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Introduction


			
A Crash Course in smoking


			There are many places I could start this book. On Bornholm, Denmark, where at the height of the smoked herring industry in the 1930s, this small island in the Baltic Sea boasted more than 120 active smokehouses, their whitewashed brick chimneys still punctuating the landscape today.


			Or in the Italian Alps, where salt-cured hams are smoked with juniper wood for two weeks to make a smoky prosciutto called speck. A similar scene takes place in Surrey, Virginia, where the Edwards family has been smoking hams since 1926. 


			Or on Islay Island in Scotland, where barley is smoked over peat to make Scotch whisky, or on the rugged hillsides around Oaxaca, Mexico, where agave cactus hearts are smoke-roasted in fire pits to prepare a unique smoky spirit called mezcal.


			Or closer to home, at the American Royal World Series of Barbecue in Kansas City, where for three days and nights, barbecue teams from all over the world—more than 600—gather to compete, sending fragrant clouds of wood smoke over Arrowhead Stadium.


			But the best place to begin might be my backyard, where as I write these words, salmon, scallops, and beef jerky—not to mention ricotta, mustard, and hot sauce—are smoking in a cedar smokehouse I built with my neighbor Roger Becker.


			Smoke. Few words have such power to make you hungry. Think of some of the world’s most pleasurable foods: ham, bacon, pastrami. All owe their distinctive flavor and character to smoke.


			Smoke is the subject of this book. Hot-smoked foods like kippers and ham. Cold-smoked foods like mozzarella affumicata and Scandinavian lax. American barbecue, from Texas brisket to Carolina pulled pork to Kansas City ribs. Smoked foods from around Planet Barbecue like Jamaican jerk chicken and Chinese tea-smoked duck.


			So you might ask: How does this book differ from all my other Barbecue! Bible cookbooks? While it’s true that most of my books touch on smoking, particularly as practiced in the American barbecue belt, this book focuses exclusively on smoke—from smoked meats and seafood to smoked cocktails, condiments, and desserts. You’ll learn how to smoke the icons and the foods you’d never dream of smoking, including cheesecake, ice cream, mayonnaise, butter, and ice.


			So fire up your smokers. Project Smoke is about to begin.
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The Seven Steps to Smoking Nirvana


			Smoking is easy but it isn’t always simple. There are hundreds of smokers to choose from and each type operates differently. You can spend a few hundred dollars on a smoker—or thousands—and the price doesn’t always predict performance.


			Then there’s the wood: hickory, oak, apple, or mesquite, to mention just a few of the dozens of fuels used for smoking. Each has its partisans, and that’s before you start talking green or seasoned; dry or soaked; logs, chunks, chips, or pellets.


			Next come the meats: prime or choice; organic or heritage; not to mention seafood (wild or farmed, whole or filleted), vegetables, cheese, eggs, and desserts. 


			And once you build your fire—believe me, there’s a lot of debate about the best way to do that—you have to choose the smoking method: hot-smoking or cold-smoking; smoke-roasting or with a handheld smoker. How long the various foods smoke and how you know they’re done.


			Does it sound complicated? It is (a little), but I’ve broken the process into seven easy steps. Follow them and you’ll master smoking in no time, and you’ll have a lot of fun—and satisfaction—in the process. 


		

		

			 


			
Step 1


			
Choose Your Smoker


			Your first step is to select the right smoker for you. There are dozens of types and hundreds of individual models. So read this section and The Various Types of Smokers here. 


			The right smoker for you depends on your experience, goals, and how many people you usually cook for—collectively called your smoker personality. 


			Beginner: You want a smoker that’s affordable and easy to operate, and that doesn’t take up a lot of space. Good bets include: a kettle-style charcoal grill or other grill with a tall lid; a water smoker; a ceramic cooker; and an upright barrel smoker.


			Grilling enthusiast who wants to explore smoking: Grilling is your first love, but you want to do smoking, too. Check out a kettle grill or front-loading charcoal grill; a wood-burning grill; a ceramic cooker; or an offset smoker with a firebox that comes with a grate.


			Convenience- and results-oriented smoker: You love smoked and barbecued foods, but want the push-button convenience of a gas grill. Consider electric or gas smokers or pellet grills. 


			Process-oriented smoker: You embrace not just the results, but the process of smoking—building and maintaining a fire, adjusting the air vents, and so on. A water smoker or an offset smoker would be right for you.


			Smoked food addict: You love smoked and barbecued foods—the smokier the better. An offset smoker, water smoker, or even a home-built smokehouse would be a perfect match.


			Competition or commercial barbecuer: Your TV is tuned to BBQ Pitmasters and you want to compete against other barbecue fanatics. You often cook for a crowd. Look for a big rig offset smoker (preferably on a trailer) or a carousel-style commercial smoker.


			Apartment- or condo-bound smoker: You love the flavor of smoked food but live in an apartment or condo or in a dense urban environment where you can’t grill or smoke outdoors. Get yourself a stovetop smoker or a handheld smoker.


			

					Types of Smokers
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							Kettle-style charcoal
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							Ceramic cooker
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							Front-loading charcoal grill
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							Stovetop smoker
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							Water smoker
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							Upright barrel smoker
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							Electric or gas smoker
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							Handheld smoker
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							Wood-burning grill
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							Offset smoker
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							Pellet grill
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							Home-built smokehouse
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							Big rig offset smoker
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							Carousel-style commercial smoker
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					Anatomy of a Smoker


					Smokers range in size from handheld smokers to monster rigs trailered around the competition barbecue circuit. They can be as simple as a 55-gallon steel drum or as elaborate as a high-tech Enviro-Pak you literally can drive a truck through. Some smokers burn wood or charcoal; others run on propane or electricity.


					Despite the wide range of shapes, sizes, and configurations, most smokers share a similar construction. Understand how the various parts function and you’re on your way to becoming a master smoker.


					At one end or the bottom of the smoker, you find the firebox, where you burn wood or wood products to generate smoke. At the other end you find the chimney, which creates a draft to pull the smoke through and out of the smoker.


					Between them you find the smoke chamber and heat diffuser. The smoke chamber—sometimes called the cook chamber—is where the food smokes and often cooks at the same time. The smoke chamber can be located adjacent to the firebox or directly above it. (With handheld smokers, you use a separate container, such as a bar shaker or plastic wrap-covered bowl, to serve as a smoke chamber.) On one end of the smoke chamber you sometimes find a grease drain with a small bucket to collect the fat and drippings.


					Fire produces heat, yet most smoked foods are cooked at a low temperature. The heat diffuser shields the food from the full force of the fire. In a water smoker, it’s a shallow water pan filled with liquid and positioned between the fire and the smoke chamber. In a ceramic cooker, it’s a convection plate (sometimes called a plate setter), positioned between the embers and the rack. In an offset barrel smoker, it’s a sliding metal plate, often perforated, positioned under the cooking rack.


					The vents are a small but essential feature on a smoker. The intake vent on the firebox controls the airflow entering the smoker. The chimney vent, located at the end of the smoke chamber, regulates the escape of hot air and smoke. Some vents are rotating disks; others, sliding metal panels. All control the airflow—and thus the heat—in the smoker. Remember these simple formulas:


					• Greater airflow equals higher heat.


					• Reduced airflow equals lower heat.


					So open or close the vents to control the airflow and the heat.


					Electric smokers (including pellet grills) use an electric heating element to burn the wood and a thermostat to control the heat. Gas smokers also have a thermostat to control the heat. Just set the temperature and let the thermostat do the rest. When working with pellet grills, remember:


					• Lower heat gives you more smoke.


					• Higher heat gives you less smoke.


					In fact, that’s true for most smokers.
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Step 2


			
Source Your Fuel


			Wood is the premier fuel for smoking, whether you burn hickory to smoke ribs in Kansas City, alder to smoke salmon in Alaska, or pimento (allspice) wood to cook authentic Jamaican jerk. 


			A lot of ink has been spilled about which wood smoke goes best with particular meats or seafood. Some people go to great lengths to match particular woods to specific foods—for example, apple with pork or cherry with chicken—the way oenophiles match wines to specific foods.


			So I’m about to make a heretical statement: The wood variety matters less than how you burn it. And while each wood variety produces smoke with a slightly different color and flavor, if you’re new to smoking, the major hardwoods (hickory, oak, apple, cherry, and maple) all work equally well.


			Carolina Cookwood’s owner Bud Williford groups woods into two broad categories: forest woods and orchard woods. The former includes nut woods like hickory, pecan, and oak, and wild woods like maple and alder. The latter includes fruit woods like the already popular apple and cherry, and the up-and-coming peach, pear, and mulberry. To this list you could add exotic woods like camphor wood, used for smoking in China, and pimento wood from the allspice tree, which produces the intensely aromatic smoke responsible in part for the unique taste of Jamaican jerk.


			These diverse woods share one point in common: All come from deciduous trees (trees that shed their leaves annually) and are classified as hardwoods. You don’t normally smoke with soft woods like pine, spruce, and other evergreens, which produce a dark sooty smoke full of harsh oily flavors. There are exceptions here, too: Canadians, for example, smoke-grill steaks over fresh branches of spruce. The French smoke mussels over dry pine needles to make a remarkable dish called éclade de moules. Elsewhere on Planet Barbecue, people smoke with tea (in China; see here), with herbs and spices, such as allspice berries and cinnamon (see Jamaican Jerk Chicken here). But the strangest smoking fuel? That would be dried sheep dung, used for smoking mutton and horsemeat in Iceland.


			

				

					
How Much Wood Do You Need for Smoking?


					How much wood do you need for your smoker? Read the manufacturer’s instructions. Here’s a rough guide.


					

						

							

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Form of Fuel


								

									

									Smoker Type


								

									

									Amount


								

							


							

									

									Logs


								

									

									Large offset smokers


								

									

									1 to 3 split logs every hour, once you have a good bed of embers


								

							


							

									

									Wood chunks (added to charcoal embers)


								

									

									Charcoal grills, water smokers, ceramic cookers, upright barrel smokers


								

									

									2 to 4 chunks or so every hour


								

							


							

									

									Wood chips


								

									

									Charcoal grills, water smokers, ceramic cookers, upright barrel smokers


								

									

									2 handfuls (1½ to 2 cups) every 30 to 40 minutes


								

							


							

									

									Pellets


								

									

									Pellet smokers


								

									

									About 2 pounds per hour on high, 1 to 1½ pounds on medium, ½ pound on the smoke setting


								

							


							

									

									Sawdust


								

									

									Stovetop smokers, handheld smokers


								

									

									1 to 2 tablespoons for the former; 1 teaspoon for the latter
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					A Word on Charcoal


					Large competition and commercial smokers burn only wood. But most of us will fuel our smokers with a combination of charcoal and wood chunks or chips. Charcoal comes in two basic types: lump and briquette. 


					Lump charcoal is made by charring logs in a low oxygen environment in a kiln. It’s a pure wood fuel with no additives. Lump charcoals vary depending on the base wood: Mesquite, for example, burns hot with a lot of sparking. Maple and oak charcoal (my favorites) produce a clean steady heat. When buying lump charcoal, look for brands that sell irregular jagged chunks. Straight edges or square corners suggest charcoal made from lumber or flooring scraps—not my first choice. Lump charcoal burns clean and hot when first lit, but the temperature drops off more quickly than with briquettes and the burn time is shorter. But you know you’re burning a pure wood product and you can add fresh lump charcoal directly to the fire without producing an unpleasant-tasting smoke. 


					Briquettes are a composite fuel, a mixture of wood scraps, coal dust, borax, petroleum accelerants, and sometimes sand stamped into pillow-shaped nuggets. You can also buy “natural” briquettes made solely with wood or coconut shells and starch binders. The advantage of briquettes is that they burn at a consistent temperature for longer than lump (typically, a chimney-full maintains a 600°F fire for 1 hour). On the down side, when first lit, briquettes release an acrid-tasting smoke. For this reason, when refueling a smoker with briquettes, I recommend lighting them in a chimney starter instead of directly on the existing coals. 


					NOTE: Most charcoal produces heat, not wood smoke, so you can’t really smoke foods with charcoal alone. However, some manufacturers, like Kingsford, embed tiny pieces of mesquite or hickory wood in some of their briquettes. These will give you a mild smoke flavor when grilling, but you really need to add wood to generate smoke. 
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							Charcoal briquettes (left) come uniformly shaped. Lump charcoal (right) comes in irregular chunks.
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					A Brief Science Lesson—What Is Smoke (and Why Does It Taste So Good?)


					Before we dive into the specifics, a general word about smoke. You know it when you see it. You certainly recognize it when you smell it and taste it. It’s the soul of barbecue, not to mention the essence of some of the world’s greatest foods and drinks, from bacon to kippers to Scotch whisky. 


					But what exactly is smoke, how does it flavor foods, and why does it taste so good?


					Smoke is a vaporous by-product that results from burning wood and other organic materials. It contains:


					• Solids (in the form of tiny carbon particles called soot)


					• Liquids (such as tars and oils)


					• Gases (responsible for most of the flavors we prize in smoked foods) 


					All three contribute to the look, aroma, and taste of smoked foods. 


					Smoke results when you burn wood, but not all wood smokes or tastes the same. Hardwoods (from deciduous trees like hickory and apple, which shed their leaves once a year) produce the best-tasting smoke. Many other plant fuels are used for smoking, from hay to smoke cheese in Italy to corncobs to smoke bacon in the Midwest. 


					Wood goes through three stages when you burn it: 


					• Desiccation/dehydration


					• Pyrolysis (decomposition by heat)


					• Combustion 


					In other words, the fire first dries out the wood, then breaks it down, and finally ignites it. Each stage produces a different type of smoke and releases a different cluster of smoke flavors.


					In his visionary book Modernist Cuisine, food scientist Nathan Myhrvold breaks the smoking process into six key temperature phases. 


					• At 212°F the water in the wood boils, releasing steam and carbon dioxide. The latter reacts with the charred wood, producing carbon monoxide and nitrogen dioxide—compounds responsible for the formation of the iconic smoke ring (see box) in briskets and other smoked meats. 


					• At 340°F pyrolysis begins, releasing formic acid, acetic acid, and other acidic compounds. These provide some of the tart flavors in smoke and help color and preserve the food.


					• At 390°F the smoke flavor mellows as pyrolysis begins producing carbonyls—aromatic molecules responsible for the appetizing yellow, brown, and dark red colors of smoked foods. One carbonyl, formaldehyde, acts as an antimicrobial and preservative.


					• At 570°F the smoke develops a more complex flavor, as pyrolysis produces aromatic compounds called phenols. These include creosol (responsible for a peatlike flavor one associates with Scotch whisky); isoeugenol (responsible for the clove and other spice flavors in smoke); and vanillin (source of a vanilla-like sweetness). Other inviting compounds produced at this stage include sweet maltitols, nutty lactons, and caramel-tasting furans. 


					• At 750°F the wood blackens and smoke production peaks. This is your smoking sweet spot, with the highest concentration of phenols, plus liquid droplets of tar and oil that add color and taste to the food. 


					• At 1,800°F the wood ignites and the flavor-producing compounds cease. The burning wood becomes an agent for cooking, no longer for smoking.


				


		

				 


					

						

							

							

							

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Forms of Wood and How to Use Them


								

							


							

									

									Form of Wood


								

									

									Size


								

									

									Equipment Best Used In


								

									

									Advantages


								

									

									Watch Points


								

							


							

									

									Logs
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									12-18 inches long


								

									

									Large offset smokers (stick burners), commercial smokers


								

									

									Generates both heat and smoke.


								

									

									You need a big smoker with good airflow. It takes at least an hour to burn logs down to a hot bed of embers. 


								

							


							

									

									Chunks
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									1½-4 inches across


								

									

									Small offset smokers, water smokers, ceramic smokers, upright barrel smokers, gas smokers, gas grills 


								

									

									Sold in hardware stores and supermarkets. Portable and easy to store and quick to produce smoke. 


								

									

									No need to soak before adding to a charcoal fire. One way to smoke on a gas grill is to place chunks beneath the grate or on or between the metal heat deflectors or ceramic briquettes or bricks (see here).


								

							


							

									

									Chips
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									½-1 inch wide and long, ¼ inch thick


								

									

									Small offset smokers, water smokers, ceramic smokers, upright barrel smokers, gas smokers, gas grills


								

									

									Sold in hardware stores and supermarkets. Portable and easy to store. Wood chips produce smoke quickly.


								

									

									Soak in water for 30 minutes, then drain. This slows down the rate of combustion.


								

							


							

									

									Sawdust
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									Wood in powdered form 


								

									

									Electric smokers, stovetop smokers, handheld smokers


								

									

									Heated sawdust starts to smoke almost instantaneously.


								

									

									Do not soak.


								

							


							

									

									Disks 
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									Small puck-shaped disks of compressed sawdust 


								

									

									Electric smokers


								

									

									Convenient, easy to use, and quick to produce smoke.


								

									

									Do not soak (will disaggregate if exposed to moisture).


								

							


							

									

									Pellets
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									Tiny cylinders of compressed sawdust 


								

									

									Pellet smokers, under-grate smoker boxes, smoking tubes


								

									

									Convenient and easy to use and quick to produce smoke.


								

									

									Do not soak (will disaggregate if exposed to moisture).


								

							


						

					




				 


					

						

							

							

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Types of Woods Used for Smoking


									The asterisks in this chart note all-purpose woods that are good for smoking a wide variety of foods. Make it a point to try all of them. 


								

							


							

									

									Wood


								

									

									Smoke Flavor


								

									

									Where Used


								

									

									Traditionally Used to Smoke 


								

							


							

									

									Forest Woods


								

							


							

									

									Alder


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Pacific Northwest, Alaska


								

									

									Salmon and other seafood


								

							


							

									

									Beech


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Scandinavia, Germany


								

									

									Pork and poultry


								

							


							

									

									Hickory*


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									American South and Midwest


								

									

									All meats, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Juniper


								

									

									Aromatic


								

									

									Europe


								

									

									Herring, salmon, and other fish; speck


								

							


							

									

									Maple


								

									

									Mild


								

									

									New England, Quebec


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Mesquite


								

									

									Strong


								

									

									Texas and the American Southwest


								

									

									Beef


								

							


							

									

									Oak*


								

									

									Full-flavored 


								

									

									California, Texas, Europe, South America


								

									

									All meats, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Pecan


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									American South


								

									

									Pork and poultry


								

							


							

									

									Walnut 


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									California, Eastern US


								

									

									Pork and other meats


								

							


							

									

									Orchard Woods


								

							


							

									

									Apple*


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Across the United States


								

									

									All meats (especially bacon), seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Apricot


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									California


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Cherry*


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Pacific Northwest, the Upper Midwest


								

									

									All meats, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Orange


								

									

									Mild, even faint


								

									

									Florida, California


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Mulberry


								

									

									Mild


								

									

									American South


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Peach


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									American South


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Pear


								

									

									Mild


								

									

									California, New England


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Plum


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									California


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Exotic woods 


								

							


							

									

									Buttonwood


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Florida Keys


								

									

									Seafood


								

							


							

									

									Camphor wood


								

									

									Intense, aromatic


								

									

									China


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Guava


								

									

									Full-flavored


								

									

									Philippines


								

									

									Poultry and pork


								

							


							

									

									Olive


								

									

									Mild, a little citrusy


								

									

									California, the Mediterranean


								

									

									Pork, veal, poultry, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Palochina


								

									

									Full-flavored, piney 


								

									

									Philippines


								

									

									Used by the popular Bacolod Chicken Inasal restaurant chain to smoke pork


								

							


							

									

									Pimento


								

									

									Intense, aromatic


								

									

									Jamaica


								

									

									Jerk pork and chicken


								

							


							

									

									Tangatanga


								

									

									Intense, aromatic


								

									

									Guam


								

									

									Beef, pork, and chicken


								

							


							

									

									Whiskey barrel chips


								

									

									Mild and sweet


								

									

									Kentucky, Tennessee


								

									

									All meats, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Exotic Smoking Fuels (Nonwood)


								

							


							

									

									Allspice berries


								

									

									Aromatic, spicy


								

									

									Jamaica


								

									

									Jerk pork and chicken


								

							


							

									

									Cinnamon sticks


								

									

									Aromatic, spicy


								

									

									Jamaica, China


								

									

									Pork and poultry 


								

							


							

									

									Hay


								

									

									Full-flavored, herbaceous


								

									

									Italy, United States


								

									

									Cheese, poultry, burgers


								

							


							

									

									Pine or spruce needles


								

									

									Aromatic


								

									

									France, Canada


								

									

									Mussels


								

							


							

									

									Rice


								

									

									Pungent


								

									

									China


								

									

									Duck 


								

							


							

									

									Rosemary and other herbs


								

									

									Aromatic, herbal


								

									

									California, the Mediterranean


								

									

									All meats, seafood, and vegetables


								

							


							

									

									Sugarcane pressings 


								

									

									Aromatic


								

									

									French West Indies


								

									

									Chicken


								

							


							

									

									Tea


								

									

									Pungent 


								

									

									China


								

									

									Duck


								

							


						

					






			 


			
Wood Controversies and Considerations 


			Few cooking techniques inspire more, er, heated debate than smoking, and the controversy starts with the wood. Green or seasoned? Bark on or off? To soak or not to soak? Here are my personal preferences, plus some additional considerations when smoking with wood.


			Green or seasoned? A freshly cut tree contains about 60 percent moisture. Season (dry) it in the open air (my preference) or in a kiln and you reduce the moisture content to 15 to 20 percent. Green wood is difficult to light and puts out a dense pungent smoke once it smolders. Sometimes that pungency borders on acrid. Smoke with seasoned (dry) wood.


			Bark on or bark off? Straight tree bark produces a thick, often bitter smoke—especially if from green logs. And bark is where insects dwell if they find their way into an outdoor woodpile. But split logs with an edge of bark still intact are what most of the world’s smoke masters burn throughout North America and Europe. It’s fine to use logs or wood chunks with an edge of bark attached. Go easy on straight wood bark. 


			Whole logs or split? That’s easy: split. They light quicker and burn easier.


			To soak or not to soak? Advocates argue that soaking wood chips or chunks slows the rate of combustion, giving you a slower, steadier smoke. And evidence suggests that soaked wood chips release more nitrogen dioxide, which may help produce a more pronounced smoke ring in the cooked meat. Opponents maintain that soaking simply delays pyrolysis (decomposition by heat) and the consequent release of smoke flavor. For a slower, steadier burn, soak wood chips in water to cover for 30 minutes before smoking, then drain before adding to the fire. But don’t freak out if you forget to soak them—you can add dry chips directly to the coals. You’ll just need more. Soak wood chunks or not—the final taste will be the same. I don’t bother. 
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			I’m just starting out with smoking; is there any particular wood I should use or avoid? I’d go for the classics—and what’s readily available in your area.


			• alder (the Pacific Northwest)


			• hickory or pecan (the South)


			• oak (Texas and Europe)


			• apple (the Midwest and the Pacific Northwest)


			• cherry (Michigan and the Pacific Northwest)


			• maple (New England)


			• mesquite (Texas and the Southwest—but use sparingly and mainly for beef) 


			Is blending or sequencing woods a good idea? If you’re just starting out with smoking, stick with one wood variety to get a feel for its color and flavor properties. Once you’ve mastered that, you can experiment.


			How long should you smoke during cooking? Some smoke masters burn wood throughout the entire smoking process. Others argue that meat gradually loses its ability to absorb smoke, especially during the second half of the cook. Many meats like brisket or pastrami call for wrapping during the final hours of cooking. Continue smoking until you wrap the meat. At that point, you don’t need to add wood (unless you’re using a wood-burning smoker). Let the heat of the charcoal finish the cooking.


			How much wood should I add to the fire and when should I add it? Smoking is like the old fable about the tortoise and the hare. Slow and steady wins the race. It’s better to add a little wood every hour than pile it on all at once. Here, you’ll find rough guidelines on how much wood to add to each type of smoker.


			Some Final Thoughts on Wood


			• Store logs outdoors off the ground in a cool, dry, covered, well-aerated area. Damp wood can get moldy and wet wood eventually rots.


			• Do not use moldy or bad-smelling wood for smoking. I live in Miami, where wood—even a bag of wood chips—left outdoors during the rainy season often acquires a musty smell. You might think the moldy smell would burn away in the fire. It doesn’t.


			• Drain any leftover soaked wood chips in a colander and let them dry completely in the sun before reusing. Prolonged soaking diminishes a wood’s ability to produce a good-flavored smoke.


			



			 


			
Step 3


			
Assemble Your Tools


			You can smoke with little more than a kettle grill and a set of tongs. But having the right tools definitely makes the job easier. I’ve grouped them by task.


			Tools for Handling Wood, Charcoal, and Hot Ash


			Metal trash cans with tight-fitting lids: For storing charcoal, wood chunks, and pellets. Also use for disposing of spent coals and ash. Have several small ones.


			Firewood rack: For storing logs outdoors above ground so they won’t rot or attract insects. Also, a cover or tarp to keep the wood dry in inclement weather.


			Ax, maul, or hatchet: For splitting logs.
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			Leather work gloves: For handling logs without getting splinters.


			Shovel or metal scoop: For moving hot embers and cleaning out ash.


			Shop vacuum: An even more efficient tool for cleaning out ash. Just be sure the ash is completely cold before vacuuming.


			Tools for Starting the Fire


			Fireplace matches: Long-stem matches that reach deep into the firebox.


			Butane match or lighter: Lights your fire with the click of a switch.


			Paraffin fire starter: A small cube or block of paraffin or other flammable material used for starting a fire.
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			Sugarcane fire starter gel: Like lighter fluid, only plant-based.


			Chimney starter: The most efficient way to light charcoal. See the lighting instructions here.


			Electric fire starter: Plug-in wand with a looped heating element. Often used to light ceramic cookers. Requires a power outlet, of course.
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			Looftlighter: A Swedish fire starter that directs a blast of superheated air at charcoal or wood.


			Blowtorch: The ultimate tool for lighting a wood or charcoal fire. Use a workbench model for lighting small quantities of charcoal or invest in a roofer’s torch, which has an arm-length wand you hook up directly to a propane cylinder (note I said cylinder, not canister). Fires a 50,000-plus-BTUs blast of heat at your wood or charcoal. 


			Tools for Handling Your Smoker


			Insulated suede gloves, welder’s gloves, or fireplace gloves: Choose long ones to protect your forearms.
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			Grill hoe or garden hoe: For raking hot coals.


			Grate grabber or grid lifter: Helps you lift a hot grill grate or smoker rack to add fresh wood or coals.
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Smoke Generators and Grill Inserts 


			These devices help you pump extra wood smoke into smokers, grills, and smokehouses. Recommended brands are listed in Additional Smoking Essentials beginning here.


			Charcoal smoke generator: Comprised of a metal canister with a burn chamber to hold smoldering wood chips and an electric blower to pump the smoke. 
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			Electric smoke generator: Has a hopper to hold sawdust, disks, pellets, or wood chips and an electric heating element for slow-burning them to produce wood smoke. 
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			Charcoal grill smoking insert: Turns your charcoal kettle grill into a smoker by corralling the embers in one section and creating a separate smoke chamber for the food. Look for a model with a built-in water pan to add moisture as well as smoke. 


			Note: Smoker tubes, pouches, and under-grate smoker trays that hold wood chips or pellets are covered here.


			
Thermometers


			Instant-read thermometer: Essential for checking the doneness of smoked foods. Insert the probe deep in the meat or fish (but not touching the bone) and leave it for about 30 seconds. 
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			Remote digital thermometers: One probe goes in the meat or fish, with a wired or wireless connection to a display unit outside the smoker. Some models broadcast the temperature to your smartphone; check the broadcast range before buying. Advanced models come with multiple probes for the various foods you’re smoking and to monitor the internal temperature of the smoker. 
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Temperature and Draft Controllers


			The key to great smoked foods is a long slow burn at a consistent low temperature. Enter the draft controller, a device that links a thermocouple inside the cook chamber to a tiny electric fan mounted over the bottom vent to regulate the airflow and consequently, the heat. 
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					1. To use a temperature controller, attach the fan socket to the bottom vent of a ceramic cooker or charcoal smoker or grill.
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					2. Clip the thermocouple to a rack inside the smoker.
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					3. Set the digital controls to the desired temperature; the fan will control the airflow and heat.


			Trays and Containers for Seasoning, Curing, and Drying the Meat and Seafood


			• Large rimmed baking sheets


			• Large stainless-steel or glass mixing bowls


			• Large durable food-safe containers for brining and other food preparation uses


			• Heavy-duty resealable plastic bags in an assortment of sizes


			• Wire racks or grids (preferably footed)


			• Nonstick silicone mesh mats for smoking and indirect grilling small, delicate, or fragile foods that would stick to or fall through the bars of the grate or rack. They also come in handy for wrapping fatties (see recipe) and meatloaf.


			Tools for Getting Flavor into Meat and Seafood


			Injectors: Oversize hypodermic needles for injecting flavorful liquids or pastes deep into large hunks of meat. See this box for more on injecting.
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			Vacuum marinating canisters: Some home vacuum sealers, such as the popular FoodSaver, can be used to accelerate the marinating process. Place the food with your favorite marinade in the polycarbonate canister, then activate the system to pump out the air. This cuts marinating time to as little as 12 minutes. Alternatively, use a manual system with a hand-operated plunger in the top to help you remove the air in the container.


			Vacuum tumblers: Another device for accelerating the marinating process. Meats are tumbled in a vacuum-sealed rotating cylinder. This separates and abrades the meat fibers, tenderizing the meat and accelerating the absorption of the brine or marinade. Most supermarket hams are cured in this manner. 


			Tools for Applying Flavor During Smoking


			Basting brushes: Buy an assortment of silicone basting brushes (which are easy to clean in the dishwasher) or natural bristle paintbrushes (available at your local hardware store and inexpensive enough to discard after using). Some brushes come with a custom saucepot.
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			Barbecue mops: These look like miniature cotton floor mops and are often sold with plastic-lined buckets. Look for a mop with a detachable head you can run through the dishwasher. When cooking for large crowds, a full-size cotton floor mop (brand new and never previously used, of course) comes in handy.
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			Spray bottle or barbecue sprayer: Indispensable for spraying apple cider, wine, and other flavorful liquids on meats and seafood during smoking. 


			Smoker and Grill Tools


			Grill brush: For cleaning the grate or smoker racks. Preferably long-handled with twisted stiff wire bristles that won’t shed during use. 


			Tongs: Preferably long-handled and spring-loaded with a locking mechanism.


				

					[image: ]

				


			Spatula: With a wide metal head and beveled leading edge. Extra-wide heads (6 to 8 inches) come in handy for fish.


			Grill humidifiers: Metal boxes with perforated tops that hold water, wine, or other liquid. Place on the grate of your charcoal or gas grill directly over the fire. The resulting steam creates a moist environment for smoking.
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			Rib rack: Holds racks of ribs upright so you can cook up to 4 racks of spareribs or baby backs in a smoker with limited space, such as a water smoker or kettle grill.
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			Beer-can chicken roaster: Holds the bird upright without tipping. Fill the stainless steel canister with wine, fruit juice, or beer.


			Miscellaneous Supplies


			Disposable rubber or plastic food gloves: Keeps your hands clean and your food safe when rubbing or handling meat.


			Insulated food gloves: Indispensable for handling whole hogs or pulling pork shoulders. Some pit masters like the agility of wearing cotton gloves for heat protection with rubber or plastic gloves over them to keep out the grease. 


			Meat claws (for shredding pulled pork): Recommended brands include Bear Paws and Best of Barbecue. 
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			Butcher paper (sometimes called pink paper): Indispensable for wrapping briskets. Be sure to buy unlined butcher paper (without a plastic lining). 


			Logbook: For recording the details of your smoke sessions (see below). Only by recording what works and what doesn’t will you improve your skills as a smoke master. Important details include:


			• Date


			• Weather (ambient temperature)


			• Meat to be smoked (kind, weight, etc.)


			• Cure or seasoning


			• Wood (type and how much used)


			• Temperature in the smoker


			• Internal temperature of the meat


			• How you liked it


			



			 


			
Step 4


			
Flavor Your Food


			Wood smoke has such an intense flavor on its own that some foods are smoked with no other flavoring added—for example, the Cherry-Smoked Strip Steak here.


			But more often, you combine smoking with other flavoring techniques, such as brining or curing, to boost taste and prevent spoilage. Traditional American barbecue often receives multiple layers of flavor—you might start with an injector sauce or rub, then apply a mop sauce, then a glazing of barbecue sauce—in addition to the actual smoke from the pit.


			When it comes to flavoring smoked foods, you have three windows of opportunity: before, during, and after smoking.


			Flavoring the Raw Food


			Pre-smoke flavoring techniques include salting, curing, brining, rubbing, marinating, and injecting.


			Salting: Early on—likely in Stone Age times—our forebears learned that salting food before smoking not only delayed spoilage by dehydrating the meat and preventing the growth of harmful bacteria, but also added extra flavor. We use this technique to make Nova Scotian or Scandinavian-style smoked salmon (see recipe). To salt food, you sprinkle it with or sandwich it between layers of salt; depending on the size of the food, salting might last a few hours (for small fish fillets) or a few weeks (for large hams). Typically, you rinse off the salt before smoking. 


			Curing: Almost as early on, people observed that salts from certain subterranean sources preserved food longer and better, adding an appetizing pink color and umami-like flavors. Those salts contained traces of naturally occurring food preservatives called sodium nitrate or sodium nitrite. A single oxygen molecule differentiates them, but sodium nitrate (NaNO3) is used to slow-cure foods that are served raw (like dry-cured sausages and country hams), while sodium nitrite (NaNO2) goes into foods that will be cooked further. In this book we use only sodium nitrite, which works much faster than sodium nitrate. A cure contains salt and often sodium nitrite, plus optional sugar, pepper, and other spices. Curing is responsible for some of the world’s great smoked sausages, bacons, and hams, such as Tennessee bacon and Virginia ham. Sometimes water or other liquid is added to the dry ingredients to make a wet cure.


			Brining: Add enough water or other liquid to salt or a salt cure and you get a saline solution called brine. Brines have the advantage of penetrating deeper and more evenly into meats than dry cures. They also help keep inherently dry meats like turkey and pork chops moist during the smoking process. Popular brined foods include cooked ham, Canadian bacon, and smoked turkey. 


			Rubs: A unique American contribution to the world of smoked foods, rubs are mixes of spices and seasonings applied to the exterior of meats, and often “rubbed” in by hand, before they go in the smoker. Most American rubs start with salt, pepper, paprika, and brown sugar, with additional spices and flavorings that reflect the region where they developed. For example, cumin and chili powder give you a Texas-style rub; dry mustard and hot red pepper flakes evoke the barbecue of South Carolina. Rubs differ from cures in that they don’t contain sodium nitrite. Add mustard or a little liquid like water or vinegar and you get a wet rub. There are two ways to apply a rub: as a seasoning just prior to smoking, or the day or night before to both cure and season the meat. Rubs help define some of America’s greatest barbecue, from Memphis dry ribs to Texas brisket.
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					5-4-3-2-1 Rub (brown sugar, salt, five-spice powder, salt, pepper; see recipe)


			Marinades: A marinade is an intensely flavored liquid seasoning often comprised of an oil (like olive or sesame), an acid (vinegar or citrus juice), condiments (soy sauce or Worcestershire sauce), and aromatics (onion or garlic). If the essence of brine is saltiness, the essence of a marinade is its aromatic flavor. Smoked marinated foods include Jamaican Jerk Chicken (see recipe) and Smokehouse Char Siu (see recipe).


			Injection: A combination of broth, melted butter, and/or other flavorful liquids that is forced deep into the meat with an oversized syringe. Competition barbecue teams often inject whole hogs and pork shoulders for extra flavor and moistness.
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