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Every family needs a patriarch. Ours was my grandfather, Dear.


This book is dedicated in loving memory to Samuel Israel Raichlen.
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GRILLED LAMB WITH HERBES DE PROVENCE | PAGE 213


It’s hard to believe ten years have passed since the initial publication of The Barbecue! Bible. Your enthusiasm for the first edition has been gratifying and amazing, and helped spark a veritable revolution in live-fire cooking. Americans are grilling more than ever before on an awe-inspiring array of new charcoal, gas, and wood-burning grills and smokers. Multiple grill–ownership is on the rise and what was once an activity for weekends in the summer has become for many people—even in the Frost Belt—the preferred method of cooking all year round.


What we grill has changed, too. Grilled dishes that once seemed exotic—churrasco, tandoori, saté—have become part of America’s grilling repertory. Ingredients that once required a trip to a specialty market—tomatillos, coconut milk, lemongrass—now turn up at the supermarket—and, of course, on barbecue shopping lists. So do exotic fuels, like olive wood, grapevine trimmings, and Japanese bincho tan charcoal. Techniques that once seemed unfamiliar—rubbing and brining, for example, or indirect grilling and smoking—are now practiced comfortably by novices and experts alike. As the world grows smaller, our grilling repertory has grown and grown more global.


Which brings me with great pleasure to this edition of The Barbecue! Bible. I’ve completely updated the book from beginning to end. I’ve revised the techniques chapter based on the latest grills and accessories. I’ve recalibrated the recipes based on new ingredients. (In the last ten years, a baby back rib at your typical supermarket has nearly doubled in weight.) And because we eat with our eyes as well as our palates, I’ve added dozens of full-color photographs. Some are step-by-step technique sequences to show you how to prepare the food for the grill. Others are gorgeous full-page photographs to show you what the finished dishes should look like.


I look forward to many more decades of great grilling to come. As always, let me know your questions and comments, and especially what you’re grilling, on my website:


www.barbecuebible.com





INTRODUCTION



THREE YEARS ON THE BARBECUE TRAIL


Half a million years ago, the world witnessed a revolution. An ape-like creature destined to become man became the first animal to cook its dinner. The mastery of fire by Homo erectus around 500,000 B.C. resulted in nothing less than the rise of civilization. Anthropologists have argued that the primitive act of roasting meat over fire ultimately led to language, art, religion, and complex social organization. In other words, you could say that grilling begat civilization.


How our forebears learned to grill remains a matter of speculation. Perhaps the first barbecue was the result of a forest fire, which roasted venison, bison, and other game on the hoof in a natural conflagration. Perhaps a haunch of meat fell into a campfire. Perhaps lightning struck a tree and transformed it into charcoal. In any case, archeological evidence suggests that by 125,000 B.C. man was using live fire to cook his meat and to help him extract from the bones a morsel particularly prized in prehistoric times: marrow.


The following millennia brought countless refinements to the art of cooking, from the invention of pottery and pots and pans to the bread machine and microwave oven. But when it comes to bringing out the primal flavor of food, nothing can rival grilling over a live fire.


This truth has not been lost to cultures as diverse as the Greek, Japanese, Australian, South African, and Argentinian. Grilling remains our most universal and universally beloved method of cooking. And in the past ten years, our own country has experienced a veritable grill mania.


It is this shared experience—and a desire to learn more about the cultures that produced its infinite regional variations—that led me to write this book.


WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK





The idea for the book came to me shortly after moving from Boston to Miami. South Florida is enough to sharpen anyone’s appetite for grilling. First, there’s the climate, which makes year-round grilling not only a possibility but almost a duty. (How different Miami is from Boston, where grilling in the winter requires donning arctic apparel!)


Then there’s Miami’s dizzying cultural diversity. Dade County, which includes Miami, is 50 percent Hispanic, and Miami itself is home to the nation’s largest Cuban, Nicaraguan, Colombian, and Haitian communities. But “Hispanic” only begins to describe what’s going on in Miami’s markets and restaurants: Not only are the countries of the Caribbean and South America represented, but virtually every country in Europe, Africa, and Asia as well. Global cuisine isn’t simply a curiosity or luxury here in South Florida. It’s a way of life.


So an idea began to take hold of my imagination: to explore how the world’s oldest and most universal cooking method varies from country to country, region to region, and culture to culture. To travel the world’s barbecue trail—if such a trail existed—and learn how pit masters and grill jockeys solve that age-old problem: how to cook food over live fire without burning it.


I resolved to explore the asados of Argentina and the churrascos of Brazil; to taste Jamaica’s jerk and Mexico’s barbacoa. I’d visit Greece to discover the secret of souvlaki and Italy to learn how to make an authentic bistecca alla fiorentina. My research introduced me to eat mechoui in Morocco and koftas in the Middle East, donner kebab in Turkey, and tandoori in India. I would visit the birthplace of Japanese yakitori, Indonesian saté, and Korean kui and bool kogi.


Of course, there’d be lots of live-fire cooking to investigate in my own country: from the ribs of Kansas City and Memphis to the pulled pork of the Carolinas and the slow-smoked briskets of Texas. I’d check out the wood-burning grills of California and the hearthside cookery of New England. The more I delved into the world of barbecuing and grilling, the more I became convinced that it is more than just another technique in a cook’s repertoire. It’s even more than a cultural phenomenon. The world over, it’s a way of life.


It wouldn’t hurt, I reasoned, that grilling and barbecuing fit so nicely into the contemporary North American lifestyle. These ancient methods support the four dominant trends in modern American cooking: our passion for explosive flavors; our fast-paced lifestyle, with its need for quick, easy cooking methods; our mushrooming health consciousness and desire to eat foods that are low in fat but high in flavor; our desire to turn our homes into our entertainment centers, to transform the daily necessity of food preparation into recreation—even fun.


If ever there was a cooking method to take us into the next millennium, it is grilling. We see its growing popularity in the skyrocketing sales of barbecue grills (currently, more than 70 percent of Americans own grills). We see it in the proliferation of barbecue festivals and restaurants with wood-burning grills.


The truth is that—in terms of ease, speed, and intensity of flavor—nothing can rival grilling. And as more Americans travel the barbecue trail and discover the regional subtleties of grilling, the movement will only grow.


I shared my idea with Peter Workman and Suzanne Rafer of Workman Publishing, who responded with an enthusiasm that matched my own. In fact, they encouraged me to broaden the scope of the original book from the twelve countries on which I had initially planned to focus to the entire world of grilling. (Easy for them to do! They wouldn’t have to worry about jet lag, visas, complex travel arrangements, vaccinations that turned my arms into pincushions, and gastrointestinal perils that would challenge the limits of my culinary curiosity.)


A proposal was written. A contract was executed.


And only then did I panic.


How would I visit more than twenty-five countries in the space of three years? How would I overcome local language barriers and sometimes less than favorable attitudes to American journalists? And even if I could communicate with street cooks and chefs, how would I persuade them to share their grilling secrets? How would I ferret out the best barbecue in countries I knew only from guidebooks?


I realized I had taken on the biggest challenge of my life.


HOW I WROTE THIS BOOK





I began, as any journalist does, with research. I read exhaustively both cookbooks and travel books. I queried colleagues with expertise in the various countries I planned to visit. I consulted with tourism bureaus and cultural attachés. I spoke with food and cookware importers, travel agents, anthropologists, foreigners I met here and abroad—anyone who could shed insight into the grilling of a particular country.


My informants included fellow journalists, university professors, business travelers, diplomats, and flight attendants. Some of my best information came from taxi drivers. (Of all professions, cabbies seem to possess the most unerring knowledge of who serves the best barbecue.) I planned as much as I could, then I made sure I was in the right place to capitalize on chance.


I speak French and Spanish and a smattering of Italian, Portuguese, and German (the latter is useful in Turkey), so in countries where these languages are spoken, I was able to work on my own. In countries where I didn’t speak the language, I found guides or interpreters. And of course I developed my own sign language:


“I” (point to me)


“write” (move my fingers to mime writing)


“about food” (raise an imaginary fork or chopsticks to my lips or rub my belly)


“I would like to” (again point to me)


“watch” (point to my eye)


“you cook.” (mime the act of grilling, mixing, chopping, or stir-frying)


I took with me one of my previous cookbooks. I would show the recipes and point to the photograph of me on the back cover.


I feared my efforts would be met with suspicion, secrecy, and rejection, but almost everywhere I went I encountered openness, warmth, and welcome. Virtually all of the grill jockeys I interviewed were not only willing but happy to share their knowledge. On many occasions, I was invited into the kitchen. I tried my hand at molding kofta meat onto skewers, fanning the coals, or slapping naan on the inside walls of a blazing tandoor. My efforts generally evoked peals of good-natured laughter.


I found myself in many places not frequented by most travelers, having experiences that ranged from fascinating to hair-raising. In Mexico I nibbled cactus worms and crickets as a prelude to barbecue. (The latter tasted like potato chips with legs.) In Uruguay I sampled testicles, tripe, intestines, kidneys, and blood sausage. In Bali I paid a 6 A.M. visit to the local babi guli (roast pork) man, who rewarded my punctuality by letting me help him slaughter a suckling pig. In Bangkok I was the guest of honor at an Isarn (northeastern Thai) restaurant whose fly-filled kitchen overlooked a stagnant canal. (I forced myself to eat with the enthusiasm appropriate to a guest of honor, and no one was more surprised than I when I didn’t get sick.


Some of the world’s best barbecue was off limits because of political turmoil. I would have liked to have visited Afganistan, Iraq, Iran, and some of the more turbulent former Soviet republics. Instead, I found experts and restaurants specializing in those cuisines in this country.


Barbecue buffs have a reputation for being a secretive bunch (at least in the United States), but virtually everywhere I traveled on the barbecue trail, cooks were happy to share their recipes and expertise. Some scrawled recipes for me, to be translated back at my hotel. Others drew pictures in my notebook to explain where a particular piece of meat came from or how to execute a particular cut. When possible, I credit the extraordinary grill hockeys I met by name (or at least by the name of their establishment).


Recipes are the heart of any cookbook, of course. In this one you’ll find more than five hundred, covering everything from Brazilian churrasco to Balinese shrimp satés to Memphis-style ribs. The essays describing some of my experiences are intended for the traveler (both active and armchair), as well as the cook.


My three years on the barbecue trail passed in what seems like the blink of any eye.


As I sit here writing these words, I picture all the remarkable places I’ve been, the kind, generous people I’ve met, and the extraordinary food I’ve been lucky enough to sample. And yet I can’t help but feel there’s so much more I would have liked to have accomplished. The world of barbecue is so vast and complex, any survey is bound to have blind spots. I honestly believe I could spend the rest of my life writing about barbecuing and grilling and still find new things to discover.


ABOUT THE RECIPES





When writing the recipes, I’ve tried to be as authentic as possible. But I’ve also taken into account the fact that certain foods, seasonings, and cooking equipment simply aren’t available in the United States (not to mention the fact that our tastes and aesthetics are different). Whenever I depart from a traditional recipe, I’ve tried to suggest the way it would be made in its country of origin.


In my three years on the barbecue trail, I sampled many dishes I know most Americans would never dream of preparing at home. (A couple that come to mind are Uruguay’s choto (grilled coiled lamb’s intestines) and Indonesia’s saté padang (kebabs of beef entrails served in a fiery gravy). I’ve tried to describe these dishes in the essays and boxes in this book. I hope you’ll give them a try when you travel.


As I quickly discovered on the barbecue trail, grilling is an art, not a science. Many cooks work in unbelievably primitive conditions. Indeed, one of the reasons I’m drawn to grilling is that it’s so forgiving in terms of measurements and proportions. I hope you’ll use the recipes in this book as I do, that is, as a broad guideline. If you don’t feel like eating beef, make the recipe with chicken or seafood. Most of the marinades and rubs in this book—listed either as freestanding recipes or subrecipes in more elaborate preparations—can be used with any type of grilled fare. You’ll also notice that there is often more than one way to cook a particular dish. As I always say in my cooking classes: There’s no such thing as a mistake in the kitchen, just a new recipe waiting to be discovered.


Seasoning, marinating, and grilling are the cornerstones of live-fire cooking, which brings me to what I call the Barbecue Bible Method, and as you will see, it’s very simple. First marinate the meat, or rub it with spices. Then let the meat absorb the seasonings for as long as recommended or as long as you have time for. Finally, grill it over whatever sort of fuel on whatever sort of equipment you feel most comfortable using. That’s it.


Of course, I hope to expand your horizons—to inspire you to try new techniques and new flavors. But the bottom line is that I want you to make these recipes. Remember, cooking isn’t brain surgery. This is especially true for what is surely the world’s easiest cooking method, grilling.


BEATING A PATH TO THE WORLD’S BEST BARBECUE





Grilling is done, in some form or other, in virtually every country in the world. In some regions, it’s a marginal technique—something you do outdoors, for example, when you lack access to a proper kitchen. Or something a street vendor does.


In other countries, grilling lies at the core of the culture’s culinary identity. The grills may range from the shoebox–size braziers used in Southeast Asia to the behemoth fire pits found in South America and the American South. The preparations may be as simple as Argentina’s bife de lomo (grilled tenderloin seasoned only with salt) or as complex as Vietnam’s bo bun (thinly sliced, lemongrass-marinated beef eaten with noodles, chiles, crisp vegetables, aromatic herbs, and rice paper).


In researching my world tour of grilling and barbecue, I discovered that there is a barbecue belt that encircles the globe. Or more specifically, that there are six great barbecue zones. The United States and Mexico and the Caribbean comprise the first. Standing alone as the second is South America. On the other side of the Atlantic, the barbecue zone stretches from the Mediterranean Basin to the Middle East (number three) and from Arab North Africa to South Africa via the continent’s western coast (number four).


The largest contiguous barbecue zone starts in Turkey and runs east through the Caucasus Mountains, Central Asia, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India (number five). In the thirteenth century, the Mongols, led by Genghis Khan, spread their love of grilled meats as far west as Turkey. The Arab world refined the idea, then shipped it back via the Mogul rulers to the Indian subcontinent and possibly beyond to Indonesia.


The last great barbecue zone (number six) follows the eastern rim of the Pacific, stretching from Australia and Indonesia to Korea. Along the way, some of the world’s most interesting grilling can be found in Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, Macao, and Japan.


Thus, most of the world’s grilling takes place in the tropics, which you’d expect, given the proclivity of most humans in hot climates to cook outdoors. (Furthermore, most of the world’s spices grow in the tropics, which adds interest to the marinades and condiments traditionally associated with grilling.) But a great deal of remarkable live-fire cooking lies squarely outside the tropics: Consider Japan, Argentina, and our own United States.


What’s almost as interesting as where people do live-fire cooking is where they don’t. Grilling has never played much of a role in two of the world’s gastronomic superpowers: northern Europe and China. And although grilling is found in Central Africa, more often than not charcoal fires are used to heat stew pots and frying pans, not to cook the meats directly.


My first year on the barbecue trail, I focused my efforts in my own hemisphere. My first stop was the Jamaican town Boston Beach, birthplace of jerk. I island hopped my way across the Caribbean, stopping for French West Indian boucanée (chicken smoked over sugarcane), Trinidadian choka (spiced, grilled vegetables), lechon asado (Hispanic roast pig). The North American concept of barbecue (the intense spicing and slow smoky grilling) originated in the Caribbean, and the tradition remains alive and flourishing.


Next I headed for South America, home to some of the world’s most heroic grilling. I dined in stylish churrascarias in Rio de Janeiro, at the homey grill stalls of Montevideo’s Mercado del Puerto, and at landmark steak houses in Buenos Aires. I watched whole sides of beef being roasted in front of a campfire on an estancia (ranch) in the Pampas. South American grilling, I learned, represents one end of the barbecue spectrum, emphasizing simplicity and directness of flavor. Argentinians don’t even bother with marinades for most meats: the seasonings are limited to sea salt and the perfume of wood smoke.


The second year, I turned my attention to Asia. I visited Indonesia, birthplace of the saté and home to what is probably the world’s single largest repertoire of grilled dishes. I sampled dozens of different types of satés—a small fraction of what’s actually eaten in Indonesia. I learned that small is beautiful: Indonesian satés are cooked on grills the size of a shoebox and served on skewers as slender as broom straws.


Indonesia and my next destinations, Singapore and Malaysia, possess some of the world’s most complex marinades and spice mixtures. On the island of Penang in northern Malaysia, I watched grill jockeys pound ginger, chiles, galangal, lemongrass, kaffir lime leaves, shrimp paste, and coconut milk into fragrant pastes for seasoning grilled meats and seafood. I scorched my tongue on the fiery achars (pickles) and sambals (relishes) that accompany grilled fare in Southeast Asia. This complex seasoning of grilled meats stands at the opposite end of the spectrum from the simple grilled meats of South America.


One common complaint about barbecue in the West is that it’s so, well, relentlessly carnivorous. In Thailand and Vietnam I found the perfect model for healthy barbecue: the pairing of small portions of grilled meats with large amounts of vegetables, rice, and noodles. The Thai often eat barbecued food wrapped in lettuce leaves (a practice echoed by Koreans), while in Vietnam the wrapping is done in crêpe-like sheets of rice paper. Fish sauce–based dipping sauces, toasted peanuts, sliced chiles, and fragrant basil and mint sprigs are often combined with grilled meats in a single, explosively flavorful bite.


As I moved north, the fish sauce and coconut milk marinades gave way to soy sauce and five-spice powder mixtures in Hong Kong and Macao and to sweet sesame marinades in Korea. In Japan (land of my birth, by the way), I sat elbow to elbow with Japanese businessmen in crowded Tokyo yakitori parlors, enjoying sweet-salty teriyaki and pungent barbecue sauces made from miso (cultured soybean paste) and umeboshi (pickled plums). I feasted on fabled Kobe beef and on ingredients I never knew you could grill, like okra and ginkgo nuts. Here, too, I learned that small is beautiful and that barbecue could be as subtle as haiku.


The third year, I focused my research on the Near East and the Mediterranean Basin. Turkish cooks introduced me to an astonishing array of kebabs and grilled vegetables. In Morocco I discovered mechouie (pit-roasted lamb), not to mention French-style brochettes flavored with pungent North African spices. In France I experienced the heady pleasures of grilling over grapevines. (One night, I drove four hundred miles to taste grilled escargots in a tiny village near Perpignon.) Italy, Spain, and Portugal impressed me with their wealth of simply grilled seafoods and vegetables.


Along the way, I filled in my travels: Mexico for its barbacoas and carne asado; India for its extraordinary tandoori and grilled breads; Israel for its shwarma, kofta, and grilled foie gras. I crisscrossed the United Stated, savoring pulled pork in the Carolinas, brisket in Texas, and ribs in Kansas City and Memphis.


All told, I traveled more than 150,000 miles to twenty-five countries on five continents.


Don’t ask me what my favorite barbecue is. It would be a little like asking the parents of a large family to name their favorite child.


I loved the plate-burying abundance of an Argentinian steak as much as the delicacy of Japanese yakitori. I loved the straightforwardness of Italian bistecca alla fiorentina as much as the complex layering of flavor characteristic of Indian tandoori. I loved the eat-with-your-fingers informality of North American barbecue and the chic of a Brazilian churrascaria. I loved the Asian-style grilling, with its modest portions of grilled meats in relation to the generous serving of starches and vegetables. But I wouldn’t snub my nose at a thick, juicy hamburger made from freshly ground sirloin charred over blazing hickory or mesquite.


Come to think of it, during three long years on the barbecue trail, there wasn’t a single meal I didn’t enjoy. So, as they say in Spanish, buen provecho; in Vietnamese, chuc qui ban an ngon; in Hindi, aap kha lijiya; in Japanese, itadakimasu; in Arabic, bessahaa; in Hebrew, b’teavon; in Korean, jharr chop su se yo; in French, bon appétit; in Chinese, man man chi. In other words, dig in!


—Steven Raichlen





CHAPTER 1




GRILLING BASICS
ANSWERS TO FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
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The 5 Most Frequently Asked Questions


I get asked a lot of questions about grilling and grills, barbecue and smoking. Here are the five I hear most often and the pages to turn to for my responses. You may be surprised by some of the answers.


1. What sort of grill should I buy? See page 41.


2. What’s the difference between grilling and barbecuing? See following.


3. Charcoal or gas? Or wood? See page 6.


4. How do you smoke on a gas grill? See page 24.


5. Why won’t my ribs come out fall-off-the-bone tender? See page 40.











“Cooks are made, grillers are born.”


—FRENCH PROVERB





Grilling is the oldest, most widespread and most forgiving method of cooking. Over the centuries, there have been countless refinements to the process of cooking food over fire, from grills and grates, to rotisseries and turnspits, to gas grills and infrared burners. These refinements have enabled us to cook an ever wider repertory of ingredients on the grill, but the basic principles remain the same, as does the primal pleasure of fire-cooked foods.


THE GRILLING PROCESS


A lot of confusion surrounds just what the words grilling and barbecuing mean. This is compounded by the fact that we use the word barbecue to refer to many different aspects of live-fire cooking, everything from a piece of cooking equipment (the grill), to one or more cooking methods using that grill, to specific dishes, such as Texas- or North Carolina–style barbecue. We also use barbecuing more broadly—to refer to the act of cooking outdoors, to a meal cooked and served outdoors, and to a social gathering featuring barbecued food.


Much of the confusion lies in the fact that we often use the same piece of equipment (the barbecue grill) for the high-heat, direct cooking method known as grilling; for the low-heat, smoke-cook method that constitutes true barbecue; and for the moderate-heat method known as indirect grilling.


While related, all three methods are quite different. Understanding their differences will enable you to produce great fire-cooked fare every time.


What’s the difference between grilling and barbecuing?





GRILLING is a quick, high-heat method of cooking directly over the flames or glowing coals. Grilling requires a high temperature—typically in excess of 600°F (some restaurant grills reach temperatures of 800° to 1,000°F)—and the cooking time is measured in minutes. Small or thin pieces of food that are tender and cook quickly are best suited to grilling—everything from steaks, chops, and burgers to fish fillets, vegetables, bread, pizza, and fruit. One of the greatest pleasures of grilled food is its immediacy: You can watch it being cooked. The high heat chars the surface, sealing in juices and creating the smoky, caramelized crust so prized in grilled fare.


Grilling is by far the world’s most common live-fire cooking method, practiced on six continents in restaurants, street stalls, and backyards, by rich and poor alike. Whether done over a campfire-size pit in Argentina or on a shoebox-size saté grill in Bali, grilling is what 95 percent of the world’s pit masters mean when they talk about barbecue.


BARBECUING in its truest form is a long, slow, low-heat, indirect cooking method that uses smoldering logs or charcoal and wood chunks to cook food, usually some sort of meat, in the presence of abundant wood smoke. The heat source is located away from the food, so it is cooked indirectly—next to, not directly over the fire. Born in the Caribbean, true barbecuing is practiced primarily in the United States—especially in Texas, Kansas City, Memphis, and the South. In traditional American pit barbecue, the heat source is a separate firebox, which is attached to but not part of the actual cooking chamber.


When I say slow cooking, I mean slow. Kansas City pit masters cook their baby back ribs for six hours and their pork shoulders for ten to twelve hours. When I say low, I mean low. The temperature of the pit at the original Sonny Bryan’s in Dallas never rose above 225°F. Low heat generates smoke (the wood smolders, it doesn’t burn), and this smoke gives barbecue its characteristic flavor. Smoke is a natural preservative, and in the days before refrigeration it was probably used first and foremost to keep meats and seafood from spoiling.


The slow, low, indirect heat of barbecue is ideally suited to large pieces of meat, like whole pigs and turkeys. It’s also perfect for cuts with lots of tough connective tissue, like brisket and spareribs. Barbecue was traditionally associated with the poorer echelons of society, who created a cuisine based on inexpensive cuts, meats that are revered as barbecue today.


What is direct grilling?





Direct grilling involves using a high heat to cook relatively thin cuts of meat, like steaks, chops, kebabs; and vegetables, like peppers and portobello mushrooms. The food is cooked right over the fire and the high heat sears the surface and seals in the juices. When working over high heat, the total cooking time, depending on the size of the food, will be two to twenty minutes (two minutes for small shrimp and tiny satés, twenty minutes for a spatchcocked chicken). In many parts of the world, cooks boost the heat of the coals even further by oxygenating them with a fan or an electric blower.
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For direct grilling, rake the lit coals out into an even layer covering the entire grill grate for a one-zone fire. For a two-zone fire, rake the coals out in an even layer but only cover two-thirds of the grill grate with them. Leave the remaining third coal-free. For a three-zone fire, bank the coals in a double layer on one side, a single layer in the center, and leave the far side coal free. (For more on zone cooking, see page 18.)


Direct grilling is generally done with the grill uncovered—especially when cooking smaller cuts of meat, like kebabs and satés, or highly flammable foods, like bread. You can cover the grill to speed up the cooking time for thicker steaks, like T-bones and porterhouses.


So what is indirect grilling?





Indirect grilling is a hybrid method, invented in this century, that bridges the gap between barbecuing and grilling. As in barbecuing, the food is cooked adjacent to, not directly over, the fire. But the cooking takes place in the same chamber as the fire and the temperature is usually higher—generally around 350°F—than it would be for barbecue. Wood chips or chunks are often placed on the coals or other heat source to generate smoke, as with barbecue. But just as often, indirect grilling is done without smoke.


When a charcoal grill is used for indirect grilling, the coals are placed on the sides or periphery of the firebox; the food goes in the center of the grate (see box, following). With a gas grill, the burners on one side (or the front and back of the grill) are lit and the food is placed over the nonlit area.


The beauty of indirect grilling is that it turns your barbecue grill into a sort of oven. This enables you to cook large cuts of meat, poultry, and fish or fatty cuts without burning them. Indirect grilling gives you the best of both grilling and barbecuing—grilling’s charcoal and barbecue’s tenderness and smokiness—without the drawbacks of either. Indirect grilling is a lot more forgiving than direct grilling in terms of timing and temperature control. And it’s a lot faster than true barbecue, which can take six to twelve hours.


What foods should you indirect grill?





Foods that are too large, too tough, or too fatty to cook by direct grilling. The list includes whole chickens, ducks, and turkeys; rib roasts, pork shoulders, and loins; leg and shoulder of lamb; baby back ribs; whole fish; and whole vegetables and fruit, such as stuffed onions, cabbages, and apples.


What’s the difference between indirect grilling and smoking?





All smoking is done using the indirect method, but not all indirect grilling is smoking. One difference lies in the temperature. Indirect grilling is generally done at a moderate heat (most typically at 350°F, although you can indirect grill at as low as 300°F and as high as 400°F). Smoking is typically done between 225° and 275°F.


The other difference lies, of course, in the smoke itself. When indirect grilling, you can add soaked wood chips or chunks to the fire to obtain a smoke flavor, but you can also indirect grill without smoke (for example, Asian recipes grilled using the indirect method are often cooked without smoke). When smoking, you always add wood chips or chunks to the fire.








INDIRECT GRILLING ON A CHARCOAL GRILL


Try cooking a whole chicken or a four-pound fish over a superhot fire, and you’ll wind up with a carbonized exterior and a heart of uncooked flesh. Thicker foods should cook over a lower heat for a longer period of time, anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours. So how do you achieve this sort of heat on a charcoal grill?


Use the indirect method: In indirect grilling, the coals are pushed to the sides of the grill and the food cooks in the center—over a drip pan, not over the coals. The grill is always covered, and the vents in the lid and in the bottom of the grill are used to regulate the heat (open them to raise the temperature, close them to lower it). The temperature used in indirect grilling, about 350°F, is usually lower than that of direct grilling.
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A grill set up for indirect grilling—charcoals on either side of the drip pan. This grill has baskets on either side of the grill to keep the coals in place.


To set up the grill for indirect grilling, light the charcoal and, when it is blazing red, dump it in two mounds at opposite sides of the grill. Some grills have special half-moon-shaped baskets to hold the coals at the sides; others have wire fences that hook onto the bottom grate to corral the coals. Let the coals burn until they are covered with a thin layer of gray ash. Set an aluminum foil drip pan in the center of the grill, between the mounds of coals. Place the food on the grate over the drip pan, and cover the grill. You’ll need to add about ten to twelve fresh pieces of lump charcoal or briquettes to each side after an hour of cooking.


If you want a smoke flavor, you can add a half to three-quarters cup of presoaked wood chips, or one or two wood chunks, to the coals on each side just before you start to cook, and again whenever you replenish the coals (about once an hour).











Types of Grills


As grill fever continues to sweep North America, an ever-increasing selection of grills—from portable kettle grills to jumbo built-ins, from simple hibachis to high-tech gas grills—has become available. Here’s a look at the basic styles, starting with the smallest.


HIBACHI: This small, portable charcoal grill, originally from Japan, is one of the world’s best designed live-fire cooking devices. Making a virtue of simplicity, the hibachi consists of a rectangular or oval firebox (traditionally made of a heavy metal, like cast iron, for even heat conduction) surmounted by one or two metal grates. The hibachi is designed for the direct high-heat grilling of teriyaki, kebabs, satés, and small cuts of meat. The cooking temperature is controlled by air vents near the bottom of the grill and by raising and lowering the grate. The saté grills of Indonesia and the braziers of Turkey and North Africa are variations on the hibachi. The chief drawback of a hibachi is that it has no lid, so you can’t use it for indirect grilling or smoking.


KETTLE GRILL: This uniquely American grill has a deep rounded bowl with a grate in the bottom for holding the charcoal (or wood chunks) and a grate above that for the food. The lid is also bowl-shaped and allows you to turn the grill into a smoker (when you use wood chips) or an outdoor oven. Kettle grills can be used for direct high-heat grilling, but what makes them unique is their ability to do indirect grilling and barbecuing. To this end, the best kettle grills have hinged food grates for easy access to the coals and slotted side baskets that hold the charcoal for indirect grilling. The cooking temperature is controlled by vents on the bottom and in the lid. Kettle-style grills come in both round and square designs.


The front-loading grill, which looks like a rectangular metal box with a door in the front, is a variation on the kettle grill. Front-loading grills are ideal for grilling with wood.


GAS GRILL: Another American invention, the gas grill consists of a metal box lined with tube-shaped liquid-propane burners. Surmounting these burners is a heating surface, sometimes a row of inverted V-shaped metal bars, sometimes lava stones or ceramic briquettes. Propane has no flavor of its own as it burns, but a smoke flavor is created when the meat juices and melting fat sizzle on the stones or metal bars. These days, most gas grills have two or three separate cooking zones, so you can set them up for indirect grilling.


KAMADO COOKERS: Shaped like a giant clay egg, the Kamado is a charcoal-burning grill with an ingenious venting system that allows you to cook at very low temperatures (225°F), very high temperatures (700°F), and everywhere in between (on the low vent setting, the Kamado is extremely fuel efficient). The thick ceramic walls hold in the heat and moisture, making the Kamado ideal for cooking inherently dry foods, like venison and turkey. The most popular Kamado cooker is the Big Green Egg, which enjoys a cultlike status among grillers. (See page 9 for more about Kamado cookers.)


TABLE GRILL: Also known as the Australian grill or Argentinean grill, this long, narrow grill (four to six feet long, one and a half to two feet wide) looks like a table surmounted by a grate. Legs or a trolley platform hold the grilling surface at waist height for comfortable cooking. Charcoal versions have a shallow firebox for the coals and an adjustable grate. Gas versions feature thermostatic heat control. Table grills are used for the direct high-heat cooking of large numbers of steaks, chops, shrimp, and lobster. You often find them at communal or charity barbecues. When Australians speak of barbecue grills, this is what they mean. Again, no lid means no indirect grilling.


55-GALLON STEEL DRUM GRILL: This variation on the kettle grill is especially popular on the professional barbecue circuit. A couple of hours of welding is all it takes to cut a 55-gallon industrial steel drum in half lengthwise and install legs, a chimney, a grate, and hinges and handles for raising and lowering the lid. The hefty size of these grills enables you to cook large cuts of meats (including whole pigs). It’s also easy to build a fire on one side of the drum (or in a separate firebox) for the smoky, low-heat, indirect cooking needed to make fall-off-the-bone-tender barbecue. Variations on the 55-gallon steel drum grill include the smaller 10-gallon versions made from propane tanks, common in the Caribbean, and the jumbo 200- or 500-gallon versions made from furnace oil tanks, popular at barbecue festivals.


BUILT-IN GRILL: These brick or stone behemoths began to appear in the 1950s, the golden age of backyard barbecue. There are two types: the raised hearth style with a built-in chimney and the southern-style barbecue pit. The charcoal- or wood-burning raised hearth was designed for direct high-heat grilling of steaks, chicken, and burgers. The barbecue pit was built for the long, slow smoke cooking essential to making barbecue. With the increased mobility of the American family (the average American moves once every four years), built-ins have largely disappeared, and I must say I miss them. They gave me the sense of comfort and community I feel when I sit in front of a fireplace. However, a new generation of built-ins has started to appear—a veritable high-tech outdoor kitchen or cooking center that’s as likely to be fueled by propane or natural gas as by wood or charcoal.





What’s the difference between barbecuing and smoking?





Technically speaking, they are one and the same. Both are done at a low temperature (225° to 275°F). Both owe their distinctive flavor to the presence of abundant wood smoke. Practically speaking, barbecuing is generally done with large hunks of meat, like pork shoulders (or whole hogs) and brisket, while smoking is often done to fish, poultry, game, and, of course, red meat.


How did smoking come about?





Smoking is one of the oldest methods of preserving food—perhaps even older than salting. Smoke retards spoilage by slowing or impeding bacterial growth and by repelling flies and other insects. When combined with salting (the way you might brine and smoke salmon or turkey), it is an extremely effective method for preserving food without refrigeration.


What’s the difference between hot smoking and cold smoking?





As the name implies, hot smoking is done at a temperature sufficient to both smoke and cook the food.


In cold smoking, the food is smoked far enough away from the heat source that it smokes without cooking. Typical cold-smoked foods include Scottish-style salmon and beef jerky. Cold smoking is beyond the scope of this book.


THE GRILLS


What sort of grill should I buy? How do I identify my “grilling personality”?


If I had a dollar (OK, a sawbuck) for every time I have been asked this question, I could retire. There’s no such thing as a perfect single model or one-size-fits-all grill. The right grill for you depends on many factors: what you like to cook on the grill; how many people you typically cook for; how often you plan to use your grill (once a week or 24-7?); and of course how much space you have. (Would that stainless steel supergrill look fabulous in your backyard or would it be bigger than your whole deck?)








The Birth of the Kettle Grill


For a cooking method as ancient and universal as grilling, it seems unlikely that a single individual could be responsible for the invention of a new technique. Nonetheless, one person did revolutionize the art of outdoor cookery in North America by combining the techniques of grilling and barbecuing in a single device: the kettle grill. His name was George Stephen, and the method he pioneered is now known as indirect grilling.


The year was 1951. The place was Palatine, Illinois. Like many Americans in those halcyon days of the 1950s, Stephen was an avid barbecue buff. But the flat, brazier-style grills popular in those days didn’t work well in rainy or windy weather. He was frustrated.


At the time, Stephen worked at the Weber Brothers Metal Works, a manufacturer of nautical buoys. In a stroke of genius, he had the idea to fit a metal grate into one of the spun metal bowls used for buoy making. He then fashioned a cover with vents out of the same metal. In July 1952, George Stephen began marketing his grill as George’s Kettle, which was promptly nicknamed the “Sputnik” on account of its rotund shape.


The advantage of the deep, covered kettle grill wasn’t simply that it deflected wind and rain. Rather, it was the way it enabled the user to transform the grill into a sort of oven where foods could be roasted—or for that matter barbecued—by the heat of glowing charcoal.


Today the Weber Kettle remains the world’s best-selling charcoal grill.





There’s even such a thing as your “grilling personality,” and choosing the right grill to match your temperament will go a long way in making sure you buy a grill you’ll actually use. For example, if you’re a steak, chop, and burger sort of person (and I certainly hope this book will inspire you to expand your repertory), you can get away with a two- or three-burner gas grill or a simple charcoal kettle grill. If your tastes run to fork-tender briskets and crusty succulent pork shoulders, you’ll need some sort of smoker. If you normally grill just for you and your spouse, a hibachi or 22 ½-inch kettle grill or a small gas grill will do the trick. If every weekend finds you cooking for twenty or thirty of your tailgating buddies, you’ll most certainly want a jumbo charcoal grill, like a Weber Ranch, and a six-burner gas grill or table grill.


If you’re the sort of person who enjoys the process of grilling—building a fire, waltzing the food from hot spots to cool spots, imbuing your food with the soulful flavor of wood smoke—you have a charcoal or wood-burning grill personality. If you’re a more results- and destination-oriented person, if you care less about the process and sport of grilling than about getting the food on the table, you may be happier with a gas grill.


Eventually, you’ll probably want to own several grills—a charcoal grill for simple smoking, for example, plus a gas grill for cooking a steak on a busy weeknight, plus maybe even a water smoker or offset barrel smoker for smoking salmon, ribs, or pork shoulders. Some people believe you can never be too thin or too rich; I believe you can never own too many grills (just ask my wife, Barbara—we own sixty).


Charcoal or gas? Or wood?





All three.


CHARCOAL has the advantage of burning hotter and drier than propane, so you can’t beat it for searing meats, seafood, and vegetables. It’s also easy to smoke on a charcoal grill and virtually impossible to really smoke on a gas grill. But charcoal—at least charcoal that’s been properly lit—imparts no intrinsic flavor. (That’s not to be confused with the half-lit charcoal soaked with lighter fluid we cooked over when I was growing up. For many people raised in the 1950s and ’60s, that’s the taste we associate with barbecue. Happily, times have changed.)


PROPANE and NATURAL GAS have the advantage of push button ignition and turn-of-the-knob heat control. And if you light and preheat a gas grill properly, you’ll get virtually the same searing properties you get with charcoal coupled with a convenience that many grillers (about 68 percent of grilling families in the United States) prefer. Gas, too, imparts no intrinsic flavor, but many gas grills come with smoker boxes where you can put wood chips, which can add some smoke flavor.


WOOD for me is the ultimate fuel. Think logs or chunks of hardwoods, like hickory, oak, apple, or mesquite. You build a fire as you would in a fireplace or light wood chunks in a chimney starter, the same way you would charcoal. Grilling over wood gives you not only enough heat to sear but also a delicate, inimitable smoke flavor—not the heavy smoky flavor that comes from true barbecuing or smoking. Wood-grilled foods have a more subtle smoke flavor, which is why wood is the fuel preferred by pit masters from Tuscany to Buenos Aires.


For more about fuels for grilling, see page 11


What should I look for when buying a grill?





First, determine your “grilling personality” (see page 5). That will help you decide whether to buy a gas, charcoal, or wood burning grill; the size of the grill; and so on. Whatever grill you buy, you want to make sure it looks and feels sturdy and well made. And that the controls (vents on a charcoal grill, igniters and burner knobs on a gas one) move smoothly and easily.


A CHARCOAL GRILL should have a grate with hinged side panels, so you can add charcoal or wood without having to remove the whole grate with the food. It should also have a receptacle for collecting the ashes for easy removal.








Pit Cooking


Pit cooking is probably the oldest method of live-fire cooking. But today the term can mean very different things depending on where you live. In Argentina, pit cooking is known as asado. Large cuts of meats (even whole lambs or pigs) are roasted on T-shaped spits placed upright in a circle around a blazing campfire. I’ve observed such campfires in ranch settings and in restaurants in downtown Buenos Aires. The heat is direct, but not directly under the meat, nor is it as hot as grilling over a grate. With a moderate flame, a side of beef or a whole goat cooks in four to six hours.


Barbecue buffs in the Carolinas, Texas, and the Midwest call their cookers “pits,” although most are brick constructions that stand aboveground. Some are portable trailer-mounted cookers fashioned from fuel tanks. In these areas in the old days, barbecue was no doubt smoke cooked over shallow pits in the ground.


True pit cooking takes place in a hole in the ground. You’ve experienced it if you’ve ever been to a traditional New England clambake or to a Hawaiian luau. Pit cooking is popular in Mexico, where famous pit-cooked dishes include barbacoa (pit-cooked goat or lamb wrapped in cactus or avocado leaves) and pebil (pit-cooked pork wrapped in banana leaves).


In this type of pit cooking, a large hole is dug and then lined with stones and firewood. The fire is ignited and allowed to burn down to glowing coals. Then the food—usually a large cut of meat, like a whole pig or goat—is wrapped in a flame-retardant material, such as banana leaves or seaweed, and placed in the pit, which is covered with dirt, sand, more seaweed, or a tarpaulin. The food cooks underground for twelve to twenty-four hours. When dug out, it is incredibly flavorful and fall-off-the-bone tender.


But is it barbecue?


It’s true, we’re talking about an indirect cooking method, and the wood embers impart at least a trace of smoke flavor. But it’s also true that the low, wet heat that does the cooking is actually more akin to steaming or roasting. Like so much in the realm of live-fire cooking, whether pit cooking is or isn’t barbecue is a matter of debate.





A GAS GRILL should have a built-in thermometer (also a good feature for a charcoal grill), a gas gauge, and most important, a deep drip pan that’s easy to remove and clean—I cannot overemphasize the importance of this. Try to buy a grill with side tables; you can never have enough workspace. Look for a multiyear guarantee; remember, grills spend most of their working lives outdoors at the mercy of the elements.


What are BTUs and how important are they?





ABTU (British thermal unit) is a measure of energy—specifically, the amount of energy required to raise one gram of water one degree Celsius. Practically speaking, it refers to the heat output of a gas grill. Most gas grills put out between 10,000 and 12,000 BTUs per burner, with some going as high as 15,000 BTUs. The monster Dragon Burners in the Kalamazoo grills put out 50,000 BTUs.








Checklist for Grill Shopping


With more choices than ever, buying a grill can be almost as daunting as purchasing a car or a computer. Here’s what I look for when buying a grill.


Charcoal Grills


Essential features (applies to hibachis, kettle grills, table grills, and 55-gallon drums)


• Sturdy, nonwobbly legs


• A heavy-gauge metal bowl or firebox with a tight-fitting lid—except for hibachis, which have no lid


• A grate at the bottom of the grill for holding the charcoal


• Air vents in both the bottom and the lid for temperature control


• A solid-feeling cooking grate; for a hibachi or table grill, one that’s easy to raise and lower


• Wooden or heatproof handles


Desirable optional features


• A built-in thermometer


• Slotted metal or wire side baskets to hold the coals for indirect cooking


• A hinged grate that offers easy access to the fire, so you can add coals as needed


• An ash catcher on the bottom for easy cleaning and disposal


• A side table for additional workspace


• Fittings for a rotisserie


Gas Grills


Essential features


• Sturdy construction


• A thick, heavy firebox and tight-fitting lid for even heat conduction


• Electric ignition


• At least two, and preferably three or more, separate heating zones


• Adjustable controls that enable you to set the grill on high, medium, and low. The high setting should give you a consistent grilling temperature of 600°F. This usually (but not always) means a grill with at least 10,000 to 12,000 BTUs per burner.


• A gas gauge


• A built-in thermometer


Desirable optional features


• Side tables for extra workspace


• A gas burner on one side for heating sauces and accompaniments


• Fittings for a rotisserie and smoker box


• A warming rack


• A spider guard for keeping insects out of the burners





I wish I could tell you a minimum or magic number of BTUs to look for when buying a grill (12,000 isn’t a bad starting point), but the fact is that a grill’s heat output and performance have as much to do with the grill’s overall design and type of heat diffuser (Flavorizer bars, ceramic bricks, lava stones, and so on), as with the number of BTUs. I often use the analogy of an engine in an automobile. A sports car with a four-cylinder motor may actually be faster and more agile than a six- or eight-cylinder engine in a large SUV. The best thing to do is patronize a store where you can actually see the grill you’re thinking of buying in action. Shop at a grill store, like a Barbeques Galore (www.bbqgalore.com), or a grill-savvy hardware store. Here are some things to look for.


1. Grate placement: The grate should be three to four inches above the heat diffuser—any closer and the food tends to burn.


2. Grate level temperature: Whatever the number of BTUs, the grill should have no trouble getting up to at least 650°F after ten or fifteen minutes of preheating. You can check this by using the “Mississippi test” (hold your hand three inches above the grill grate and start counting “one Mississippi, two Mississippi,” and so on). You’ll be able to hold your hand over a 650°F grill for only about two seconds before the heat forces you to say “ouch” and withdraw your hand.


3. At least two separately controlled heat zones: This is the minimum you need for indirect grilling. You’ll have even more control if the grill you own has three, four, or six burners.


What’s the best material for grill grates?





For me, the best material for grill grates is cast iron, followed in order of preference by stainless steel rods (a quarter inch in diameter), stamped steel, porcelainized enamel, and finally the chrome-plated wire grates found on inexpensive charcoal grills.


So what’s the big deal about cast iron? It holds and evenly conducts the heat and produces dark, well-defined grill marks. (After all, when cowboys brand cattle, they use cast iron, not porcelainized enamel.) The only downside to cast iron is that it rusts, so you need to season it. If you have a grill with a porcelainized enamel or chrome wire grate, you can buy a cast-iron Tuscan grill grate to place on top of it (see page 10).


What is meant by seasoning the grill grate?





Seasoning a grill grate means cooking a light film of oil into it. This both lubricates the grate and keeps it from rusting. Traditionally, seasoning is a process used for cast-iron grates, but you can also season grates made of other materials. Every time you heat, brush, and oil a grill grate, you season it.


So how do you season a cast-iron grate?





Start with a screaming hot grill grate. Brush it with a stiff wire brush. And oil it generously with a tightly folded paper towel dipped in vegetable oil (preferably grape-seed, safflower, or peanut oil, not corn oil). Hold the paper towel with tongs and draw it across the bars of the grate. (You can also oil a grill grate with a chunk of beef or pork fat.) Repeat this process before you start grilling and as soon as you’re finished—the practice should become second nature. The more often you do this, the better seasoned your grill will be.


What’s a Big Green Egg Kamado-style cooker?





The Big Green Egg, a large, ovoid, forest green, charcoal-burning ceramic cooker, has attracted a ton of press, not to mention a cultlike following. Its enthusiasts—and they are legion—flock to “Eggtober” fests around the country (indeed around the world), where they venerate the Big Green Egg’s virtues: its remarkable fuel efficiency (with properly adjusted vents, a single load of charcoal will burn for as long as twenty-four hours) and its ability to cook at temperatures as low as 175°F, as high as 700°F, and at every stage in between. Thanks to its inch-thick ceramic walls and a unique felt seal, the Big Green Egg is unrivaled at retaining moisture. This makes it unsurpassed for smoke roasting a Thanksgiving turkey. The pizza stone accessory enables you to replicate the pizzas you’d get in a coal-burning oven.


The Big Green Egg belongs to a family of charcoal-burning pits called Kamado cookers. Other members include the squat Primo; the sleek, stainless steel–sheathed Viking C4; and the mosaic-crusted Kamado. All feature an efficient venting system to control the heat, thick ceramic walls to hold in the heat and moisture, and an endearing ovoid shape guaranteed to make the cookers a cult object. The only drawback? Should a Kamado cooker need refueling, you have to remove the grate and the food.


What is an infrared grill? Do I need an infrared burner?





You could think of an infrared grill as a gas grill on steroids. The technology—pioneered by the TEC Corporation—is typically based on a slab of ceramic honeycomb, which is heated literally red-hot by conventional propane. This singular configuration enables the grill to reach temperatures as high as 800° to 1,000°F, which approaches the heat used by commercial steak houses to sear steaks and chops. That’s the good news. The bad news is that straight infrared grills work great for searing steaks but tend to burn everything else—even when used for indirect grilling.


For this reason, a growing number of manufacturers are including an infrared sear burner in conventional gas grills. This gives you the best of both worlds: blast-furnace heat for searing steaks and more moderate heat for grilling just about everything else.


I’ve been hearing a lot about pellet grills. What do you think of them?





The pellet grill, or more accurately, the pellet smoker, is a cooker that uses pellets of compressed sawdust—rather than conventional wood or charcoal—to generate heat and smoke. Some models, like the Traeger pellet grill, use a thermostatically controlled metal heating rod to ignite the pellets, giving you accurate, turn-of-a-knob heat control. Kansas City barbecue legend John Willingham used a custom designed pellet cooker to win multiple Grand Championships at the Memphis in May World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest (one of his cookers resides at the Smithsonian Institution).


The advantage of a pellet cooker is its precise heat and smoke control (the pellets are fed to the burner by an electric auger). The disadvantage—at least for the purist—is that you plug it in, making it too darned easy to use.


What is a Tuscan grill?





A Tuscan grill is a heavy metal grate (usually cast iron) with legs; it’s designed to allow you to grill in a fireplace. A simple model consists of a square or rectangular grate with four 4- to 6-inch-high legs. More elaborate models have a slotted vertical frame, so you can raise or lower the grate to control the intensity of the heat.


Why does charcoal-grilled food seem to taste better than food cooked on a gas grill?





A lot of people swear by the “charcoal” flavor of foods grilled over lump charcoal or briquettes. Actually, this is more the result of the way the high dry heat of lit charcoal sears the meat than about any flavor-producing compounds that rise from the lump charcoal or briquettes themselves. A high, dry heat does a better job of caramelizing the proteins in meat and fish and the plant sugars in vegetables and fruits than does the lower, moister heat traditionally associated with gas grills. Many of the newer gas grills burn virtually as hot and dry as charcoal. The one exception here is partially or improperly lit charcoal briquettes, especially when they’re doused with petroleum-based lighter fluid. These briquettes impart an oily or unpleasantly acrid flavor to grilled food.


How would I go about building a brick barbecue pit in my backyard?





When I was growing up the 1950s, these brick beauties were the pride of suburban backyards. Brick barbecue pits fell out of fashion with the rise of freestanding charcoal and gas grills. To judge from the e-mails I receive, backyard pits are staging a comeback. The construction of a brick barbecue pit is beyond the scope of this book. There are, however, detailed instructions in The Complete Book of Outdoor Cookery, by James Beard and Helen Evans Brown, which was originally published in 1955 but was republished as recently as 1997. You may also find the following website helpful: www.backyardspaces.com/barbeque.html



THE FUELS



What’s lump charcoal?





Sometimes called charwood or chunk charwood charcoal, lump charcoal is an all-natural product made by burning trees, logs, or chunks of pure wood in a kiln with little or no oxygen. This process eliminates most of the water in the wood and, interestingly, most of the aldehydes and other smoke and flavor-producing compounds. The result is a fuel that is easier to transport and light and that burns hotter, longer, and at a more consistent temperature than wood but that imparts little intrinsic flavor. Its reliability, consistency, purity, and neutral flavor make it the fuel of choice among many grill masters from around the world.


Lump charcoal can be made from a variety of hardwoods: for example, oak, hickory, or mesquite. Mesquite charcoal burns the hottest and is the most volatile—it often emits violent cracks and sparks as it burns. Whenever you can, use the lump charcoal that comes in jagged, irregular chunks (from real trees), rather than lump charcoal in rectilinear blocks, made from scrap lumber or flooring.


What is a charcoal briquette?





At the end of the nineteenthcentury, a chemist named Ellsworth Zwoyer devised a method for combining coal dust, wood scraps, borax, and petroleum binders into a composite fuel that could be stamped into a pillow-shaped briquette (he patented the pillow-shaped design in 1897). But it wasn’t until a twentieth-century industrialist got involved that the charcoal briquette became a household fuel—and a household name. That industrialist was Henry Ford, and he saw in the briquette an opportunity to recycle the wood scraps left over from the manufacture of Model T Fords. He promptly launched the Ford Charcoal company (the factory was designed by Thomas Edison), which he eventually sold to a relative named Kingsford.








Black Gold–Charcoal


About 200,000 years ago, give or take a few millennia, our prehistoric forebears made a revolutionary discovery: Charred wood (charcoal) burns cleaner, hotter, and much more efficiently than fresh wood. Charcoal is made by burning wood without allowing complete combustion (it has nothing to do with coal, which is a carbon-based mineral). It was probably discovered by accident when someone shoveled dirt or sand on a campfire. Deprived of oxygen, the wood continued to smolder, just enough to evaporate the water and resins, but not enough to consume all the combustible components.


Cordwood contains 20 to 30 percent water; charred wood contains 2 to 3 percent. This gives charcoal many advantages: It burns faster and hotter (as much as 200°F hotter), and it’s easier to transport and store. Charcoal is the preferred cooking fuel for more than half of the world’s population; it is used throughout Africa, the Caribbean, and Asia. Coconut charcoal, made from coconut shells and used in Southeast Asia, produces particularly delicious results.


Most of the world uses lump charcoal, but in North America it’s the composition briquette that reigns supreme. The good news about charcoal briquettes is that they’re more uniform in shape, size, and consistency than charred wood. The bad news is that, like sausage, you never quite know what’s in them. Some briquettes are made from charred hardwood with natural plant starches as a binder. Other briquettes contain wood scraps, tree bark, sawdust, coal dust, borax, limestone, and/or sodium nitrate held together with a petroleum-based binder. But before you say “yuk,” consider that these commercial briquettes are what the pit masters at the big barbecue competitions use, and they produce some terrific barbecue. Charcoal briquettes can be OK if you make sure to ignite them completely.





Some charcoal briquettes contain bits of mesquite, oak, or other woods, which are designed to impart a smoke flavor. Others, like Kingsford’s MatchLight charcoal briquettes, contain lighter fluid to help speed up the ignition. If you use charcoal briquettes, make sure the coals are completely lit and beginning to ash over before you start grilling—otherwise, you may get a petroleum taste to your food.


Is there such a thing as a “natural” briquette?





Yes. One example is made by Duraflame. It is borax free and, instead of petroleum, uses vegetable starch as a binder to hold the briquettes together.


So which is better, lump charcoal or briquettes?





Each has its partisans. I personally prefer lump charcoal on account of its purity and naturalness. The drawback to lump charcoal, however, is that it burns hot at the beginning, starts to lose its heat after thirty or forty minutes, and provides a less consistent heat than charcoal briquettes.


The charcoal briquette is designed to maintain a consistent temperature of about 600°F for a specific amount of time, usually one hour. The disadvantage of briquettes is that when not fully lit, they emit an unpleasant acrid flavor. However, as I’ve noted earlier, most of the contestants in the big barbecue contests use charcoal briquettes.








What Wood to Use


Does it really make a difference what sort of wood you grill on? Charlie Trotter thinks so. Chicago’s preeminent chef varies the woods in his grill according to the season. “In the winter, we use heavier woods, like oak and hickory,” explains Trotter, “moving to lighter woods, like alder and locust, in the springtime, and fruitwoods, like cherry, in the summer.”


The fact is that woods are to grilling what spices are to rubs; they add flavor to whatever you cook over them. Bear in mind that grilling with wood as the fuel is different from smoking with wood—the flavor is lighter and more subtle.


ALDER: A good clean wood from the Pacific Northwest. Good for salmon, turkey, and chicken.


APPLE: Tangy and clean flavored. Goes with chicken, pork, and game.


CHERRY: Sweet and fruity, with distinct cherry overtones. Use it for salmon, and duck and other poultry.


GRAPEVINE TRIMMINGS: The preferred fuel in France. Grapevine trimmings burn at a high heat, imparting a clean, dare I say vinous, smoke flavor. Grape wood is well suited to steaks and other meats, seafood, and escargot.


HICKORY: Rich and smoky. The traditional wood for American barbecue in the South and Midwest. Good for pork.


MAPLE: Mellow, mild, and sweet. Use it with poultry, seafood, and pork.


MESQUITE: Robustly flavored and smoky. The ultimate wood for beef in the style of Texas and northern Mexico.


OAK: A European favorite, and the wood preferred by professional chefs. Its clean, well-rounded flavor is equally well suited to poultry, seafood, and meat.


PECAN: A southern American favorite. Similar to hickory, only milder.


Where to Buy Wood:


W W Wood, Inc.
P.O. Box 398
Pleasanton, Texas 78064
(830) 569-2501






What about using wood for grilling?






Wood is my personal favorite fuel for grilling, in particular, a hardwood like oak, hickory, beech, apple, or other fruitwood. Wood gives you both heat and flavor—a lighter smoke flavor than when you use wood chips or chunks for smoking, but a wood-grilled flavor, all the same. Grill masters from Tuscany to Montevideo back me up on this, and if you’ve ever had a simple sausage, steak, or s’more grilled over a campfire, you know how incredibly flavorful wood-grilled foods can be.


So why don’t more people grill over wood?





Wood-grilled foods possess great flavor, but grilling over wood presents several challenges. First, wood is harder to transport and takes up more room than charcoal. It’s also a bit trickier and more time-consuming to light and harder to control the heat. A wood fire starts out as hot or even hotter than a charcoal fire, but it quickly loses heat. And wood is easier to burn in a front-loading grill than a top-loading grill—and most people own top-loading grills.


Is there any easy way to achieve a wood-grilled flavor on a charcoal grill?





There are two excellent ways. The first is to build a wood fire using wood chunks instead of charcoal. You can buy these in bags in your local hardware store or grill shop. Place the chunks in a chimney starter and light them as you would charcoal. Once lit, rake out the chunks, let them burn to embers, and when most of the smoke subsides, start grilling. You’ll be amazed by the flavor.


When grilling over wood, you need to keep two things in mind: First, wood embers burn out much more quickly than charcoal—one chimney starter’s worth will give you twenty to thirty minutes of grilling time or even less. It’s a good idea to light an extra chimney starter of wood chunks in another grill. Second, never cover a grill when you’re burning wood, even when grilling using the indirect method. Your food will come out unbearably smoky.


The second way to achieve a wood-grilled flavor on a charcoal grill is to toss whole wood chunks or one or two small logs on a charcoal fire. The wood will burn, imparting a light wood flavor. The charcoal provides the actual heat. In this case the wood chunks should be dry, not soaked.








Tanked on Gas


Most gas grills run on liquid propane, which is available at grill shops, hardware stores, and gas stations. The standard tank holds about twenty pounds of propane, which will burn for twelve to eighteen hours, depending on the design, usage, and temperature of the grill. Most of the newer gas grills come with gas gauges. Some work by weight, others by pressure.


When filling a new propane tank, the air must be removed first. Advise the service person that you are filling a new tank, so he or she can bleed the tank properly. Transport the filled tank in an upright position. I keep a milk crate in the trunk of my car for this purpose.





How do you use wood for smoking and what’s the best kind to use? Can you really match woods to foods?





To use wood for smoking, soak it for thirty minutes to one hour in water to cover. This slows the rate of combustion so the wood smolders and smokes. Toss the wood on lit charcoal, which will provide the actual heat (that’s why it’s so easy to smoke on a charcoal grill).


Almost any hardwood is a candidate for grilling (hardwood comes from deciduous trees—trees that lose their leaves in winter). The short list of commonly used woods for smoking includes oak, hickory, maple, alder, and fruitwoods, like apple, pear, and cherry. Never use a softwood like pine or spruce; the smoke will be unpleasant and oily tasting. Some softwood smoke is actually toxic. And never smoke with plywood or pressure-treated lumber, which contain toxic chemicals.


In terms of matching flavors, you can use particular woods like you would spices. Oak—and to a lesser extent, mesquite—work well with strong-tasting meats, like beef or lamb. The strong, sweet smoke of hickory is often associated with pork. Milder flavored meats, like poultry and fish, go well with the smoke of such fruitwoods as apple and cherry. But just as with using spices, there are no hard and fast rules. I always experiment, and you should feel free to, too. You’ll find descriptions of the different wood “flavors” on page 12.


What’s the difference between wood chips and chunks and when should you use each?





Both impart a similar flavor: Chips, on account of their size, do it faster than chunks. I use soaked wood chips on smaller grills, like a charcoal kettle grill, or for quicker cooking foods, like baby back ribs. I use larger chunks in larger cookers, like offset barrel smokers, and for foods that smoke all day, like briskets or pork shoulders.


I have a lot of pine trees on my property. Is it OK to grill and/or smoke over pine? Can I smoke on corncobs? Hickory nuts?





In barbecue, as in life, every rule has its exception. Grill masters in parts of Germany, for example, grill bratwurst over pinecones. But in general, pine, spruce, and other resiny softwoods should be avoided for grilling and smoking. Corncobs are not only fine for smoking, in some regions they’re highly prized. Ditto for hickory nuts and shells and walnut shells.


I tried smoking with wood as my fuel in a kettle grill; the food was unbearably smoky. What did I do wrong?





When smoking on a kettle grill, add soaked wood chips or chunks to the mounds of lit charcoal. As I mentioned before, never smoke with straight wood in a covered grill. The fire will simply generate too much smoke.


What’s the difference between propane and natural gas?





Both are hydrocarbon derivatives of petroleum. Natural gas, as the name suggests, comes from underground gas deposits and is ready to use as soon as it’s captured. Propane is a refined distillate based on natural gases from underground. It passes through a refinery prior to being ready to use in your grill.


Practically speaking, both can be used to fuel grills, but they behave differently. Propane burns hotter and drier than natural gas: One unit of propane puts out 2.5 more BTUs when burned than an equal amount of natural gas. For this reason, natural gas–burning grills must be fitted with special manifolds with larger holes to achieve a heat comparable to what you’d get in a propane grill.


Natural gas also burns marginally cleaner than propane and is less expensive to buy. And, natural gas arrives at your home through convenient municipal piping, so you don’t need to fuss with refilling tanks the way you do with propane (contact your local utility company for information about a hookup). We solved the dilemma at my house by having a thousand-gallon propane tank, which pipes directly to my grills.


My grill doesn’t have a gas gauge. Is there any way to tell how much propane is in the tank?





There are several ways to measure the amount of gas: by gauge, by condensation, and by weight. Here are the options.


BY USING A GAUGE: Grill stores sell screw-on gas gauges you can install between the valve on the top of the propane cylinder and the hose that takes the gas to the grill. Gas gauges are available at grill shops or via the Web.


BY CONDENSATION: Pour a cup of boiling water over the outside of a propane tank. The water will form droplets of condensation over that part of the tank that’s still full and will evaporate over that part of the tank that is empty, so you can see how much propane is left.


BY WEIGHT: A full propane tank weighs about thirty-eight pounds; an empty tank weighs about eighteen pounds. Many grills have built-in scales—or you can use an old bathroom scale to weigh the tank.


What’s the best way to keep from running out of gas during a grill session?





That’s easy: Always keep an extra propane tank (a full one) on hand.



SETTING UP THE GRILL



Now that you’ve got an overview of the various types of grills and fuels, the next thing to master is cooking over live fire. There are directions here for grilling with charcoal, followed by ones for gas grills. After that you can branch out—you’ll find instructions and tips for smoking on the grill and for using a rotisserie and a smoker, plus some more unusual grilling techniques.


Grilling with Charcoal


What’s the best way to light charcoal? My dad always used lighter fluid.





So did my dad, and we often ate steaks that reeked of petroleum by-products. It’s not that I’m totally against lighter fluid, but many grillers today prefer to avoid the risk of petroleum by-products entirely and use a chimney starter to light the coals instead.


A chimney starter is a device of elegant simplicity—an upright metal tube or box that is roughly six inches wide and has a wire or slotted partition in the center and a heatproof handle. You place lump charcoal or briquettes in the top of the chimney starter and a crumpled sheet of newspaper or a paraffin fire starter (this looks like a waxy white ice cube; one brand of paraffin starter is manufactured by Weber) in the bottom. Place the chimney starter on the bottom grate of a charcoal grill and light the newspaper or fire starter. In about twenty minutes, you’ll have a chimney full of uniformly lit coals. The chimney starter has three advantages over the traditional lighter fluid method.


1. It eliminates any risk of a petroleum residue flavor.


2. The confined vertical shape of the chimney funnels the heat upward so the coals ignite uniformly.


3. A chimney starter makes it easier to dump out the coals where you want them—at the sides of the grill for indirect grilling, for example.


Always wear heavy suede grill gloves when handling a lit chimney starter, and never light it on a wood or other flammable surface.








BUILDING A CHARCOAL FIRE


Grilling over charcoal has always been as much an art as it is a science because there’s no perfectly precise way to control the heat. You need to start with enough coals to cover an area three inches larger on all sides than the size of the food you plan to cook. To cook a full meal on a standard 22½-inch kettle grill, this means about fifty briquettes.


For direct grilling, see page 2; for indirect grilling, see page 3. Use a grill hoe or garden hoe to rake out the coals). Let the coals burn until they are covered with a thin layer of gray ash, three to five minutes. You need about twenty-five minutes in all to light the coals and preheat a charcoal grill. Find more about controlling the heat on page 16.
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1. Light the coals, using one of the methods outlined above. Leave the coals in the chimney starter (or a pile) until they are all blazing red; this will take about twenty minutes.


[image: image]


2. Then pour out the coals and spread them over the bottom grate in the configuration you prefer. A two- or three-zone fire is good for direct grilling (see page 18).











Heating Things Up


As you use the recipes in this book, you’ll be instructed to preheat the grill to a particular temperature. Here are brief explanations of how to do this on both charcoal and gas grills.


If you are using a charcoal grill, light the charcoal, then rake the hot coals over the bottom of the grill. For better heat control when direct grilling, I suggest building a two- or three-zone fire, as described on page 18. Open the top and bottom vents wide. Use the “Mississippi” test (see the facing page) to determine when the coals are the proper temperature for cooking. When HOT, you should be able to hold your hand over the coals for only one to three seconds. If you have a grill thermometer, the surface temperature of the grilling area should be at least 600°F. Allow twenty to thirty minutes for the coals to come to the right temperature for cooking.


If you are using a gas grill, set all the burner dials on high. Preheat the grill until the internal temperature is at least 600°F. This will take ten to fifteen minutes.


PREHEAT THE GRILL TO MEDIUM-HOT: For a charcoal grill, light the coals as described above, but use fewer of them and rake them out into a thinner layer or let them burn for another five to ten minutes longer. On a three-zone fire, do the test where the hot zone and medium zone meet. Using the “Mississippi” test, you should be able to hold your hand over the coals for four to five seconds.


For a gas grill, preheat it to high, then turn the burner dials down to medium-high. The firebox temperature should be about 400°F.


PREHEAT THE GRILL TO MEDIUM: For a charcoal grill, light the coals as described previously but use fewer coals and rake them out into a yet thinner layer (or let them burn for another five to ten minutes). On a three-zone fire, test over the medium zone. You should be able to hold your hand over the fire for six to seven seconds.


For a gas grill, preheat it to high, then turn the burner dials down to medium. The firebox temperature should be about 350°F.


PREHEAT THE GRILL TO MEDIUM-LOW: For a charcoal grill, light the coals as described previously but use fewer coals and rake them out into a still thinner layer or let them burn for five to ten minutes longer than you did for medium. On a three-zone fire, test between the medium zone and the cool safety zone. You should be able to hold your hand over the fire for eight to ten seconds.


For a gas grill, preheat it to high, then turn the burner dials down to medium-low. The firebox temperature should be about 300°F.


PREHEAT THE GRILL TO LOW: For a charcoal grill, light the coals as described previously. Use fewer coals and rake them out in a very thin layer or let them burn for fifteen to twenty minutes longer. You should be able to hold your hand over the coals for twelve to fifteen seconds.


For a gas grill, preheat it to high, then turn the burner dials down to low. The firebox temperature should be about 250°F.





What’s the slender silver bracket attached to the handle of many chimney starters?





You wouldn’t believe how many people ask this question. It’s called the bale—a second handle designed to help you lift and steer the chimney to where you want to dump the coals.


What if you want to use lighter fluid to light charcoal?





To start charcoal with lighter fluid, rake the charcoal into a round mound in the center of the bottom grate of the grill. Douse the charcoal with lighter fluid and ignite it with a match. Do not squirt additional lighter fluid onto the fire once the coals are lit. Do make sure that the coals are completely lit (they should glow orange) and starting to ash over before you start grilling. This burns off any petroleum residue.








How Not to Light a Charcoal Grill


When I was eight years old, my mother gave me a lesson—and a heart-stopping fright—on the wrong way to light a charcoal grill. She threw a match on the briquettes, then poured gasoline on top. It was only the quick thinking of our neighbor that averted a tragedy: He knocked the exploding gas can out of Mom’s hands and pushed her away from the fire. We all learned a valuable lesson: If you do use a petroleum-based starter, never, ever use gasoline. Pour the starter on the coals as directed in the instructions, seal the container, and move it away from the grill before you strike the match.





Is there any other way to light charcoal?





You can also use an electric starter, a loop-shaped metal heating element that glows bright orange when plugged in. You place the starter on the grate and arrange a mound of charcoal over the heating element, then plug in the starter. The charcoal will ignite in a matter of minutes. Electric starters are available at grill shops and are particularly handy for lighting deep grills like the Big Green Egg. They work equally well with wood chunks. The chief drawback to this device is that it requires an electric outlet next to the grill.


Can you light a charcoal grill in the garage when the weather gets cold? How about on a covered porch? How about using a hibachi?





No. No. And no. One of the by-products of burning charcoal is a toxic gas called carbon monoxide. Never light a charcoal grill in a closed area.


Is it safe to put a charcoal grill on a wood deck?





I have a wood deck under one of my “burn” areas, as active grill collections are known in the biz. I keep the deck safe by placing fireproof grill pads under each grill. Manufactured by DiversiTech, grill pads come in a variety of sizes, shapes, and colors and are available at grill shops, hardware and houseware stores, and via the Web at: www.grillpads.com.


A gas grill has knobs for controlling the heat. How do you control the heat on a charcoal grill?





There are three basic ways.


1. Adjust the heat by opening or closing the vents on the bottom and top of the grill. More air gives you a hotter fire; less air, a cooler fire.








The Mississippi Test


My grill doesn’t have a thermometer. How do I check the heat?


Use the “Mississippi” test. Hold your hand about three inches over the grill grate and start counting “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi,” and so on. After a certain number of Mississippis (seconds), the force of the heat will cause you to snatch away your hand. The number of seconds you can hold your hand above the coals roughly corresponds to the following temperatures:






	TIME


	LEVEL OF HEAT


	TEMP







	1 Mississippi


	Very hot


	650°F







	2 to 3 Mississippi


	Hot


	600°F







	4 to 5 Mississippi


	Medium-hot


	400°F







	6 to 7 Mississippi


	Medium


	350°F







	8 to 10 Mississippi


	Medium-low


	300°F







	12 to 15 Mississippi


	Low


	250° to 275°F











2. Increase or decrease the number of coals in the grill. For example, to smoke at a low temperature on a kettle grill, I light only a half chimney starter of coals.


3. Build a two- or three-zone fire. That way you can move the food closer or farther away from the fire to control its exposure to the heat.


What’s a two-zone fire? What’s a three-zone fire?





In a TWO-ZONE FIRE, you spread the coals out in a single layer over about two thirds of the bottom grill grate, leaving one third of the grate coal free (use a grill hoe or garden hoe to rake the coals). The zone with the coals is your cooking area—use it for grilling simple foods for a small number of people. The coal-free zone is your cool or safety zone. To control the exposure to the heat, move the food closer to or farther away from the lit coals.


In a THREE-ZONE FIRE, you rake half of the coals into a double layer so they cover one third of the grill and spread the remaining coals out in a single layer in the center of the grill, leaving one third of the grill coal free. This arrangement gives you a high-heat zone (over the double-thick layer of coals) for searing; a moderate heat zone (over the single layer of coals) for cooking; and a cool, coal-free or “safety” zone. To control the exposure to the heat, start by searing the food over the hot zone, then move it to the moderate zone to cook it through. Should the food start to burn or if you get flare-ups, move the food to the cool zone.








Tips for Cold-Weather Grilling


When I was growing up, people living in the Frost Belt actually put their grills away from Labor Day to Memorial Day. Today, more and more grill masters are grilling all year long. As we in the business like to say, it’s what separates the men from the boys. Ask yourself this simple question: When it snows, what do you shovel first—the path to your car or the path to your grill? Here are nine simple steps for successful cold-weather grilling.


1. Select foods that can be grilled quickly over direct heat, such as steaks, chops, chicken breasts, burgers, pork tenderloin, kebabs, fish fillets, and the like. Keep your menu simple.


2. Always position your outdoor grill in a well-ventilated area that is protected from the wind and open to the sky. Never grill in garages, outbuildings, or on covered porches.


3. Brush or knock any snow accumulation off the grill, if necessary, and salt any potentially icy patches around the grill.


4. If cooking with charcoal, line the inside of the grill with heavy duty aluminum foil, shiny side up, poking holes in the foil for the grill vents (This is very important.) The reflective foil will help build and maintain heat.


5. As always, preheat the grill to the desired temperature before adding the food.


6. Minimize heat loss by keeping the grill covered as much as possible after it is lit. Grills fitted with exterior thermometers are better suited to cold-weather grilling, as you don’t have to uncover the grill to monitor its interior temperature.


7. If you are grilling with charcoal, you may have to add fresh coals more frequently—every half hour in cold temperatures versus every hour in warmer temperatures. I like to keep a second kettle grill or chimney starter going with hot coals so I can replenish the main fire as needed.


8. Odd, but because the outside air temperature is cold, it’s easier to unthinkingly touch hot surfaces. Always wear heat-resistant grilling gloves (not ski gloves) to prevent burns.


9. Remember: Food takes longer (anywhere from 25 to 80 percent longer) to cook in cold weather.
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A two-zone fire.
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A three-zone fire.


How often should you add fresh charcoal? Can you add it as is, or does it need to be lit?





As charcoal burns, it gradually generates less and less heat. In general when you are using a prolonged cooking method, the coals need to be replenished once every hour. Charcoal briquettes may last a little longer; lump charcoal may burn out a little more quickly. When using lump charcoal, you can add fresh charcoal directly to the lit coals. Leave the grill uncovered for five to ten minutes while the lump charcoal lights.








When to Use a Drip Pan


When grilling food by the indirect method, including barbecuing, it’s a good idea to use a drip pan. The drip pan serves three purposes: First, it helps you define the area for indirect grilling. Second, it collects the drippings from ribs, ducks, and other fatty foods. Finally, some grill jockeys use the drip pan to hold water, beer, wine, marinades, and other flavorful liquids to create a steamy environment that helps keep food moist during prolonged cooking.


The disposable aluminum foil roasting pans that you find in supermarkets make great drip pans. When you are indirect grilling on a charcoal grill, place the pan between the mounds of hot coals under the grate.


Many gas grills have built-in drip pans. If yours does, you don’t have to add another one. Always be sure to empty the drip pan after each grill session. Otherwise, you run the risk of getting bad smells and raccoons.





If using briquettes, you can add them directly to the fire (leave the lid off until they light). However, I prefer to light them in a chimney starter, in a second grill, or on the ground (never on a wood deck). Then, I add the lit coals to the fire. This avoids exposing the food to the acrid smoke generated when the briquettes are in the process of lighting.
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Both side panels of this grate lift up to make adding fresh coals or wood chips easy.



Any suggestions for adding fresh coals to the fire without having to lift the grate with the food?






When you shop for a grill, look for one with a grate with hinged side panels. You lift the side panels to add fresh coals or wood chips (see photo, page 19).


What are the vents for on a charcoal grill?





The vents help you control the heat. When wide open, they let in more air, which makes the coals burn hotter. When partially closed, they restrict the airflow, which makes the coals burn cooler. If you close all the vents (bottom and top), you’ll ultimately extinguish the fire.


Cooking with Gas


What’s the safest way to light a gas grill? Do gas grills ever blow up?





Always have the grill lid open when lighting a gas grill. Gradually turn on one burner by rotating the burner knob counterclockwise. (On some grills, you may need to push the burner knob in first to rotate it. And on some grills, you must light one burner first—often an outside burner—which in turn lights the other burners.) One very important final step: Once you think the burner is lit, hold your hand a few inches over the grate for a minute or so to make sure the burner really is lit.


Never attempt to light a gas grill with the lid closed. The potential gas buildup and sudden ignition can cause a fatal explosion.


How do you test a gas grill for leaks?





Make a simple leak detection fluid by mixing equal parts liquid dish soap and water. Brush this over the hoses and couplings: Any leaks will show up as bubbles.








SETTING UP A GAS GRILL


You don’t need a degree in engineering to light a gas grill, but there are a few watch points to get you started. (For more gas grilling safety tips, visit www.usepropane.com—the website of the Propane Education and Research Council.)


• First, be sure you have enough gas (that’s where the gas gauge comes in). There’s nothing worse than cooking a whole brisket or ham and running out of gas halfway through.


• Uncover the grill, set the starting burner on high, and light it with the ignition switch. Make sure the burner is actually lit. Most gas grills have a peephole located under the burner control knob for viewing the burner. Or, hold your hand a few inches above the grate and make sure you can feel the heat.


• Should the gas fail to light after you’ve pushed the ignition switch for a few seconds, shut the grill down, wait a few minutes to let the grill air out, and then try again. Some people (myself included), lack a patience gene (not to mention a commonsense gene), so I mention this for anyone falling into that category: Do not keep the gas flowing while you keep pressing a balky ignition switch. The firebox will fill with gas, and when the spark finally comes, the gas will ignite with explosive force.


• Once the master burner is lit, light the others, setting all on high. Preheat the grill to the desired temperature. This will take about fifteen minutes—sometimes longer. Don’t skimp on this preheating time—that’s one of the most common mistakes people make when using a gas grill. (It is best to preheat the grill to high then lower to the desired temperature.)











How to Grill Without a Grate


To most Americans, the grate (the metal grilling rack) is the most important part (or at least the defining part) of a barbecue grill. So you may be surprised to learn that in many parts of the world—from Turkey to Japan to India—grills do not have grates and the food is cooked in midair, as it were, directly over the fire.


Ground meat kebabs, like Indonesian satés and Persian lula, do particularly well grilled without a grate, because the meat tends to stick to the grate’s metal bars. Many Indian tandoori dishes are covered with a chickpea batter that also tends to stick to the grate, as does the miso glaze so popular in Japanese grill joints.


The easiest way to do grilling off the grate on an American-style grill (charcoal or gas) is to place two flat one-inch-thick bricks or paving stones or pieces of metal pipe on the grill grate, far enough apart so that the ends of the skewers can rest comfortably on them. Place the skewer ends on the bricks; the food will be suspended above the grate and should be fully exposed to the heat.


If you’ve ever wrestled with ground meat kebabs sticking to the grate, you’ll find this simple technique a revelation.
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In order to grill these shrimp skewers without using the top grill grate at all, the charcoal was piled evenly in the center of the grill (on the bottom grate) and the bricks were placed on either side. The bricks rise up 2-inches higher than the layer of charcoal allowing the shrimp to grill above the fire.





What should you do if you smell gas from a gas grill?





If you smell gas, immediately turn off all the burners and close the valve on the propane tank. Disconnect the hose from the tank. Wait five minutes or so for any propane to dissipate. Reconnect the hose. Open the grill lid. Turn on the burners and click the ignition. If you still smell gas, immediately turn off the grill, disconnect the propane tank, and call the manufacturer.


How do you direct grill on a gas grill?





Set the burner dials on high and preheat the grill until the internal temperature is at least 600°F. (The temperature is usually measured at the lid level of the firebox, so it may be somewhat higher than the temperature at the grate.) You’ll probably need to light all the burners to achieve this high heat. Once the desired temperature is reached, you can shut off one or more burners if you don’t need to use the whole surface of the grate.


To direct grill at medium-high heat, set the burner dials on medium-high so that the internal temperature reaches at least 400°F.


How do you indirect grill on a gas grill?





To indirect grill on a two-burner gas grill, light one burner and place the food on the other side. On a three-burner gas grill, light the front and rear or left and right burners and place the food in the center. On a four- to six-burner grill, light the outside burners and place the food in the center of the grate. No matter how many burners there are, you need to cover the grill.


So what about a single-burner gas grill? To grill indirectly, you’ll need some way to block the heat from the food. Place an inverted cake or pie pan in a larger metal pan or ovenproof skillet—the idea is to create an insulating pocket of air. Place the food on top of the inverted pan. Of course, having read this, if you own a one-burner gas grill, you may be inspired to graduate to a multiple-burner gas grill.








Rotisserie Cooking


You can spit roast foods on either a charcoal or a gas grill, and most grill manufacturers make rotisserie attachments. When buying a rotisserie attachment, look for a motor with an on-off switch (adjustable speeds are nice, too) and a cord that’s long enough to reach the available electrical outlet. Be sure the device comes with a mounting bracket that will fit on your grill. The spit itself should have adjustable prongs for holding the food in place. Another nice feature is a counterweight, which helps reduce the strain on the motor.


To spit roast on a charcoal grill, set up the grill for indirect grilling and preheat it to medium-high or medium. When the coals are hot, rake them into two parallel rows, one about four inches in front of where the spit will turn and one about four inches behind where it will turn. Place a drip pan in the center, between the rows of coals. Skewer the food on the spit, attach the spit to the rotisserie mechanism, and turn on the motor. (Note: To spit roast on a kettle grill, you need a metal rotisserie collar, available from Weber, www.weber.com.) You’ll need to add ten to twelve fresh coals per side after every hour of cooking.


Most of the newer high-end gas grills have an infrared rotisserie burner at the back of the firebox. When spit roasting, place a drip pan under where the food will be (you may need to remove the grill grates to get clearance). Preheat the rotisserie burner to high; to do this you may need to hold down the burner knob for fifteen seconds. Skewer the food on the spit, then insert it in the rotisserie mechanism and turn the motor on. That’s all there is to it. If you’re working on a four- to six-burner grill and you want to speed up the spit-roasting process, you can also light the outside burners; this combines spit roasting with indirect grilling.


To spit roast on a three-burner gas grill that has burners running from front to back, preheat the front and rear burners to medium-high or high. Leave the center burner off. Place a drip pan in the center of the grilling grate. Skewer the food on the spit, attach the spit to the rotisserie mechanism, and turn on the motor. If the food browns too quickly, turn off the front burner.


To spit roast on a three-burner gas grill with burners running left, center, and right or on a gas grill with four, five, or six burners, light the outside burners and leave the center burners off. Place a drip pan under the meat. This isn’t true spit roasting because the meat is not exposed directly to the flame; it’s more like indirect grilling on a rotisserie. But nonetheless, you’ll get terrific results.






Approximate Times for Spit Roasting






	1 chicken (3½ pounds)


	40 minutes to 1 hour







	1 game hen (2 pounds)


	25 to 30 minutes







	1 duck (4 to 5 pounds)


	1¼ to 1½ hours







	1 butterflied leg of lamb (2 to 3 pounds)


	1 to 1½ hours







	1 boneless pork loin (2 to 3 pounds)


	1 to 1½ hours







	1 boneless rib roast (about 3 pounds)


	1 to 1½ hours








*Times given are for a covered grill. Add 15 to 20 minutes when using an uncovered grill.






When should you cook with the grill lid down and when should you leave the grill uncovered?






Always cover the grill when grilling using the indirect method. When grilling using the direct method, follow the “rule of palm.” If what you’re grilling is thinner than the palm of your hand (for example, skinless, boneless chicken breasts, thin pork chops, shrimp, many vegetables, garlic bread, and the like), grill them uncovered. These items cook quickly; you want to be able to watch them to make sure they don’t overcook.


If what you’re direct grilling is thicker than the palm of your hand (for example, a bible-thick swordfish or tuna steak or a thick porterhouse or T-bone steak), cover the grill. This holds in the heat and speeds up the cooking.


Cooking Satés


The saté is probably the most perfect morsel ever devised by a grill buff. This bite-size kebab on a small bamboo skewer is wildly popular all across Southeast Asia. Japan’s yakitori and teriyaki are kissing cousins of saté. There’s only one remotely challenging aspect to cooking a saté. Because bamboo is flammable, you must set up your grill so you can cook the meat without burning the ends of the skewers. There are three ways to accomplish this.


1. Do as they do in Southeast Asia—work on a slender grill, one just wide enough to expose the meat, but not the skewer ends, to the fire. Saté grills, long, narrow metal boxes that are quite tiny and portable, are specially designed for this purpose. Variations turn up from Jakarta to Kyoto and Kuala Lumpur. (I bought one in Jakarta that’s twelve inches long and three inches wide and was fashioned from a large tin can.)


A Japanese-style hibachi is the closest thing to a saté grill available in North America, and it works quite well for cooking satés. You simply rake the coals right to the edge of the hibachi and place the satés on the grill with the exposed ends of the skewers hanging over the edge.


2. Protect the exposed part of bamboo skewers with a skewer shield. This can be as simple as a folded piece of aluminum foil placed under the ends of the skewers, or you can buy a commercial skewer shield. Alternatively, you can wrap the exposed part of each skewer with aluminum foil.








Making an Aluminum Foil Grill Shield for Skewers


To make a grill shield for small bamboo skewers, fold a piece of aluminum foil in three like a business letter, shiny side out so it reflects the heat. Twelve by eighteen inches is a useful size piece of foil to start with to make a shield for small skewers. When you put the satés or kebabs on the grill grate, slide the foil under the ends of the skewers. Or, you can place the shield on the grate first and arrange the skewers on top. The aluminum foil will shield the flammable wood from the fire.
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Rather than soaking bamboo skewers to prevent them from burning, use an aluminum foil shield. It’s much more reliable.





3. It is often said you can prevent the ends of the skewers from burning by soaking the skewers in cold water for at least thirty minutes. This may slow the burning process slightly, but the first two methods are much more effective.


Smoking


What’s the ideal temperature for smoking?





Tradition calls for the “big three” (brisket, pork shoulder, and spareribs) to be smoked “low and slow”—at a low temperature of 225° to 250°F for several hours. I find that whole chickens and quicker cooking ribs, like baby back ribs, have a crisper exterior (the skin in the case of chicken) and more pleasing texture (the actual meat in the case of baby back ribs) when smoke roasted at a higher temperature, 350°F, using the indirect grilling method.


I don’t have a smoker. Can you smoke on a charcoal kettle grill?





You certainly can. Set it up for indirect grilling but use only half as much charcoal as you normally would. Less charcoal is the key to bringing the temperature down to a traditional low smoking temperature. You can also invest in a BBQ Baffle, a metal baffle that fits in a conventional charcoal grill and lowers the heat normally put out by charcoal by directing the flow of air through the grill (one source is www.bbqbaffle.com).


How do you smoke on a gas grill?





The short answer is, you don’t. Gas grills can do many things well (they’re terrific for direct and indirect grilling and for spit roasting). But because of the large vents in the back (required by the safety code), most gas grills do a poor job of smoking. Virtually all of the smoke goes pouring out the vents before it has a chance to flavor the food. Moreover, unless the grill is operating at full blast, it doesn’t get hot enough to make the wood smolder (this is not a problem on a charcoal grill, where the wood comes in direct contact with the glowing coals). However, if you run a gas grill on high, the temperature will be too hot for indirect grilling or barbecuing.


Over the years, some grillers have come up with ingenious improvisations for smoking on gas grills. For example, you can place a pan of lit charcoal with soaked wood chips or chunks on the grate of a hot gas grill, turn off the burners, and plug up the vent holes in the back. Or you can invest in a device like Sam’s Smoker Pro (a flat, metal box you fill with wood chips that goes under the grate over one of the burners—for information go to www.samssmoker.com).


If you insist on attempting to smoke on a gas grill, place all of the presoaked wood chips in the smoker box or in a smoker pouch and position them directly over one of the burners. Preheat the grill to high until the smoke billows, then lower the heat to the desired temperature for indirect grilling or barbecuing (or follow the manufacturer’s instructions).


If your grill doesn’t have a smoker box, you can buy one from a grill supply shop or you can improvise one, using a small loaf pan or metal pie tin. Or, make a couple of smoker pouches—wrap a cup or so of soaked, drained wood chips in heavy-duty aluminum foil to make a pillow-shaped pouch. Fold over the ends to seal it tightly, then to allow the smoke to escape, poke a half-dozen holes in the top with the end of an instant-read meat thermometer or a bamboo skewer.


The best solution? Even if you’re a diehard gas griller or you just bought a stainless steel gas supergrill that costs as much as a car, if you really want to achieve the soulful smoke flavor of authentic barbecue, invest in an inexpensive charcoal kettle grill or an upright water smoker for smoking.


What do you do if your smoker doesn’t have a thermometer?





If your smoker lacks a thermometer, insert the metal probe of an oven thermometer (not an instant-read meat thermometer) in one of the vent holes, or place it in the smoke chamber.



How often should you add fresh wood chips? Should you keep adding them until the food is done?






As a rule, I add fresh wood chips when I start smoking and then once an hour after that. With quicker-cooking food, like a whole chicken or a couple of racks of baby back ribs, one batch of wood chips (three quarters of a cup of soaked, drained wood chips or one to two chunks of hardwood per side) is sufficient. For pieces of meat that need to cook longer, like pork shoulder and briskets, I add wood every hour for the first half of the cooking time. I don’t add wood during the second half of cooking—first because the meat seems to absorb less smoke flavor after a few hours, and second because I don’t want the food to be unpleasantly smoky.


Is there such a thing as too much smoke?





Yes, and it brings us to one of the most commonly made mistakes in barbecue: the notion that if some is good, more is better. Oversmoked food tastes unpleasantly bitter and acrid.


The last few times I’ve cooked brisket, it’s come out unpleasantly smoky. What am I doing wrong?





In a nutshell, you’re using too much wood. Add 1 to 1½ cups of soaked chips or two to three soaked wood chunks to the charcoal embers every hour for the first half of the cooking time. There’s no need to continue adding wood after five or six hours.


What should you use as the primary fuel in a smoker: charcoal or wood?





It depends on the pit master and smoker, but in general, I use lump charcoal for generating the heat and wood chunks for providing the wood smoke.


I have an offset barrel smoker and I have a hard time getting it up to temperature and keeping it hot. Any suggestions?





This is a common problem with these heavy iron or steel smokers. The quick fix is to build a larger fire. I use two, sometimes three, chimney starters’ worth of coals in my offset barrel smoker. Make sure both the firebox vent and chimney vent are open. If you need a little more air in the firebox (remember, more air means more heat), you can leave the firebox side door open a quarter to a half inch.


If you do a lot of cold weather smoking, try to buy a smoker that has thick metal walls (at least a quarter inch thick). The thinner walled models just can’t hold the heat in the winter.


Should you use a water pan and what should you put in it?





Your question refers to the so-called water smoker—an upright barrel smoker with the firebox on the bottom and a water-filled drip pan in the middle under the meat. (One of the common examples of this type of smoker is the Weber Smoky Mountain Cooker, aka the “Bullet”). The theory is that the liquid in the pan helps create a moist smoking environment and shields the meat from excessive heat.


I put water in the pan when smoking leaner meats, like turkey breast, but when I’m cooking fattier meats, like pork shoulders or briskets, I generally don’t bother. I do line the water pan with aluminum foil to facilitate cleanup. Many people put wine, beer, cider, or another flavored liquid in the pan instead of water. I see no harm in this practice and it may even impart a subtle flavor (especially if you drink more of the wine or beer while the meat is smoking).


My smoker has two cooking grates. Can I smoke on both at the same time or just the top one? Wouldn’t the food on the bottom grate cook faster because it’s closer to the fire?





You probably have an upright barrel smoker or water smoker. Yes, you can smoke on two levels. I generally put the food that is fattier on the top grate and the leaner food on the bottom grate (brisket on the grate above a turkey, for example), so the dripping fat bastes the leaner meat. Yes, the food on the bottom will cook marginally quicker, so adjust the cooking time accordingly.


What do you think of electric smokers?





They work like a charm. The only drawback to electric smokers is they’re too darned easy to use. (No pain, no glory.)



Grilling Indoors



How do you grill in the fireplace? And, how do you keep your indoor fireplace from getting all greasy?





The short answer is to invest in a Tuscan grill (see page 10 for a description). Build a roaring fire in your fireplace and let it burn down to embers. Rake the embers into a mound and place the Tuscan grill over them, then grill as you would outdoors.


To keep your fireplace from getting greasy, line it with aluminum foil (shiny side up to reflect the heat).








Indoor “Grills”


The advent of stovetop electric grills brought a traditionally outdoor cooking method into the kitchen. These grills feature an electric heating element positioned beneath a metal grate—a sort of inverted broiler. Indoor gas stovetop grills soon followed. But is this really grilling? In the case of an electric grill, a purist would say no. Indeed, the first qualification, live fire, is conspicuously absent. As for indoor gas grills, they function like outdoor models.


Both types of indoor grills offer the dry high-heat searing and charring so prized in outdoor grilling. I’m not sure that a blindfolded eater could tell the difference between outdoor and indoor grilled food that has been marinated well. And it certainly enables Frost Belters to enjoy grill-style food all year long.


Then there are skillet grills, frying pans with parallel raised ridges on the bottom that are designed to simulate grill marks. Here again, a purist might be tempted to dismiss these devices. Certainly there’s no live fire. But the ridges create the smoky charring and inviting grill marks so typical of grilling. Skillet grilling is no substitute for outdoor grilling, but it can serve the apartment dweller who wants to approximate a grilled flavor.





I live in an apartment in Manhattan and can’t put a grill on my fire escape. Which of your recipes can be grilled inside?





Almost anything you can grill outdoors can be grilled indoors, you just need to adapt the technique. As a matter of fact, there’s a whole book on the subject—Indoor Grilling—written by yours truly. Just remember, outdoor grills should be used only outdoors.


Grilling Over a Campfire


What’s the secret to grilling over a campfire? (My husband always burns the food.)





As a rule, it’s better to grill over the embers than in the leaping flames of a roaring fire. Start your fire thirty to forty minutes before you plan to do the cooking. Shovel or rake the embers into a mound on one side of the fire and do your cooking over them. Burn fresh logs on the other side to continue generating embers.


How do you hold the food over the fire?





There are at least three ways.


1. S’MORE-STYLE: On the end of a stick or long skewer held over the fire. This is excellent for quick cooking foods, like sausages and s’mores.


2. ASADO-STYLE: Impaled on or tied to vertical stakes or skewers you stand in front of the fire. This is excellent for whole fish, split baby lambs and goats, beef ribs, and so on.


3. TUSCAN-STYLE: On a grate stretched between stones or bricks over the embers, or using a Tuscan grill, which has legs to hold it above the fire. Great for steaks and chops.


For every rule, there’s an exception. When German grill masters make speissbraten (onion-stuffed, spit-roasted pork neck), they deliberately cook it in the flames of a beech wood fire to smoke it.








The Ten Commandments of Perfect Grilling


1. BE ORGANIZED. Have everything you need at grillside—the food, marinade, basting sauce, seasonings, and equipment—before you start grilling.


2. GAUGE YOUR FUEL. There’s nothing worse than running out of charcoal or gas in the middle of grilling. When using charcoal, light enough to form a bed of glowing coals three inches larger on all sides than the surface area of the food you’re planning to cook. (A 22½-inch grill needs one chimney starter’s worth of coals.) When cooking on a gas grill, make sure the tank is at least one third full.


3. PREHEAT THE GRILL TO THE RIGHT TEMPERATURE. Remember: Grilling is a high-heat cooking method. In order to achieve the seared crust, distinctive flavor, and handsome grill marks associated with masterpiece grillmanship, you must cook over a high heat. How high? At least 600°F for high-heat direct grilling. Although I detail this elsewhere, it is worth repeating: When using charcoal, let it burn until it is covered with a thin coat of gray ash. Hold your hand about three inches above the grate. When the grill is hot enough to cook, after two to three seconds, the intensity of the heat should force you to snatch your hand away. If you are using a gas grill, preheat it to high (at least 600°F); this takes ten to fifteen minutes.


When indirect grilling, preheat the grill to 350°F.


4. KEEP IT CLEAN. There’s nothing less appetizing than grilling on dirty old burnt bits of food stuck to the grate. Besides, the food will stick to a dirty grate. Clean the grate twice: once after you’ve preheated the grill and again when you’ve finished cooking. The first cleaning will remove any bits of food you may have missed after your last grilling session. Use the edge of a metal spatula to scrape off large bits of food and a stiff wire brush to finish scrubbing the grate.


5. KEEP IT LUBRICATED. Oil the grate just before placing the food on top. Use a tightly folded paper towel soaked in oil, or rub it with a piece of fatty bacon, beef fat, or chicken skin. Or, lift it off the hot grate, spray it with oil—away from the flames—then return it to the grill.


6. TURN, DON’T STAB. The proper way to turn meat on a grill is with tongs or a spatula. Never stab the meat with a carving fork—unless you want to drain the flavor-rich juices onto the coals.


7. KNOW WHEN TO BASTE. Bastes and marinades made with oil and vinegar, citrus, or yogurt can be brushed on the meat throughout the cooking time. If you want to use a marinade for basting, to avoid cross-contamination set some of it aside before you begin marinating the meat. Never use a marinade that has contained raw meat as a baste or a sauce.


When using a sugar-based barbecue sauce, apply it toward the end of the cooking time. The sugar in these sauces burns easily and should not be exposed to prolonged heat.


8. KEEP IT COVERED. When cooking larger cuts of meat and poultry, such as a whole chicken, leg of lamb, or prime rib, use the indirect method of grilling or barbecuing (see pages 2 and 3). Keep the grill tightly covered and resist the temptation to peek. Every time you lift the lid, you add to the cooking time.


9. GIVE IT A REST. Beef, steak, chicken—almost anything you grill—will taste better if you let it stand on a cutting board for a few minutes before serving. This allows the meat to “relax,” making it juicier and tastier.


10. NEVER DESERT YOUR POST. Grilling is an easy cooking method, but it demands constant attention. Once you put something on the grill (especially when using the direct method), stay with it until it’s cooked. This is not the time to answer the phone or mix up a batch of your famous mojitos.


Above all, have fun. Remember that grilling isn’t brain surgery. And that’s the gospel!






Can you indirect grill on a campfire?






Yes, there are two ways. The first is to stand the food on a stake (or on a brick in the case of onions and other round vegetables) in front of the fire (see asado-style grilling previously). The second is to cook the food in a Dutch oven, a large, deep cast-iron pot you set in the embers, shoveling more embers in the depressed section of the metal lid.


I once saw you cook sweet potatoes right on the embers. Why on earth would you do that and are they good?





Roasting food in the embers is probably the world’s oldest method of grilling, and for some foods—especially for sweet potatoes and onions—it’s one of the best. There are three compelling reasons to do this. First, it looks cool and is guaranteed to impress and amaze your guests. Second, the surface charring of the potato or onion skins imparts an incredible and inimitable smoke flavor. Third, you get to connect with your inner caveman—you’re engaging in an act of cooking that’s as old as mankind itself. One good example of this technique is the Onion an Potatoes Roasted in the Coals, page 418.


GRILL MAINTENANCE AND CLEANING


What do I do at the beginning of the season to get my grill ready?





This question assumes you put your grill away for the winter—something fewer and fewer of us do (see Cold-Weather Grilling on page 18). But if you mothball your grill during cold weather, here’s what you need to do to get it ready for the start of the grilling season.


CHARCOAL GRILLS: Scrape out any ash you should have removed from the firebox at the end of the season. Make sure the metal vents at the top and bottom of the grill open and close easily; lubricate with WD-40 if necessary. Light the grill and preheat it screaming hot. Brush and oil the grill grate.


GAS GRILLS: If you forgot to clean the drip pan at the end of the season, do it now. Remove the grates and check to see that the burner tubes are free of obstructions, particularly spiders and spider webs, and that the holes in the tubes are open. If they are not, gently unclog them with a pin. Replace the grates.


Check the igniter buttons. When you press them, you should hear a click and spark. If you don’t, you may need to replace the batteries. Finally, hook up the propane tank and open the valve, then light the grill. Brush and oil the grill grate.


In the unlikely event that you smell propane, turn off all the burners, disconnect and reconnect the hose to the gas tank, and try again. Use a leak detection liquid (see page 20) to check the couplings and hoses for leaks. If you find any leaks, immediately shut down the grill and call the manufacturer.


How often should I clean my grill? How clean does it really need to be?





My feeling is that the grill grates should be immaculate and the rest of the grill should be relatively clean at all times. Clean grates are essential for killer grill marks and they help keep food from sticking. Every time you fire up your grill, you should practice good grill hygiene—summed up by the simple phrase: “keep it hot, clean, and lubricated.” In other words, preheat the grill to high, brush the grates with a stiff wire brush, and oil them with tightly folded paper towels dipped in oil and drawn across the bars of the grate with tongs. Do not attempt to clean a cold grill grate with soap, water, and steel wool. It will take you a long time and a lot of effort to achieve something that can be done in minutes.


“Guys, that fish skin or remnant of last week’s pork chops burned onto the grill grate does not add flavor. If it looks disgusting, it probably is disgusting. When in doubt, ask your spouse.”


If you are using a charcoal grill, you should scrape out the firebox and empty the ash catcher after every grill session. You may need to wait until the following morning to make sure the ash is completely cool.


With a gas grill, you should empty the drip pan after every grill session and hose off the exterior. Do not spray cold water on a hot grill thermometer or you may break the glass.


My grill grates are really rusty. What’s the best way to clean them?





Preheat your grill to high (screaming hot) and brush the grates vigorously with a stiff wire brush. Then wipe the hot grate with a tightly folded paper towel dipped in oil and drawn across the grate at the end of tongs. Repeat as necessary. The more often you clean the grate in this fashion, the less likely it is to rust.


What’s the best way to clean porcelainized enamel grill grates?





Porcelainized enamel grates are more prone to scratching and chipping than solid metal grates. To clean a porcelainized grate, preheat the grill to high, then brush the grate with a wire brush. (Many people like to use brass-bristled brushes, which are softer—and thus gentler on porcelainized enamel—than stainless steel bristles.) Oil the grate before grilling.


My grill grates corroded over the winter. Should I have stored them inside?





Ideally, if you use your grill on a regular basis throughout the winter, the grates will not corrode. But if you don’t plan to use your grill during the winter, it’s always a good idea to store it in a garage. If you have a gas grill, be sure to completely disconnect the propane canister. Of course, you should brush and oil the grill grates before shutting down the grill for the season. To restore corroded grates, follow the instructions above for cleaning a rusty grill.


What is an ash catcher and how often should I empty it?





The ash catcher is a pan, tray, or other receptacle under the firebox of a charcoal grill that is designed to hold the spent ashes. It should be emptied each time you use the grill. However, it takes several hours or even overnight for ashes to cool, so you may want to wait until the next morning. Never put spent ashes in a paper bag or plastic trash can. Often, there are a few live coals or sparks mixed in the ashes and these may set the receptacle on fire. I have seen this happen dozens of times.


GEARING UP


I want to get my dad a set of barbecue tools for Father’s Day. What are the essential tools?





There are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of really cool grilling accessories, but you really need only three.


1. A long-handled stiff wire brush for cleaning the grill grate


2. Long-handled, spring-loaded tongs for oiling the grate and turning food


3. An instant-read meat thermometer for checking meat for doneness


That said, here are the near essentials and the not-so-essential-but-usefuls. A couple of good mail-order sources for grilling accessories:


www.barbecuebible.com/store/


www.barbecue-store.com (it also sells spare parts for gas grills)


Near Essentials


• Chimney starter (if you have a charcoal grill); see page 15


• One or more long-handled spatulas, preferably with crooked (offset) blades


• Two long-handled basting brushes (natural bristles, please; nylon will melt). You may also want to invest in a mop-style baster, which looks like a miniature mop.








Is It Done Yet?


The only remotely tricky part about barbecuing and grilling is knowing when the food is done. The pros use the poke test to check the doneness of steaks and chops (it’s quite accurate when used by a seasoned griller). But for larger cuts of meat, nothing beats the “scientific” method for assessing doneness.


The “Artistic” Methods


There’s an art to testing the doneness of steaks, chops, chicken breasts, and fish steaks or fillets. Here are three tried and true methods.


To test steaks and chops for doneness, the poke method is best. Press the thickest part of the steak or chop with your finger.


• When the meat is rare, it will feel soft, even squishy—a bit like the flesh at the base of your thumb when you touch the tip of your thumb lightly with the tip of your forefinger.


• When it is done to medium-rare, the meat will feel semisoft and yielding—like the flesh at the base of your thumb when you touch the tip of your thumb with the tip of your middle finger.


• When it is done to medium, the meat will yield just a little, like the flesh at the base of your thumb when you touch the tip of your thumb with the tip of your ring finger.


• When well-done, the meat will feel firm and springy—like the flesh at the base of your thumb when you touch the tip of your thumb with the tip of your pinky.


To test a whole chicken for doneness (less artistic, but still not scientific), insert a trussing needle or skewer into the thickest part of one thigh; the juices should come out clear. You can also try wiggling the drumstick; it should feel very loose. Or make a cut between the leg and the body. There should be no redness at the joint (unless you’re smoking the chicken—smoke imparts a natural pink glow to meats).


To test fish for doneness, use the flake test: Press the thickest part with your finger. The flesh should break into large, firm flakes and should pull away from the bones easily.


The “Scientific” Method


Now on to larger cuts of meat like rib roasts and pork shoulders. The only really infallible test is to check the internal temperature with an instant-read meat thermometer. This handy device is available at any cookware shop. Insert it into the thickest part of the meat, but without touching any bones (bones, like metal, conduct heat). In the meat, poultry, and seafood chapters you’ll find tables outlining degrees of doneness and their corresponding temperatures. Internal temperatures are also listed in the recipes when appropriate. Here’s a broad guide to doneness.






	BEEF AND LAMB







	RARE


	MEDIUM-RARE


	MEDIUM


	WELL-DONE







	125°F


	145°F


	160°F


	170° to 195°F







	PORK







	MEDIUM


	WELL-DONE







	160°F


	170° to 190°F







	CHICKEN, TURKEY, AND QUAIL







	WELL-DONE







	170° to 180°F







	DUCK AND SQUAB







	RARE


	MEDIUM-RARE


	MEDIUM


	WELL-DONE







	125°F


	145°F


	160°F


	170°F











• One pair of heavy-duty grill gloves or mitts


• Three sharp knives: a chef’s (8 to 12 inches), a paring, and a carving knife


• A carving fork


• Disposable aluminum foil drip pans (these are essential for indirect cooking and barbecuing and are also useful for soaking wood chips and holding marinades. They are available at just about any supermarket)


• Roll of heavy-duty aluminum foil


• Roll of paper towels


• Plastic or rubber gloves (wear them when you rub spices into pork and ribs or pull pork)


• An assortment of metal and bamboo skewers


• Stopwatch or timer


• An electric grill light for grilling at night (there’s nothing harder than grilling when you can’t see the food)


• Dry spray-type fire extinguisher


Luxuries


• A flat vegetable or fish grate (a wire grid or perforated metal plate that allows the smoke and flames to pass through but keeps small or fragile pieces of food from falling through or sticking to the grate)


• A hinged grill basket that allows you to grill and turn fish or other fragile foods without having to pry them off the grill grate


• Cedar or alder planks for grilling seafood


• A motorized rotisserie that mounts on the grill (great for whole chickens and legs of lamb)


• A grill hoe or garden hoe for raking out the coals


• A larding iron, a long slender tool with a V-shaped blade that enables you to insert strips of ham, cheese, or vegetables into a roast


• An electric spice mill (looks like a coffee grinder)—great for grinding whole spices to make rubs that taste like they mean it


• A meat grinder like grandma used to use (a grinder works much better than a food processor for grinding meat)


• A kitchen syringe—useful for injecting bastes into turkey breasts, pork roasts, and other dry meats to moisturize them from the inside


• A spray bottle or mister for basting grilled meats with vinegar or other flavorings (use the commonplace garden variety for vinegar or apple cider)


THE FOOD


You’ve got the tools, you understand the techniques. Now we get to the meat (and the vegetables and the seasonings) of the matter. After all, without food, what’s the point of the grill?


Testing for Doneness


How can I tell when the food is done?





There are many ways to gauge doneness.


BY APPEARANCE: Does the food look done? Is it crusty and brown?


BY FEEL: When poked, squeezed, or pressed, does the food feel done?


BY INTERNAL TEMPERATURE: Does an instant-read meat thermometer show the meat to be rare, medium-rare, medium, and so on, in the center?


A true grill master uses several or all of these techniques to check for doneness. You’ll find details about gauging doneness in the box on the facing page, plus a chart that lists the range of doneness temperatures for a number of foods.


What’s the poke test? The flake test? The “Charmin” test?





The poke test is used for the doneness of steaks, chops, and other relatively thin cuts of meat. The flake test is used to check the doneness of grilled fish. For more on both these tests, see the box on page 30.


The “Charmin” test is used to check the doneness of round vegetables and fruits, like onions, cabbages, and apples, that have been grilled using the indirect method or have been smoked. Gently squeeze the sides between your thumb and forefinger. If the food feels “squeezably soft,” it’s done.


Do I really need an instant-read meat thermometer?





Unless you’ve been smoking meats for twenty years, the most accurate way to tell if a pork shoulder or rib roast is cooked is to use an instant-read meat thermometer. Insert it deep into the center of the roast, but not so that it touches a bone. (Bones conduct heat and will give you an inaccurate reading.) Leave the thermometer there for about fifteen seconds—it will tell you the internal temperature (see the doneness chart on page 30).


You can also use an instant-read meat thermometer to check the internal temperature of relatively thin foods, like porterhouse steaks: Insert the thermometer through the side of the steak. If there are any bones, make sure the thermometer does not touch them.


How do I know my instant-read meat thermometer is accurate?





To check the accuracy of an instant-read meat thermometer, insert the metal stem into a pot of boiling water. Water boils at 212°F at sea level—that’s what should register on your thermometer. If the heat registers higher or lower, adjust the temperature using the lock nut on the back of the thermometer dial.


What do you think of those wireless thermometers with digital readouts and alarms?





They are very cool and they can certainly help you recognize when food is cooked. However, there’s no substitute for your eyes, touch, and even sense of smell—and of course, for paying attention.


How do you cook a whole meal on the grill and have everything come off at once?





Excellent question! For starters, it helps to own multiple grills. This is not as extravagant as it sounds, for even if you’re a dedicated gas griller, you’ll probably want to own a charcoal grill for smoking. Especially after reading this book.


And now, here are some tips for menu planning.


1. Serve at least one dish that can be grilled ahead of time and served at room temperature. A platter of grilled vegetables, for example, like the Santa Margherita–style grilled vegetables on page 398, makes a spectacular centerpiece for a barbecue. Another great dish to grill ahead is an eggplant dip, like any of the ones on pages 82 through 85.


2. Serve at least one dish that is indirect grilled or smoked, for example the brisket on page 135, the cochinita pibil—pit-roasted pork Yucatán pork shoulder on page 186, or the prime rib on page 137. The cooking time for such dishes is much more forgiving than the split-second timing required when grilling a steak. Furthermore, once dishes like these come off the grill, they need to rest for fifteen to thirty minutes before serving, which gives you time to grill more quick-cooking items.


3. Make the grilling part of the evening’s entertainment. For example, cook and serve the appetizer hot off the grill when guests arrive. This might be slices of Catalan Tomato Bread (page 128) or grilled garlic bread (page 126 or 127), or satés cooked on hibachis placed in the center of an outdoor table (on a heatproof pad, of course).


4. Grill the dessert to order at the end of the meal—for example, the grilled pineapple on page 513. Do this in front of your guests, or even better, get them involved in the grilling.


Beef


STEAK


What’s the difference between prime and choice beef and which do you prefer?





The FDA grades meat according to marbling—those tiny flecks and streaks of fat found within the red meat. (In order to make such a determination, an inspector makes a cut between the twelfth and thirteenth ribs and visually inspects the meat for marbling.) Inspectors also look for fine muscle texture and bright red color.








Barbecue Countdown


In grilling, as in life, timing is everything. Here’s a basic timetable that will help you get your grill lit, your food marinated and cooked, and your guests fed—without your having a nervous breakdown.


Preliminaries


• Twelve to two hours before you plan to serve, immerse the food in its marinade or rub it with its spice mix.


• Set the table.


• Prepare the drinks and side dishes.


Using a Charcoal Grill


• One hour before you plan to start cooking, soak wood chips or chunks, if you are using them, in cold water to cover.


• Light the charcoal twenty-five to thirty minutes before you plan to start cooking.


• When the coals blaze red (after fifteen to twenty minutes), dump them out of the chimney starter and spread them over the bottom of the grill. I like to build a three-zone fire (see page 18), so I have a high heat, a low heat, and a coal-free zone.


Let the coals burn until they glow orange and are covered with a thin layer of gray ash, three to five minutes longer for high heat. Now the fire is ready for grilling. If your recipe calls for a lesser heat, follow the timing instructions outlined on page 16.


• Clean the grate with a wire brush, and oil it as described in the seasoning question on page 9.


• If you are using wood chips, drain them well and toss them on the coals. Arrange the food on the grate and grill. If you will be indirect grilling for an extended period, light a second batch of coals in the chimney starter after forty-five minutes (about fifteen minutes before you will need them).


• After the food is cooked, don’t forget to clean the grate again with the wire brush.


Using a Gas Grill


Follow the procedures described previously, preheating the grill for fifteen minutes. If you are using wood chips, place them in the smoker box when you preheat the grill. Keep the burners on high until the chips begin to smoke, then lower the heat as needed.





PRIME is the highest grade, containing the most marbling, which in turn tends to give a steak the most tender consistency and richest mouthfeel and taste. Because it’s the scarcest, prime beef is typically sold at steak houses, specialty butcher shops, and high-end markets. This is the grade of steak I personally prefer.


CHOICE beef contains somewhat less marbling and is slightly less tender, although it is still richly flavorful. Choice beef is the grade commonly sold at supermarkets, and I often cook with it.


There are several other grades, ranging in descending quality from Select to Canner. These are primarily for institutional and commercial use.


What’s the difference between dry-aged and wet-aged beef and does either process make a difference?





Beef in its freshly slaughtered state is tough and stringy. All beef is aged for some period of time to make it tender and palatable. Dry aging takes the process to the ultimate level. Dry-aged beef is hung, unwrapped, in a temperature-controlled meat locker for as long as four weeks. During that time, some of the water in the meat evaporates, concentrating the flavor of the meat and improving the texture. The aging also gives the beef a deeper, richer, more complex taste (much the way aging improves cheese or wine). The downside of the process is that the meat can lose up to 25 percent or more of its original weight through evaporation and trimming, which accounts for dry-aged beef’s considerable expense. Still, for those occasions that you want beef at its best, this is the way to go.


[image: image]


Always use tongs to move, turn, or remove meat from the grill. You don’t want to poke the meat and lose valuable juices, as you would with these well-marbled, boneless New York strip steaks.


Wet aging, as the name implies, involves aging beef in a vacuum-sealed plastic bag. You don’t get the velvety texture and concentration of flavor achieved by dry aging, but you do get more flavor than you do in unaged beef.


What are some of the other factors that determine the quality and taste of a steak?





Well, first of all, there’s the breed of cattle. Waygu (the breed used to make Kobe beef) heads the herd, as it were. Black Angus yields a rich, beefy tasting beef. It’s also fast growing and fast fattening, which makes it one of the most popular and recognizable breeds—and brands—in the United States.


The steer’s diet is also a factor. Grass is the natural diet for cattle, but most producers in the United States fatten their steers on corn. Grain-fed beef produces rich-tasting meat with a luscious, fatty (in a good sense) mouthfeel. In South America, grass is the feed of choice, producing beef with an interesting flavor but a somewhat less opulent mouthfeel. A growing number of boutique cattle growers in the United States are producing grass-fed beef. It’s definitely worth trying.


Then there’s the question of organic versus nonorganic, hormone-fed beef, and so on. When I grill at home, given the choice, I buy organic—even if the meat is tougher, I like the fact that it’s chemical free.


Finally, there’s the cut. Filet mignon is the leanest and most tender steak, but for me, it’s the least interesting, possessing a flavor that might charitably be called “mild” and more accurately “bland.” A rib steak or rib eye has the best marbling of all the so-called noble steaks, which gives it the most luxurious mouthfeel. My personal favorite is the New York strip, which is a little less tender than a rib eye but has a gutsy, robust flavor.


Ultimately, the best steak is a choice you’ll have to make after trying different breeds fed different diets, different cuts, and prime versus choice. (You’ll find a guide to some of the various cuts of steak on page 145.)


I’ve heard meat on the bone is better than boneless. Is this true for steaks and what is your favorite cut?





I agree and that’s why, whenever possible, I order a bone-in New York strip, T-bone or porterhouse (the T-bone and porterhouse differ in the size of the attached filet mignon—larger in a porterhouse than in a T-bone), or rib steak. Some restaurants even serve a bone-in filet mignon. Bone-in steaks are more flavorful. And, besides, it’s fun to gnaw the bone.


What is Kobe beef and is it worth the price?





Kobe, pronounced KO-bay and named for a city in southwest Japan, is one of many superpremium breeds available in Japan. The meat itself is supernaturally red and superabundantly well-marbled (a slice of raw Kobe beef looks like a lace doily laid upon a red tablecloth). It literally melts in your mouth. Part of what makes Kobe beef so special is the breed of steer (the waygu), its diet (which includes beer in the summer months), and the extraordinary care taken of each animal while it’s raised. (Contrary to popular belief, Kobe steers are not massaged, but they are cared for almost like house pets.) Such care does not come cheaply, and in Japan, it’s not uncommon to pay upward of $100 for a six-ounce Kobe steak.


So why don’t you find me rushing to order Kobe beef in the U.S.? In the 1970s, waygu steers were brought to the States for breeding. Today, American raised “Kobe” beef or Kobe-style beef turns up on restaurant menus across the country. Some of it is excellent, with a buttery mouthfeel reminiscent of the Japanese product. (Reminiscent of, not identical to—even the best American Kobe beef pales in comparison to the Kobe served in Japan.) But much of it is quite ordinary and not worth the astronomical price. Unfortunately, at this writing, there is no rating system for American Kobe beef. Some specialty butchers carry Kobe beef if you’re interested in trying it; one reliable source is Niman Ranch (www.nimanranch.com).


Should you season a steak before or after grilling? Let it warm to room temperature or grill it cold out of the refrigerator?





I recommend seasoning a steak right before it goes on the grill. I use coarse salt—kosher or sea—and freshly ground black pepper. I don’t season the meat hours ahead because the salt would draw out some of the juices (this is not a problem when you season a few minutes ahead). I prefer to season before rather than after grilling because I find that grilling steak with the salt and pepper helps give it a crisp, savory crust.


As for letting the steaks warm to room temperature before grilling, I don’t. It’s dangerous to leave meat out at room temperature and you’ll never observe this practice in a serious steak house. When you’re grilling a steak over a 650° to 800°F fire, a steak cold out of the refrigerator cooks in virtually the same time as a steak at room temperature.


When I grill thick steaks the outside always gets charred before the inside is cooked. Any advice?
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techniques—it's all here,
PAGE 1

halves perfectly
every time,
PAGE 263

Serve grilled meat
with a South e
American
chimichurri

sauce,

5.2, STEVEN RAICHLEN

PAGE 177 :
& KUTHOR OF HOW TO GRILL AND BEQ USA _
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