
		
			[image: 9781523527007-CVR.png]
		

	



[image: ]





Copyright © 2002, 2024 by Steven Raichlen

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Workman

Workman Publishing

Hachette Book Group, Inc.

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

workman.com

Workman is an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Workman name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Design by Becky Terhune

Photography by Randazzo & Blau

Food styling by Nora Singley

Cover photo by Randazzo & Blau

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Workman books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBNs 978-1-5235-2621-5 (paperback); 978-1-5235-2700-7 (ebook)

First Edition April 2024


	

TO BARBARA,

The fire in my barbecue, The sparkle in my beer.
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Preface Can-Do Grilling


Cacio e pepe. Beef flat-iron steaks. The Cronut. Every few years, a food comes along that captures the fancy of a generation. It’s a dish that most people have never heard of in one year, then can’t seem to live without the next.

For me—and for the barbecue world—in the early aughts, that dish was beer-can chicken.

It’s a dish that, once seen, you simply must prepare for your family and friends. It’s a dish that’s been around for a quarter century, but that delights as much now as it did when it first hit the American barbecue circuit.

Beer-can chicken is a cultural chameleon. Found everywhere from suburban backyard decks to Martha’s Vineyard to the recipe section of the New York Times, it’s the dish that always promises to thrill your taste buds and your friends.

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

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

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





The Offbeat Grill


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

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

I first tasted beer-can chicken in 1996, at the Memphis in May World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest on the banks of the Mississippi River. Since then I have written about it in the New York Times, demonstrated it on Good Morning America, and taught how to make it in countless cooking classes across the United States and around the world. Everywhere it has met with enthusiastic acclaim. And now it’s time for a new generation to discover the pleasures of smoke-roasting poultry on an open can of beer. So pop open a cold one, and get ready to have some fun.


The best chicken I ever tasted came off a barbecue pit where it had been smoked upright in a singularly undignified position.



A Technique Like No Other

So what is it that makes beer-can chicken so irresistible? First, there’s the benefit of grilling the chicken upright. A vertical position allows the fat to drain off and the skin to cook evenly, on the front and the back. The result is a bird that’s crackling crisp on the outside, bursting with righteous barbecue flavors.

Then, there’s the texture and succulence. The rising vapors keep the bird juicy and tender. And because the steaming takes place inside the chicken, the meat stays moist, but the skin doesn’t become soggy.

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

Which brings us to the question of whether the steaming beer actually flavors the chicken. Some people swear yes; others say no. I’ve always found that the more beer you drink, the more pronounced that alleged beer flavor becomes.

One thing you can’t dispute, however, is the wow factor.


The result is a bird that’s crackling crisp on the outside, bursting with righteous barbecue flavors.



Few sights are more dramatic or heartwarming than a chicken on a can of beer on the grill, its breast thrust forward, its legs stretched out in a leisurely fashion. Some folks heighten the theatrical effect by inserting a stalk of celery for a head, and the eyes, nose, and mouth formed by cloves stuck in the celery. Just saying.


The Birth of a Legend

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

So where did beer-can chicken originate?

Jim Birdsong says he learned it from one of his company’s customers in Texas. A former World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest (WCBCC) president saw his first beer-can chicken at the Delta Jubilee Cook Off in Clarksdale, Mississippi. But beer-can chicken could be found even outside the quirky world of competition barbecue. My cousin Rob Raichlen, who certainly knows his way around a kettle grill, practically lived on beer-can chicken at University of Southern California cookouts. He learned how to make it from a college roommate from New Orleans. I have since been able to confirm that Louisiana connection. While I was talking barbecue on a New Orleans radio show, a half dozen listeners called in to volunteer their recipes for beer-can chicken. One confided that he adds garlic and onion juice to the beer can. For another, the secret was a generous shot of crab boil.


“The birth of beer-can chicken is sort of like the domestication of animals.”



“The birth of beer-can chicken is sort of like the domestication of animals,” suggests Ardie “Remus Powers” Davis, a respected judge and author on the Kansas City barbecue circuit, recognizable by his signature bowler hat and his tuxedo studs fashioned from pork ribs. “It just happened everywhere at once.” (Davis barbecues his chickens on “tall boys,” 16-ounce cans of beer.)


A Runaway Revolution

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

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


The great thing about beer-can chicken is that once you understand the basic principle, there’s no limit to where experimentation will take you.



Writing about beer-can chicken and its variations led me to think about other unusual grilling foods and methods: Chicken breasts grilled under stones. Vegetables roasted in the embers. Even custard grilled in a coconut shell. In writing this book, I let my imagination run wild, and I hope that you will as well.



Safety First

Grilling a chicken with a beer inside can be dangerous, but the recipes in this book reflect my professional testing of the process. Keep these important safety matters in mind:


	
The beer can may explode during or after cooking if not sufficiently ventilated. Thus, every beer-can recipe in this book calls for opening the can and pouring out half of its contents before placing it and the bird on the grill. This should avoid the risk of the can exploding. As a further safeguard, the recipes call for making additional holes in the lid of the can with a church key–style bottle opener.

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

	
But what about the can itself? It turns out the drink cans we used in this book are printed with edible ink and packaged in food grade metal, which avoids any meaningful chemical transfer from can to poultry. I had this tested in a laboratory. Please do your own review if you are considering using any other products. When the correct grilling methods are followed, beer-can chicken, I believe, is perfectly safe. If you have questions about your particular situation, please consult an expert with relevant knowledge.
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Getting Started


Over the years, I’ve cooked a lot of beer-can chickens, and I’ve tried varying the methods just about every way I can think of. Competition barbecuers cook the birds on smokers at a relatively low temperature (225° to 250°F) for a long time (31⁄2 to 4 hours). Smokers produce the richest smoke flavor, but they never really crisp the skin. I prefer to cook beer-can chickens on a conventional charcoal or gas grill at a higher temperature (350°F), so the recipes that you’ll see here don’t include instructions for smokers. If you’d like to grill a beer-can chicken in a smoker, add 1 to 2 hours to the cooking times in the recipes.

By grilling using the indirect method (see here) and adding wood chips to the coals or smoker box, you still get an intense smoke flavor. A higher heat has two advantages: You don’t have to wait 4 hours for dinner (the chicken cooks in 1 to 11⁄2 hours). And the chicken skin always comes out crackling crisp.

Being a grill guy, I of course recommend cooking beer-can chicken and its variations on the grill. But condo and apartment dwellers, as well as indoor-only chefs, should take comfort in the knowledge that beer-can chicken can be cooked in the oven with almost equally spectacular results. You get the same eye-popping presentation, the same crackling crisp skin and succulent meat. The only thing you’re missing is the flavor of woodsmoke. When cooking beer-can chicken in the oven, set it at the same temperature you’d use for grilling, 350° to 400°F (the higher temperature for smaller birds; the lower temperature for larger). Position the oven rack low enough to accommodate the full height of a chicken (or turkey) on a beer can, so the bird doesn’t touch the roof of the oven. Place the chicken on its beer can in a roasting pan and take care when placing it into the oven or taking it out not to spill the beer from the can. The oven cooks by the indirect method, of course.


Grills

Beer-can chicken and its variations can be cooked equally well on charcoal, gas, and pellet grills. Charcoal grills have two advantages: They are easier to smoke on, and they enable you to burn wood. The drawback is that charcoal grills are fussier and messier to use and slightly less predictable.

Gas grills offer the advantage of lighting at the push of a button and maintaining a consistent heat with the turn of a knob. Their chief disadvantage is slightly diminished flavor, for unlike charcoal, gas leaves no taste. (Actually, when it comes to gas, not tasting it is a good thing!) It’s also harder to smoke using a gas grill, although many new models have smoker boxes with dedicated burners, which makes this task easier. Pellet grills combine the wood smoking powers of charcoal with the turn-of-a-knob heat control of a gas grill. You get more smoke flavor at lower temperatures and crisper skin at higher temperatures. (I like to start low and raise the heat halfway through.)

Gas, charcoal, and pellet grills all do a great job cooking beer-can chicken. Whichever grill you use, you get the pleasure of cooking outdoors, which also keeps the mess out of your kitchen, while you introduce the flavor of woodsmoke.


Charcoal Grills

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


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

Pellet grills use an electric heating element to burn hardwood sawdust pellets, producing heat and woodsmoke. They also offer the convenience of push-button ignition and turn-of-the-knob heat control. Their rotund shape gives you plenty of headroom for beer canning poultry.
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This brings us to smokers, which come in a variety of configurations: offset, barrel, stick burners, pellet or sawdust fueled smokers, gas, electric, and so on. Smokers produce superbly flavorful beer-can poultry, but because they generally operate at lower temperatures, you don’t always get crisp skin.

Whichever live-fire cooking device you use, know that beer canning will definitely make you the star of your cookout.
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Direct Grilling

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




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









	
Grill heat


	
Temperatures





	
High


	
450° to 600°F





	
Medium-high


	
400°F to 425°F





	
Medium


	
325° to 350°F





	
Medium-low


	
275° to 300°F





	
Low


	
225° to 250°F








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




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

On a pellet grill, simply control the temperature following the manufacturer’s instructions.



Indirect Grilling

Larger foods, like whole chickens and pork shoulders, would burn if grilled directly. As its name suggests, in indirect grilling the food is cooked next to, not directly over, the fire. The grill lid is closed to hold in the heat, turning the grill into a sort of outdoor oven. Indirect grilling allows you to work over a more moderate fire (350° to 400°F) and makes it easy to introduce the flavor of woodsmoke. This is the method to use to cook beer-can chicken.

To grill on a charcoal grill using the indirect method, dump or rake glowing coals in two piles at opposite sides of the grill (some grills come with special side baskets for this purpose). Place an aluminum foil drip pan in the center of the grill, between the mounds of embers. You’ll grill your chicken or other food in the center of the grate over the drip pan (that is, away from the heat), while keeping the grill covered. By adjusting the top and bottom vents you can obtain the temperature you desire (medium to medium-high is about 350° to 400°F). When grilling indirectly for more than 1 hour or so, you’ll need to add 6 to 8 pieces of lump charcoal or a corresponding amount of briquettes. If using lump charcoal, add it directly to the existing coals and leave the grill uncovered for a few minutes until the fresh coals light. If using briquettes, light them in a chimney starter, then add to the existing coals.
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Dump glowing coals on opposite sides with a drip pan in between.




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

Pellet grills, by their very nature, grill indirectly. No special configuration is needed.


Smoking

Woodsmoke is essential to the flavor of beer-can chicken. Wood comes in two forms for smoking: chips and chunks. For a light wood flavor, simply toss unsoaked chips or chunks on the coals—a technique used mainly in direct grilling. For a more pronounced smoke flavor—the sort associated with traditional American barbecue—soak the chips or chunks in water (or a mixture of water and beer) for 30 minutes, then drain them before adding them to the fire. The soaking causes the wood to smolder rather than burst into flames, so it generates more smoke.
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Soak the wood chips for stronger smoke flavor.




By varying the wood, you can subtly vary the flavor of the food. Like various spices, certain woods are better suited to some meats than others. Heavy woods, such as mesquite and pecan, have a stronger smoke flavor than fruit woods, like apple or cherry. The best all-purpose woods for smoking are hickory, oak, cherry, and apple. In the recipes that follow, you’ll find woods suggested, but don’t feel you have to rush to the store if you don’t have them on hand. The truth is that the smoke flavors are pretty similar and most chips are interchangeable. Almost any hardwood can be used to smoke beer-can chicken with sublime results. Never attempt to smoke with softwoods, which put out an unpleasant sooty smoke, or pressure-treated lumber, which contains noxious chemicals.

To smoke on a charcoal grill, simply toss the wood chips or chunks on the piles of glowing embers before you put the food on the grate.
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To smoke on a gas grill, if your grill has a smoker box (a long, slender drawer or box into which you can put wood chips for smoking), fill it with wood chips and light the burner under or next to it on high until you see smoke. If your gas grill lacks a smoker box, you can position wood chunks (not chips) under the grill grate directly over one of the burners or pilot lights and heat on high until you see smoke. Once you see smoke, turn the grill down to the temperature at which you plan to cook.
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If you want to use wood chips in a gas grill that doesn’t have a smoker box, you’ll need to make a smoker pouch (see here). Wrap the soaked chips in heavy-duty aluminum foil to make a pillow-shaped pouch. Poke a few holes in the top of the pouch with a pencil or knife tip, and place the pouch under the grate over one of the burners. The traditional drawback to gas grills is that many don’t get hot enough for smoking. To overcome this, heat the grill to high until you see smoke—lots of it—then turn the burner knobs to reduce the heat to the desired temperature and put on the food.

There are also a number of smoking devices for gas grills, including the Smoking Pucks designed by yours truly.





Gauging the Heat of a Charcoal Fire

To gauge the heat, hold your hand about 3 inches above the grate and start counting “one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi.” Soon the intensity of the heat will force you to remove your hand.


	A high fire is a two to three Mississippi fire.

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

	A medium fire is a six to eight Mississippi fire.

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

	A low fire is an eleven to twelve Mississippi fire.
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Add wood chips directly to the coals.





Fuels

For a charcoal grill, I like to use lump charcoal, made from pure wood and recognizable by its irregularly shaped chunks. This is a natural product, containing no additives or fillers. Look for it at grill shops and natural foods stores, or order it online.
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Many grillers use charcoal briquettes, which, in addition to raw wood, often contain wood scraps, coal dust, and petroleum binders. This may sound off-putting, but partially lit briquettes give off a strong acrid smoke flavor. The truth is that if you let the briquettes burn down to glowing coals, these impurities burn off and the food will taste pretty much the same as if it had been cooked over lump charcoal. And even though I prefer lump charcoal, and use it whenever I can, I also want to go on record reporting that most of the competition barbecue festivals provide their contestants with briquettes.

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

All true grill masters religiously clean their grill grates before putting the food on the fire. To do so, heat the grate (it’s a lot easier to clean a hot grate than a cold one) and brush it vigorously a few times with a stiff-bristled grill brush or wooden scraper to knock off any rust, ash, or burnt-on debris (the latter eliminates the small but documented risk of ingesting a stray wire bristle).

The next step is to oil the grill grate before you put on the food. Oiling the grate prevents food from sticking, obviously, but it also gives you better grill marks. And, while it isn’t necessary for beer-can chicken, it’s essential when you grill chicken under a stone and prepare some of the various other dishes in this book. To oil your grate, once it’s hot, fold a paper towel into a thick pad and, using tongs, dip it into a bowl of vegetable oil and rub it over the bars of the grate. Alternatively, you can rub a chunk of beef fat or bacon over the hot grate. I prefer using a paper towel, because it helps to clean the grate in addition to oiling it.

As for follow-up maintenance, brush the grill grate again after you’re done cooking. When the grill is cool, discard the fat in the drip pan.



How to Make a Smoker Pouch
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1. Mound the wood chips in the center of the lower half of a sheet of aluminum foil.



	

[image: ]


2. Fold the foil over to make a rectangular packet.
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3. Pleat the edges of the packet to make a tight seal.
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4. Poke holes in the top of the packet with a sharp implement to release the smoke.









Equipment


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

Chimney starter: Used to light charcoal, the chimney starter is a vertical metal cylinder or box 6 to 8 inches wide and 10 to 12 inches tall, with a wire partition in the center and a heatproof handle. To use one, fill the top section with charcoal and place a crumpled newspaper or paraffin starter in the bottom. Light the paper or paraffin starter, then place the chimney starter on the grill grate, and within 15 to 20 minutes, you’ll have evenly lit, brightly glowing coals. Pour the coals onto the grate, rake them out, and you’re ready to go. The coals are fired up evenly without resorting to lighter fluid. Buy the largest chimney starter you can find.
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Paraffin starter: A nonpetroleum-based igniting agent that comes in a few forms—small white cubes of pure paraffin, small brown cubes of shredded wood-infused paraffin, or little bundles of coiled straw coated in paraffin. All are just as effective. Simply touch a match to a paraffin starter and it will light in seconds, without the oily smoke associated with lighter fluid. I prefer this to crumpled newspaper when using a chimney starter: The coals never fail to catch fire.
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Side baskets for the grill: Wire or flat metal baskets make indirect grilling in a charcoal grill a snap. Just place them at opposite sides of the firebox and fill them with glowing coals. Side baskets are manufactured by Weber.

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

Aluminum foil drip pans: Another essential for beer canning a chicken on a charcoal grill. Positioned under the grate between the mounds of coal, an aluminum foil drip pan will catch the dripping fat, which will be considerable. Note: Most gas grills have built-in drip pans. Be sure to empty them often. Aluminum foil drip pans are also useful for soaking wood chips, marinating meats, and holding root vegetables as they come off the coals. Foil pans come in many sizes. Although they are available at grill and hardware stores, the ones from supermarkets work just fine—no need to double up. I always keep lots in several sizes on hand.
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Grill brush: A long-handled, stiff wire-bristled brush is essential for cleaning the grill grate before putting the food on to cook. (Note: To avoid the rare but documented risk of ingesting a stray grill-brush bristle, be extra vigilant when you wipe off and oil the grate with the folded paper towel.) Alternatively, use a wooden grill scraper.

Tongs: The one tool you don’t want to be without. Get yourself a couple of pairs of long-handled, spring-loaded tongs. They have rigid tubular arms that won’t buckle.
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Funnel: Many of the recipes you’ll see here call for wine or another flavorful liquid to be poured into a clean empty beer can. A funnel allows you to do this without making a mess. Trust me—I’ve tried it without one.

Basting brush: For brushing melted butter and other bastes on the meat, you’ll need a long-handled brush. Be sure to buy a brush with natural or silicone bristles, which won’t melt when held over the fire. I like silicone basting brushes, which are easier to clean, but you can also use a natural bristle basting brush, like a hardware store paint brush.
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Mister or spray bottle: Great for spraying a thin layer of beer, wine, fruit juice, or other flavorful liquid over a chicken, without running the risk of knocking it over with a basting brush.
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Instant-read meat thermometer: Essential for testing doneness. Insert the probe (the slender needle end) at least 2 inches into the meat but not so it touches a bone. When checking the temperature of thin pieces of meat like chicken breasts, insert the thermometer through the side.
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Disposable latex or plastic gloves: More and more pit masters are wearing these to handle meats and apply rubs. For one, they’re more hygienic than using your bare hands, and for two, they keep your hands clean.

Heavy-duty insulated rubber OR SILICONE gloves: The pros wear rubber gloves when pulling pork shoulders, and they’re invaluable when you are removing the beer can from the chicken. The safest way to handle a beer-can chicken without tipping it is to use your hands. Insulated rubber or silicone gloves make that possible.
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Suede or leather grill gloves: For handling hot metal, like beer-can chicken roasters.
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Church key–style can opener: The pointed beak on a church key can opener is perfect for making additional holes in beer cans.
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Putting it all together


Frequently Asked Questions About Beer-Can Chicken


What sort of beer should I use? Historically, canned beers tended to be the mildest on the market. In this golden age of craft beer, however, canned beers are more complex and flavorful than ever. But you should know that even with the top brands, the actual beer flavor you get from beer canning is, at best, subtle. Thus, you can pretty much use any beer that comes in a can for beer canning. However, if you also plan to use the beer in a marinade, baste, or barbecue sauce, select a brew you wouldn’t mind drinking straight. Often, beers from abroad and from microbreweries in the United States only come in bottles. If you want to use a bottled beer, either pour it through a funnel into a clean empty beer can that hasn’t already been used for cooking or pour it into a chicken-roasting device (see here). While we’re on the subject of alcoholic beverages in cans, hard cider makes a wonderful “beer”-can chicken. So do other canned drinks—in fact, I’ve devoted a whole chapter to them starting on here.


Is there any special type of can I should look for? All the canned beer and other beverages called for in this book are available in seamless aluminum cans with pop-tops. This is what I recommend for my recipes.


What size can should I use? The standard 12-ounce can is the perfect size for a 31⁄2-pound chicken, and in a pinch you can use it to cook a game hen. The diminutive “mini” (8-ounce can) works well for game hens, while the oversize “tall boy” (16-ounce can) is ideal for large roasting chickens and ducks. Quail and squab can be cooked on 6-ounce fruit juice cans. Bring in the heavy artillery for a turkey—a jumbo 32-ounce canned beer.

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

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


What if I or my guests don’t drink alcohol? You can use an almost endless number of soft drink and fruit juice cans for beer canning. In chapters 2 and 3 you’ll find recipes for everything from cola and iced tea chicken to root beer game hens, pear nectar partridge, and pineapple juice quail.

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


Does it matter what sort of chicken I use? Conventional culinary wisdom holds that the final dish can be only as good as the raw materials. This may be true in haute cuisine, but beer canning is such a flavor-boosting cooking technique that even an ordinary chicken comes out superb when cooked on a can. So imagine the results you’ll get if you start with an organic, free-range, or kosher chicken. These birds may look anemic—they’re not fed marigold petals to make them turn yellow—but their texture is noticeably firmer, their flavor more robust.


How many people does one chicken serve? A standard-size chicken weighs 31⁄2 to 4 pounds and will feed two hungry people or four people when there’s a lot of other food being served and if you’re not counting on any leftover drumsticks. A whole duck will serve two to four.


How do I prep the chicken? The first step to making sure you wow your guests is making sure you keep them from getting sick. . . . The FDA and USDA both recommend skipping the rinse or wash—it might feel contrary to common sense, but the rationale is perfectly sound: Rinsing your raw poultry actually spreads bacteria to other surfaces and foods.


What if there’s something on the raw poultry I want to remove? You can do so with a damp paper towel or clean knife. Make sure you thoroughly wash and sanitize your hands, utensils, and any surfaces that may have been contaminated by the raw poultry after you’re done handling it. As long as you cook your chicken to an internal temperature of 165°F (and, as you’ll see, I actually recommend cooking your chicken to 175°F throughout), your beer-can chicken will be as safe to eat as it is delicious.


Another hygiene tip: Prepare your raw sides, like salads and vegetables, before you start on your raw chicken and keep them covered and away from your prep area until serving.


Why do I need to oil the chicken? Over the years, I’ve found that a light coat of oil on the outside of the bird helps to hold the spices and crisp the skin.



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


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

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




Beer-Can Chicken Roasters

Beer canning is darn near the perfect way to cook chicken—darn near. The only hitch is the less than rock-solid stability of a bird perched on a beer can—the chance it will tip over unless perfectly balanced. This has led a number of barbecue-loving entrepreneurs to invent vertical chicken roasters that eliminate the risk of a tipping beer can. They can either support the beer can itself or serve as a receptacle for beer or other flavorful liquids. (Cookware shops also sell vertical chicken roasters that aren’t specifically designed for beer canning. They’re great for vertical roasting, but in order to get the full effect of beer-can chicken, you need a roaster with a liquid holder or a space for a beer can for steaming.) Of course, no vertical chicken roaster has the cool, the whimsy, or, dare I say, the understated elegance of a chicken roasting on a real beer can. But if it helps prevent you from spilling precious beer, hey, why not use one?
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Are the liquids used for beer canning interchangeable? Absolutely! I’ve always maintained that there’s no such thing as a mistake in the kitchen, just a new recipe waiting to be discovered. Feel free to mix and match the beverages, rubs, sauces, and condiments from the recipes in this book. Who knows, you may create a new masterpiece!

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

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

Do I need a vertical chicken roaster?
No. However, if you’re nervous about the can tipping or if you want to use a liquid other than one that comes in a can, like wine, a vertical chicken roaster may be appropriate.

What’s the easiest way to insert the beer can? There are two ways. You can place the beer can upright in the center of a roasting pan and, holding the chicken upright with one hand and spreading the legs and opening the cavity with the other, gently lower the bird onto the can. The other way is to hold the chicken almost upright with one hand and the beer can at a slight angle with the other. Insert the beer can into the chicken, taking care not to spill the liquid. Twist as needed to get a tight fit.

How can I keep the chicken from tipping?
By forming a tripod. Pull the chicken legs forward and apart. They will form the front legs of the tripod. The can itself serves as the third leg.

What happens if the bird tips anyway?
Simply stand it up and continue cooking. A little spilled beer never hurt anyone. While it’s most unlikely, if you suspect you’ve lost all the beer, wearing grill gloves, replace the can with a fresh open one that has been half emptied. Remember to make extra holes in the lid.

What’s the ideal temperature for beer canning chicken?
I like to cook my chicken at 350° to 400°F—the lower temperature for larger birds; the higher temperature for smaller birds. That’s hot enough to melt out the fat and crisp the skin without burning it. A gas grill comes equipped with a burner thermostat. To learn how to gauge the temperature of a charcoal grill, see here.

Can I baste the chicken as it cooks?
Grill masters baste meats to keep them moist during grilling. This isn’t usually a problem with beer-can chicken, as the internal steaming and vertical roasting do a fine job of basting by themselves. The one reason to baste a beer-can chicken is to add an extra layer of flavor. If you do baste, do so carefully, dabbing the brush lightly so you don’t knock the bird over. I often do my basting with a spray bottle or mister, spraying a light mist of beer, soda pop, fruit juice, vinegar, or soy sauce over the bird. Using a spray bottle has two advantages over using the traditional brush: It applies a thin, even coat all over the bird and eliminates the risk of knocking the whole thing over with the brush.


What if my chicken browns too fast? Lower the heat and/or loosely tent the bird with aluminum foil to prevent it from burning. Do not bunch the foil around the chicken or you’ll steam rather than roast the skin.

How do I know when the chicken is cooked? There are three basic tests for doneness. The most accurate is to use an instant-read meat thermometer. Steady the chicken with one hand, using clean grill gloves or a pair of tongs. Insert the metal probe of the thermometer into the thickest part of the thigh, but away from the bone. The temperature should be about 175°F. (This is higher than the food safety standard of 165°F, but I find a bird cooked to a higher temperature will be more tender.) Alternatively, insert a slender metal skewer in the thigh and leave it there for 10 seconds. It should come out very hot to the touch, and the juices that run from the hole should be clear. Another test is to wiggle one of the legs, again steadying the chicken with your other hand. The leg should move loosely and freely in the joint.

Does a trace of pink or red mean the chicken isn’t done? Pit masters often look for a tinge of pink or red just below the skin of the chicken—a so-called smoke ring that’s a natural part of the smoking process and a signature of expert grillsmanship. However, the meat next to the bones (especially at the leg joints) should not be red. If your chicken isn’t cooked through, simply put it back on the grill.

What’s the best way to take a beer-can chicken off the grill? Carefully! I use heavy-duty tongs to grasp it by the can just under the bird’s bottom. Wearing a clean, insulated glove, I use my other hand to steady the bird. Alternatively, remove the bird from the heat with your hands, which, again, you’ve protected with those gloves.

What’s the best way to remove the beer can? Again, carefully. Wearing insulated gloves, hold the chicken slightly on an angle with one hand. Carefully pull out the can with the other (you may need to twist or wiggle it back and forth a few times to loosen it). Or, you can hold the chicken upright with one set of tongs and remove the can with another set. Note: When removing the can, I always work over the sink or a roasting pan just in case the liquid spills. Remember, there’s hot liquid here. Be careful not to burn yourself.

Can I reuse the beer? No. Throw away any beer that’s left when you’ve finished grilling.

Can I reuse the can? No. The can gets pretty beaten up during the grilling process. Always start with a fresh can.


What if I don’t have a grill (or my condo association won’t let me use one)? Excellent beer-can chicken can be cooked in the oven (see instructions). The only thing you’ll be missing is the smoke flavor. Here’s a workaround that will probably cause some dyspepsia in the competitive barbecue crowd. Combine 2 tablespoons melted butter and 1⁄2 teaspoon liquid smoke and brush this mixture over the chicken. Yes, it’s cheating, but liquid smoke is a natural product made with real woodsmoke, so you can get over your guilt and try it.


Can I cook beer-can chicken on an electric grill? With difficulty. To set up a grill for indirect grilling, you need at least two heat zones. Most electric grills have only one. However, if you want to try beer-can chicken on an electric grill, place the chicken on a metal pie pan (open side down) that’s set inside an old metal cake pan (open side up). This creates a buffer under the chicken so the bottom won’t burn, in effect enabling you to grill indirectly.


Can I reach you if I have a question? Yes! Email me at steven@barbecuebible.com or contact me at @stevenraichlen on social media. It may take me a week or so to get back to you, but I will. By the way, I’d love to hear not only about your problems, but about your successes and new creations, too.
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How to Set Up and Cook a Beer-Can Chicken
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1. Open the can and make 2 additional holes in the top.
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2. Sprinkle spice rub or other flavorings into the holes.
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3. Holding the bird by the wings, lower it onto the beer can. Pull the legs forward to create a tripod.
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4. If the top starts to brown too much, protect it with a shield of aluminum foil.



	

[image: ]


5. Your cooked beer-can chicken. Note how the legs are pulled forward to give the bird greater stability.
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6. Remove the chicken from the can. Hold the bird with insulated gloves with one hand. Lift the bird off the can, holding the latter steady with tongs.







How to Carve a Beer-Can Chicken
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1. Using a chef’s knife, cut between the leg and the body.
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2. Bend the leg away from the body and cut down through the joint. Remove the leg.
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3. With your knife angled toward the wing, make a cut down the right side of the breastbone.
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4. Continue cutting down along the ribcage and pull the breast meat away from the carcass.
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5. Cut away the leg and breast on the other side as directed.
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6. Your chicken cut into 4 pieces for serving.









A Note about Basic Ingredients


Salt. Pepper. Butter. Brown sugar. These are ingredients grill jockeys around the world reach for on a daily basis. Not all are created equal, however, and the type of seasoning, even something as simple as salt, can have a big impact on the results.

Barbecue sauce: Being a do-it-yourself kind of guy, I usually make my own barbecue sauce or use one of my Planet Barbecue sauces. But there are many great commercial sauces out there, and if a recipe calls for barbecue sauce and you don’t have time to make your own, it’s fine to use one of these.

Butter: Like dark brown and light brown sugar, salted and unsalted butter are more or less interchangeable when it comes to grilling. Most competition pit masters use salted butter, which has more flavor than unsalted. You can pretty much achieve the same effect by using unsalted butter and adding an extra sprinkle of salt. If a recipe calls for 2 tablespoons salted butter and all you have is unsalted (or vice versa), it’s not worth making a special trip to the store.

Fruit juices: The difference between fresh and frozen (or reconstituted or commercial) orange, lemon, or lime juice is enormous. I am uncompromising on this point—if a recipe calls for fresh juice, use freshly squeezed. On the other hand, commercial peach and pear nectars or cranberry juice work just fine.

Mustard: Cheap ballpark mustard is the condiment of choice among many American pit masters. But I prefer the refinement of French mustards, particularly smooth Dijon or grainy Meaux varieties.

Oil: It adds richness to marinades, succulence to bastes, and luster to grilled fare of all sorts, not just chicken. It keeps chicken breasts and fish from sticking to the grill grate, and a drizzle applied just before serving can add a whole new dimension of flavor. I’m talking about that lifeblood of barbecue: oil. When choosing an oil, I look for ones that pay a flavor dividend: olive oil for Mediterranean, South American, Australian, or California-style grilling, sesame oil for Asian-style recipes. All have the fruity-nutty flavor of the ingredients they’re pressed from and add extra flavor. The olive oil should be extra virgin, that is, an oil with low acidity and a pronounced fruity flavor. Sesame oil should be dark sesame oil—pressed from roasted sesame seeds and very nutty. For a more neutral oil that adds no flavor of its own (when you don’t want the taste of the oil to intrude), use canola or another vegetable oil.

Pepper: It’s hard to imagine barbecue without the aromatic heat of pepper—whatever other seasonings you may add. In the best of all possible worlds, you’d grind whole black or white peppercorns whenever pepper is called for. Freshly ground pepper has a stronger, brighter flavor and aroma than preground. That being said, most of the world’s grill jockeys use preground black pepper with great success. It’s certainly more convenient, and none of the recipes in this book will suffer too terribly if you use it. One good compromise is to grind a quarter cup or so of whole peppercorns in a spice mill or coffee grinder every few weeks. Store the resulting powder in a jar. That way, you get the aromatic burn of freshly ground pepper with a pinch of your fingers—without having to fuss with a pepper mill every time.

Salt: I like coarse salt—either coarse salt or kosher—for grilling. The large crystals dissolve more slowly than table salt, so they give the food little salty bursts of flavor. Sea salt has the added advantage of containing trace elements from the ocean, so it’s particularly good with seafood (it’s also plenty tasty with poultry). Kosher salt also has coarse crystals. It’s very pure and a little more economical than sea salt.
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