce into a spray bottle and squirt it on the ribs.


6. WRAP THE RIBS, IF NECESSARY


Depending on the size and weight of the ribs, the heat of your grill, and the intensity of the smoke, among other factors, ribs may start to dry out before they’ve reached the optimal tenderness. Don’t worry if this happens—there’s an easy solution: Wrap them tightly in aluminum foil and continue grilling. Wrapping seals in moisture because the steam captured will help tenderize the ribs. Be careful when you unwrap the ribs; the escaping steam can burn your fingers.


7. SAUCE THE RIBS—OR NOT


Purists will argue that a great rib doesn’t need sauce (see Great Debates in the Realm of Ribs on page 59). Nonetheless, most people prefer their ribs with at least a light basting of barbecue sauce. What I often do is grill the ribs indirectly until they reach the desired tenderness, then lightly baste them with sauce and move them directly over the fire to sizzle the sauce into the meat. The idea is to use the sauce as a sort of light varnish for the ribs, rather than a thick gloppy coating that camouflages the meat.



8. LEARN TO RECOGNIZE WHEN THE RIBS ARE COOKED


The two keys to master grillmanship are learning to control the fire (and consequently the heat) and to tell when the ribs are done. We use a three-part doneness test at Barbecue University. Here’s what to look for:


A. An exterior that’s darkly browned and crusty.


B. Meat that has shrunk back about ¼ inch from the ends of the bones (or a little more on large beef ribs). I call this a rib’s built-in “pop-up thermometer.”


C. Meat that’s tender enough to tear apart with your fingers. Remember, a rib should have some chew to it.


In addition, if you’re smoking ribs, when you cut into one you’ll see a layer of reddish pink just beneath the surface. This is called the smoke ring, and it occurs naturally when you expose meat to wood smoke for an extended period of time. I call it the “red badge of honor” of barbecue: If your ribs have one, you’ve done them right. Display the smoke ring proudly to your guests, taking full advantage of your bragging rights.
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HOW TO COOK RIBS: SIX GREAT LIVE-FIRE TECHNIQUES


OK, you’ve prepped your ribs. The next step is to pick the right method for cooking them perfectly. Fortunately, there are six live-fire methods to choose from. Each one is suited to particular kinds of ribs, and each produces a unique texture and taste.


DIRECT GRILLING


Cooking ribs directly over glowing embers or on a gas-fired grill may not be the first technique that comes to mind for most American pit masters. After all, don’t ribs have a lot of fat and connective tissue? If you grill them using the direct method, won’t the exterior burn before the meat becomes tender? And won’t the dripping fat turn your grill into a blazing inferno? Not according to pit masters in Mexico, Italy, and Japan, where ribs are routinely grilled right over the fire. The lively heat produces a crusty, smokily charred exterior (especially when cooking over wood) and a moist interior with a mercifully firm, meaty consistency.


Of course, you cannot just throw any slab of ribs over a raging fire and expect the best. You must pick a rib properly suited to direct grilling, such as a tender rack like baby back pork ribs or lamb or veal ribs. Next, you need to work over a medium-low to medium fire and have a fire-free safety zone where you can move the ribs should you get flare-ups (see Direct Grilling: Two- and Three-Zone Fires, on page 31). Finally, it’s important to take your time—twelve to twenty minutes per side—and not to crowd the grill. Follow these simple steps, and you’ll be rewarded with ribs that have as much in common with steak as they do with traditional barbecue.


Instructions for setting up charcoal and gas grills for direct grilling are found on pages 29 and 30.


Ribs well suited for direct grilling include: Pork—top loin baby backs, “true” baby backs, St. Louis–cut, and country-style ribs; beef—Korean-style thinly sliced short ribs (kalbi kui) and Argentinean-style crosscut short ribs (tira de asado); veal ribs; and lamb ribs.


MODIFIED DIRECT GRILLING


I’m not sure you’ll find the term modified direct grilling in barbecue textbooks, but it seems the best way to describe a technique that bridges direct and indirect grilling. It’s the method of choice at one of America’s landmark barbecue restaurants, the Rendezvous in Memphis, Tennessee. In modified direct grilling, the ribs cook directly over glowing coals but on a grate positioned high above the fire. This unique configuration allows the ribs to grill without burning; the temperature is more akin to that of indirect grilling than direct. And thanks to the distance from the heat source, dripping fat never really develops into threatening flare-ups.


If you own a table grill or have a built-in stone or brick barbecue, you may be able to lift the grate high enough above the fire to adapt it to modified direct grilling (it should be 12 to 24 inches from the fire). Another way to achieve the same effect is to grill the ribs in a kamado cooker (see page 41), which has a fixed grate positioned well above the coals.


Ribs well suited for modified direct grilling include: Pork—top loin baby backs, “true” baby backs, St. Louis–cut, and country-style ribs; beef—Korean-style thinly sliced short ribs (kalbi kui) and Argentinean-style cross-cut short ribs (tira de asado); veal ribs; and lamb ribs.


INDIRECT GRILLING


This (and smoke roasting, see facing page) are probably my personal favorite ways to cook most ribs. Admittedly, the cooking is done at a higher temperature than the pit smoking done by the “low and slow” boys on the barbecue circuit. But if you’re cooking a relatively tender, well-marbled rib, like a baby back or beef long rib, you want a higher heat, so you can melt out the fat while you sizzle and crisp the meat fibers. Ribs grilled using the indirect method will have crust, chew, and character; a smoked rib is mere tender perfection (not that there’s anything wrong with mere tender perfection).


Instructions for setting up charcoal and gas grills for indirect grilling are found on page 33.


Ribs well suited for indirect grilling include: Pork—top loin baby backs, spareribs, St. Louis–cut, and rib tips; beef—long ribs and short ribs; veal ribs; bison ribs; lamb ribs.


SMOKE ROASTING


This may be a new term for many of you, and yet it’s something you might have done for years. Smoke roasting, simply defined, is indirect grilling with wood smoke. So why bother making the distinction? Well, in many cultures, wood smoke is not part of the barbecue tradition. Turks, Thais, and Taiwanese, to name a few, cook ribs over charcoal but do not use wood for smoke.


Indirect grilling can be done on a gas or charcoal grill; successful smoke roasting can only be done over charcoal or on a wood-burning grill. While I use the indirect method to cook Asian-style (smokeless) ribs, smoke roasting is one of the ways I make true-blue American barbecue. Instructions for setting up a charcoal grill for smoke roasting are found on page 33.


Ribs well suited for smoke roasting include: Pork—top loin baby backs, spareribs, and rib tips; beef—long ribs and short ribs; veal ribs; bison ribs; lamb ribs.


SMOKING


This is the traditional way to cook ribs in the American South and Midwest. When it comes to softening the tough connective tissue in ribs, melting out the fat, and imbuing the meat with smoke flavor, no other cooking method comes close. True smoking is an indirect method: The ribs cook next to, not directly over, the fire (or if they’re over the fire, they’re so high above it, they don’t face full-on heat). What distinguishes smoking is the low cooking temperature, typically 225° to 250°F, and the long cooking time, four to six hours for pork spareribs or beef long or short ribs. The low, slow smoking produces traditional American barbecue at its best.


Descriptions of a variety of smokers are found beginning on page 43.


Ribs well suited for true smoking include: Pork—top loin baby backs, spareribs, St. Louis–cut ribs, rib tips, and riblets; beef —long and short ribs; bison ribs; veal ribs; and lamb ribs.


SPIT ROASTING


The rotisserie is ideal for grilling ribs. This method has two advantages: The lateral heat sizzles and crisps the meat fibers while melting out the fat, without burning or overcooking. And, the gentle rotation bastes the ribs in their own juices and that melting fat, keeping them amazingly moist. Not surprisingly, rotisserie ribs turn up often on the world’s barbecue trail. I’ve enjoyed them in countries as diverse as France, Italy, Turkey, Singapore, and Brazil. What’s surprising is that you don’t find them more in the United States.


If you own a charcoal grill, you can buy a rotisserie attachment for it. In any case, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for setting the rotisserie up. For what to look for in a rotisserie, see page 47.


Ribs well suited for spit roasting include: Pork—top loin baby backs, “true” baby backs, and St. Louis–cut ribs; veal ribs; and lamb ribs.


COOKING METHODS YOU’LL FIND IN OTHER BOOKS


Not every cook—or culture—has ready access to grilling outdoors. So, human culinary ingenuity has devised a number of techniques for cooking ribs indoors. Here’s a quick overview.



BOILING


Cooking ribs in a pot of boiling water or other liquid—if that’s your rib-cooking tradition, OK. But boiling can be the starting point for many misguided barbecuers, who believe that because ribs are tough and fatty, they need to be tenderized and purged of fat by hot water. True, boiling accomplishes these goals, but it also robs the ribs of their flavor, character, and soul. Some pit masters try to recover these qualities by searing boiled ribs on a hot grill with barbecue sauce. The simple truth is, you can achieve perfect tenderness and cook out excess fat by smoking, smoke roasting, indirect grilling, direct grilling, or spit roasting—with infinitely more flavor and style.


BAKING


Unlike boiling, the method of baking ribs in the oven at least features a dry heat. This is more likely to caramelize the meat proteins and brown the meat, generating flavor. Indirect grilling accomplishes everything that baking does, again with a lot more flavor and style.


BRAISING


Braising combines the advantages of boiling and baking: The ribs cook in a covered roasting pan with aromatic root vegetables, herbs, spices, and just a little liquid. The French and Italians are masters of this technique. And, the good news for aspiring pit masters is that you can braise in an aluminum foil pan on the grill—and add wood smoke to boot (for an example, see Beppe’s Ribs on page 147).


DEEP-FRYING


The Chinese often finish cooking baked or braised pork ribs by deep-frying them in oil, producing a crackling crisp crust and lacquerlike finish. It’s hard to argue with the incredibly tasty results, except to say: It may be delicious—but it’s not barbecue.
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HOW TO MAKE GRILL-QUALITY RIBS INDOORS


Warning: Do not read this unless you are an apartment dweller with absolutely no access to a grill or a smoker outdoors. No hibachi on the fire escape or grill in your condominium’s recreation area. No in-laws in the suburbs or former frat buddy with a grill on his deck. Ribs really do taste better when cooked and served outdoors. Use the following techniques only if outdoor grilling or smoking is not an option.


STOVE-TOP SMOKER METHOD


The stove-top smoker is a device of cunning simplicity; it’s a rectangular stainless steel box with a drip pan, a wire rack for holding the food, and a tight-fitting metal lid. One infallible brand is Camerons, available at many cookware shops and via mail order.


To use a stove-top smoker, you place one or two tablespoons of hardwood smoking chips (also available from Camerons) in the bottom of the smoker. Line the drip pan with aluminum foil and place it on top. Insert the food rack and arrange the rubbed, marinated, or otherwise seasoned ribs on top. The smoker will accommodate one large or two small racks of baby backs; you may need to cut a large rack in half to make it fit. Place the smoker over high heat for three minutes, then reduce the heat to medium and smoke the ribs until they’re cooked through. They’ll be done in less than an hour.


COUNTERTOP ROTISSERIE METHOD


“Set it and forget it.” With these words—and with a cleverly designed countertop rotisserie, the prototype of which was an aquarium with a heating element—master pitchman Ron Popeil launched a revolution in spit roasting. His Showtime rotisserie may seem simple, but it does a bang-up job of spit roasting ribs. Spit roasting is a great way to brown and crisp the meat and cook out the excess fat. All you need is one of those Showtime rotisseries with a flat wire rotisserie basket. I’m sure you can pay for it in three easy installments.


To spit roast ribs, season them with your preferred rub and cut them into sections that will fit in the rotisserie basket. Tightly close the basket and attach it to the spit. If your rotisserie has a temperature control, set it to 400°F. Turn on the motor and cook the ribs until they are dark brown and crusty and the meat has shrunk back about a quarter inch from the ends of the bones, forty minutes to an hour. You can also cook pork, beef, and lamb ribs in this fashion. Countertop spit roasting will not give you a smoke flavor; for that, baste the cooked ribs with Steve’s Smoky Butter Baste (page 28).


OVEN METHOD


Yes, you can even cook acceptable ribs in the oven. Hundreds of chain restaurants do this. After all, what is an oven, but a gas (or electric) grill marooned indoors and set up for permanent indirect grilling?


To bake ribs, preheat the oven to 350°F. Season the ribs with your favorite rub or seasoning. Place a wire rack in a roasting pan and arrange the ribs, bone side down, in a single layer on top. Bake the ribs until browned and tender and the meat has shrunk back from the ends of the bones about a quarter inch. Pork baby backs will take 1¼ to 1½ hours; spareribs will take 1½ to 2 hours. Beef ribs will take 1½ to 2 hours. And, lamb ribs will take forty-five minutes to 1½ hours depending upon their size. During the last half hour, start basting the ribs with Steve’s Smoky Butter Baste (page 28), basting them two or three times.


To sizzle the ribs with barbecue sauce, like you can do when grilling outdoors, brush the cooked ribs with the sauce of your choice. Preheat the broiler to high, then broil the ribs until the sauce is sizzling and browned, two to four minutes per side.


Just one thing: Under no circumstances does cooking ribs indoors give you license to boil them first.





STEVE’S SMOKY BUTTER BASTE


Desperate times call for desperate measures. A few years ago, I found myself on the set of a Japanese television show, about to face Iron Chef Rokusaburo Michiba in a “Battle of the Barbecue Gods.” I had a rudimentary grill, but no smoker. I also had some butter and a bottle of liquid smoke, which I combined to make this smoky butter baste.


Liquid smoke has a bad rep in barbecue circles, in part because people are tempted to use it as an alternative to achieving a smoke flavor the traditional way, with smoldering hardwood. Liquid smoke is, in fact, a natural product, made by burning logs, condensing the smoke in a still, and mixing it with water. Used judiciously, liquid smoke makes terrific barbecue sauces (for example, see the Lemon Brown Sugar Barbecue Sauce on page 57). If you have to cook your ribs on a gas grill or indoors, the smoky butter baste here will bring you closer to the full glory of ribs slowly smoked in a pit. Just ask the Iron Chef.


4 tablespoons (½ stick) salted butter


2 teaspoons liquid smoke


Melt the butter in a small saucepan over medium heat. Remove the saucepan from the heat and stir in the liquid smoke. Use the baste sparingly. (Remember, as you ascend the ladder of barbecue enlightenment, your ultimate goal is to learn to achieve a profound smoke flavor with actual logs or wood chunks.)








HOW TO SET UP A GRILL


Whether you favor charcoal or gas, you need to know how to set up the grill. You’ll find basic instructions here, followed by guidelines on how to use charcoal and gas grills for direct and indirect grilling, smoke roasting, and smoking. For an overview of the merits of a variety of specific types of grills, see What to Cook Your Ribs On: A Quick Guide to Grills and Smokers, on page 39.


CHARCOAL GRILLS


In the old days, or at any rate, when I was growing up, lighting a grill was easy. You dumped the charcoal in the grill, doused it with lighter fluid, and threw on a match. The coals in the center generally lit; the coals on the periphery generally did not. And unless you had the patience to wait until all the coals were glowing red and ashed over, your food may or may not have had a petroleum taste that many people of my generation associated with the taste of barbecue.


Today, we use a device called a chimney starter—an upright metal cylinder or box with a wire or perforated metal partition in it. You put the charcoal in the top, then place a sheet of crumpled newspaper or a paraffin starter (a waxy, white, nonpetroleum fire starter the size and shape of an ice cube) in the bottom and touch a match to it. The coals will become neatly lit in the chimney.


There are three advantages to using a chimney starter: It eliminates the need for petroleum-based lighter fluid. The chimney’s upright shape fosters even burning—no more unlit coals on the edges. And, the chimney starter allows you to move the coals easily and dump them where you want.


This is a good place for a word about natural lump charcoal versus charcoal briquettes. Lump charcoal consists of logs or pieces of wood that have been burnt long enough in an oxygen-free kiln to cook out the water and most of the smoke-producing compounds. The result is lightweight and burns clean and hot, although not for quite as long as briquettes.
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