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In 1975, a young man fresh out of college had grand dreams of becoming a food writer. He applied for—and to his great astonishment received—a fellowship to study medieval cooking in Europe. This book is dedicated with appreciation to the Thomas J. Watson Foundation, which helped turn a dream into a life’s work.
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INTRODUCTION


WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


This book was born under a giant sycamore tree on a warm summer night in Pittsboro, North Carolina. The place was an elegant country inn called the Fearrington House. I’d been invited there to do what I love best: talk about barbecue and demonstrate grilling. As I do whenever I teach, I opened the floor to questions. For a moment, I feared I was bringing coals to Newcastle. Here I was in the heart of North Carolina barbecue country. What could I possibly teach people who’d been pit roasting pigs and savoring pulled pork since they were old enough to eat solid food?


Perhaps it was the singular setting—a grassy lawn with elegantly set tables—or perhaps it was the leisurely pace of the class and meal that followed. The flowing wine certainly helped. Whatever the reason, the students opened up in a way they rarely do, posing a wide range of questions that aspiring grill masters everywhere would like to ask, but seldom get the opportunity to.


They inquired about the difference between barbecuing and grilling, between direct and indirect grilling. They asked how to tell when a steak was done and how to cook chicken through without burning it. They wanted to know if there was a difference in cooking over charcoal, gas, or wood, and which way was best. They asked how to tell when the coals are ready and whether you really can smoke on a gas grill. They wanted to know how to grill everything from asparagus to zucchini, from lobster to lamb, from pork chops to whole hogs.


It was fascinating for me to see who asked the questions and how. Women were initially more forthcoming than men. Their questions reflected a basic discomfort with lighting and operating a grill. The men posed their questions more tentatively. “This is what I do and it comes out great, but I’m not sure I’m doing it right” was the typical way of framing a query. It wasn’t until after the class that one man after another took me aside to confide his grilling uncertainties. “My steaks are always tough,” confessed one. “Do I have to boil my ribs before smoking them?” asked another. “How do I keep my salmon from sticking to the grill?” “Can you really grill pizza?” And so on.


The men seemed to have more ego involvement in barbecue. They felt as if they were expected to be experts and were reluctant to admit gaps in their knowledge. Both sexes raised legitimate questions but had no easy mechanism for getting them answered.


After all, cooking is taught in numerous adult education programs, on television, and even in high school, but there are relatively few grilling instructors and even fewer classes on grilling.


In the months following my evening at the Fearrington House, I began to write down the questions I was asked at cooking demonstrations and on call-in radio shows. I did online chats for popular Internet forums and started an “Ask the Grilling Guru” section on my own Web site (www.barbecuebible.com)—again with the goal of learning what people needed to know about grilling.


The more I listened, the more I became convinced that my next book on grilling would actually teach you how to grill, not just offer recipes. And because a picture speaks a thousand words, I decided the book would need photographs. Hundreds of them, showing step-by-step techniques for preparing foods for grilling and how to cook them on the grill.


How to Grill addresses the questions you always had about grilling, but didn’t know who to ask. It walks you through every step of live-fire cooking: from choosing and buying a grill to lighting it safely to using it for direct and indirect grilling and smoking. The book covers basic dishes everyone should know how to grill: a perfect chicken breast; a fish fillet that doesn’t stick; a tender, juicy T-bone. It also covers the theatrical dishes that make you the star of a cookout: beer-can chicken, grilled pizza, even a whole spit-roasted lamb.
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How I Wrote This Book


Like many of my brainstorms, the idea for this book came a lot easier than the execution. I began to make a list of the dishes people habitually have trouble grilling (this list included whole chickens, steaks, briskets, ribs, pork shoulders, and fish of any sort). To this list, I added items I personally wished people would grill more of: vegetables, breads, vegetarian dishes, even desserts. I drafted a second list of essential techniques—direct grilling, indirect grilling, rotisserie grilling, grilling in leaves and in the embers. I began to create recipes that would illustrate these fundamental techniques.


As the book started to take shape, I called my photographer-friend, Greg Schneider, a fellow grilling enthusiast whose expertise in food photography is surpassed only by his insistence on perfection and his willingness to work fourteen hours a day to get it. The third musketeer of the grill would be food stylist Rebecca Flast.


Our team assembled, I next focused on the set-up. I knew I wanted to show how to use a wide variety of grills and cookers, so we brought in tiny hibachis and Volkswagen-size gas grills, smokers, ceramic kamado cookers, kettle and electric grills. We also acquired every imaginable type of grilling utensil and accessory, not to mention a dazzling array of charcoals, woods, and smoking chips. The studio began to look like a patio shop showroom, and we hadn’t even started grilling!


As we grilled, we tried to break each process into logical steps: how to cut, bone, or fillet; how to rub or marinate; how to place the food on the grate and grill it; and how to recognize when it’s done. We cooked each and every dish from start to finish on the spot. Greg created two sets: a how-to set, where we photographed the process, and a beauty set, where we photographed the finished dishes. It was important to all of us to show not only the step-by-step techniques of grilling but how beautiful a finished grilled dish could look.


Everything you see in this book was prepared from scratch and grilled on the sort of grills you or your neighbors have in the backyard. The hands in the photos are mine and while I tried to keep them presentable, you’ll see some inevitable burns and scratches. By the way, just because I’m not wearing mitts in a grilling photo doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. I have hands that have been hardened by years of live-fire cooking, meaning, I don’t always wear barbecue mitts when I should. If I thought a photo would be clearer without a mitt on, I left it off.


Two lessons required the help of outside experts and I’d like to acknowledge them here. When it came time to grill a whole lamb on a rotisserie, I called my Greek friend, Peter Arvanitakes. Peter grew up grilling lamb in Athens and there probably isn’t a better Greek pit master anywhere on the East Coast. Peter helped cook the lamb on page 195. Jack Cooper has been barbecuing pork for the neighborhood every Saturday for longer than I’ve lived in Miami. He was the only person


I trusted to help me cook the whole pig on page 154.


How to Use This Book


Writing an instruction book of this sort poses several challenges. I wanted to make it basic enough for the person who has never grilled in his or her life. (So basic that, after reading it, you can walk into a store, buy a grill, light it, cook on it safely and confidently, and turn out a basic barbecue repertory that includes steaks, ribs, chicken, brisket, and pork shoulder.) But I also wanted a book that would fire the interest of seasoned grill jockeys—and give them new recipes and dishes to show off with for years to come.


Of course, I planned to show all the basic live-fire cooking techniques (direct and indirect grilling, rotisserie grilling, smoking, and so on) using both gas and charcoal grills. But I also wanted to cover the basic cooking and butchering skills you need to be a great griller: how to spatchcock a chicken or trim a beef tenderloin, for example; how to peel shrimp or assemble satés; and how to make and use rubs, mops, and barbecue sauces.


To achieve these goals, I divided How to Grill into three sections. The first covers the basic techniques of grilling: You’ll see how to light grills (both charcoal and gas) and how to set them up for direct and indirect grilling, rotisserie grilling, and smoking. You’ll learn how to replenish the coals of a charcoal grill and how to smoke on a gas grill; how to operate a rotisserie and a smoker.


The second and larger part of How to Grill consists of more than 100 individual lessons, each focusing on a particular technique. In the beef chapter, for example, you’ll learn how to grill everything from a whole prime rib to a tiny saté, including a succulent steak, an opulent whole beef tenderloin, smoky ribs, and perfect burgers. Most of the chapters focus on the foods you’d expect to find in a grill book—beef, pork, poultry, fish, shellfish, and vegetables—but you’ll also find oddball items that will earn you the amazement of your family and friends, including grilled pizza, quesadillas, salads, tofu, and even a few desserts.


Each lesson includes a brief description of the technique and a photograph of how a finished dish using that technique can look. The TIP are designed to make the execution of the technique easier and warn you about how to avoid potential pitfalls. The Method listing tells you how to set up your grill, while Cooking Time and Advance Preparation give you a rough guideline as to how long the preparation, marinating, and grilling will take (this is a rough guide, as everyone works at a different pace). You’ll Need alerts you to a nonfood item you may not already have in your kitchen—butcher’s string and bamboo skewers, for example.


Next come the technique photos and captions, followed by a representative recipe (which illustrates the technique). Variations and Also Good For tell you about other interesting ways to use the basic recipe and technique. Each photograph of a finished dish has a caption naming the principle dish and its accompaniments. When an accompaniment is capitalized, the recipe or technique for preparing it will be found elsewhere in the book.


Obviously, the technique photos refer to specific dishes (the ones described in the recipes), but they also should be viewed as general how-to guides. On page 204, for example, you’ll learn how to truss a chicken, but the same technique applies to a turkey, duck, or game hen. On page 354, you’ll find how to grill a “raft” of asparagus, but any long, slender vegetable, from okra to green beans, can be cooked in this fashion. And just because I use a particular spice blend on ribs doesn’t mean you have to. The instructions let you know when to spice the ribs; they’re not meant to lock you into a particular blend.


I wanted to show how to use a wide variety of grills and cookers, so we brought in tiny hibachis and Volkswagensize gas grills, smokers, ceramic kamado cookers, kettle and electric grills.


The recipes have been chosen as exemplars of particular grilling or barbecuing techniques. Many are classics of American or world barbecue: Texas-style barbecued brisket (see page 44), North Carolina pulled pork (see page 109), smoked salmon (see page 313), shish kebabs (see page 188), yakitori (see page 252), and even s’mores (see page 438). Other recipes are personal favorites of mine that illustrate specific techniques. The Sichuan-Spiced Lamb Chops on page 180, for example, will teach you how to triple rub and grill loin lamb chops. The Rosemary-Grilled Scallops on page 345 will show you how to use a fresh rosemary sprig as a skewer for grilling.


As with all my books, I hope you’ll use these recipes as a springboard for your imagination. Perhaps you want to use the tandoori marinade on page 182 with chicken instead of lamb. Or maybe you want to “beer can” a game hen or duck instead of a chicken (see page 219). The jerk pork on page 115 could just as easily be prepared with a pork shoulder or tenderloin as with the shoulder ham shown in the photos. In other words, I invite you to experiment with these recipes and make my specialties your own.


The last part of the book covers basic equipment and includes the different types of grills and the various utensils, accessories, and fuels you’ll need or find handy.


I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, grilling isn’t brain surgery. The most important thing is to have fun. Remember: There’s no such thing as a mistake in the kitchen—just a new recipe waiting to be discovered! Your chicken caught fire? Scrape off the burnt part and dust the bird with chopped parsley, garlic, and lemon zest. (“That’s how they do it in Tuscany,” you’ll proudly tell your guests.) Your rack of lamb comes off the grill still raw in the center? Declare with confidence that you’re using a new technique called double grilling, cut it in half, and put it back on the fire. I’ve been in this business for 25 years and I still learn something new every day.


By all means, let me know how your grilling’s going. I’d love to hear from you on my Web site: www.barbecuebible.com. Use the “Ask the Grilling Guru” bulletin board to tout your successes and troubleshoot your mistakes. I try to answer every serious query (although it may take me a few weeks to do so).


Grilling is the world’s oldest and most widespread cooking method. I hope this book will add to your knowledge and help you eat a lot of good food in the process.
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GETTING STARTED


The Different Ways to Grill


Grilling on a Charcoal Grill


Grilling on a Gas Grill


Heat Control


Other Grills


Some Final Tips


Basic Ingredients and Preparations


Nothing brings out flavor like grilling: the sanguine taste of beef, the briny succulence of seafood, the natural sweetness of vegetables. The smoke and charring associated with grilling add a depth of flavor unattainable by any other cooking method.


Perhaps that’s why interest in grilling is skyrocketing, fueled by innovative new grills, ingenious new accessories, and our continuing lust for bold flavors. Grilling is healthy; grilling is theatrical; and it’s a magnet for people when you entertain. Show me a man or woman who is comfortable behind a grill and I’ll show you a seasoned showman, a consummate host, and a cook who has the guts to put his or her money where his or her mouth is.


This book is designed to take the uncertainty out of grilling. In the following pages you’ll learn how to light a fire safely—with any luck on the first try. You’ll learn how to control any fire—charcoal, wood, or gas—so that it will give you a steady, reliable source of heat. You’ll learn how to master the basics—direct and indirect grilling—as well as specialized techniques, such as smoking, rotisserie grilling, and roasting in the embers. And you’ll learn about the various grills, accessories, fuels, rubs, and seasonings you need to make perfect grilled, barbecued, and smoked food every time.


Setting the Stage


Most Americans know something about barbecuing and grilling (according to Barbecue Industry Association figures, 85 percent of American families own grills and fire them up more than 3 billion times a year). But everyone has to start somewhere, so imagine for a moment that you’ve never used a grill or even owned one before.


Grills are available in every imaginable size, shape, style, and price range. Before you can choose a grill, however, you need to consider your cooking habits. Do you usually just cook for yourself and perhaps a companion or do you like to share your culinary prowess with large numbers of friends? This will help you decide what size grill to buy. Do you tend to cook the same three dishes over and over or are you an adventurer? (I hope you will be after reading this book!) This will tell you whether to buy a basic no-frills model or a grill with all the latest bells and whistles. Are you convenience and result oriented, focusing on the outcome over the process? Or is the journey of live-fire cooking just as exciting to you as the ultimate destination? (And what’s your tolerance for uncertainty?) This will help you make the most important decision facing the fledgling griller: whether to buy a gas grill or a charcoal grill.


I’d like to share one tip with you here: If you’re mechanically minded, few things are more satisfying than assembling a grill out of the box. If you’re all thumbs, most hardware stores will assemble the grill for you for a modest fee, or you may even be able to save time and money by buying a floor model.
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Before I begin grilling, I make sure my grill is on level ground and all the fuel and utensils I’ll need are close at hand.


The Perfect Spot


Once you have your grill assembled, the next thing to decide is where to put it. A patio or deck makes a logical choice—preferably near a door off your kitchen. (Most of your prep work will take place in the kitchen and that’s where you’ll find that basting brush or bottle of barbecue sauce you should have remembered to bring outdoors but didn’t.)


A grill puts out a lot of heat, so you should position it several feet away from the side of the house (especially one with wooden shingles) or any plants or shrubbery. You’ll have an easier time with heat and smoke control if you choose a spot with good ventilation, but that’s sheltered from the wind. (However, it’s axiomatic that wherever you place the grill, the smoke will blow in your face.)


The grill should rest securely on level ground—even if it’s on the grass in your backyard. When positioning a grill on a wooden deck, remember that sparks and live embers can fall from a charcoal grill (and fat can drip from a gas grill). Place a large, heavy sheet of metal under the grill or use a patio protector, like the one manufactured by DiversiTech (see page 474). Never operate a grill indoors, in a garage, or in a carport. Grills put out carbon monoxide, which is toxic. For that matter, it’s not a good idea to grill under a trellis, arbor, or low-canopied tree.


It helps to have a counter or table near your grill (it’s my experience you can never have enough workspace when grilling). An outdoor sink, garden hose, or bowl of water is always useful for washing your hands during grilling. Don’t underestimate the importance of a good light source after sundown. It can make all the difference between recognizing when food is cooked or when it’s still raw or burned beyond redemption. Try to position your grill to take advantage of the best light on your patio or invest in a grill light (see page 474). It’s handy also to have an electric outlet nearby to plug in the light or your rotisserie.


As grill mania sweeps the country, the simple backyard barbecue grill is being replaced by elaborate outdoor kitchens, complete with sinks and built-in refrigerators. The latter are handy for keeping meats and drinks cold, but you can also use a large cooler filled with ice. You may want to invest in a couple of large new plastic garbage bins with tight-fitting lids for storing your charcoal, wood chips, and even grill accessories (I currently have three). For that matter, a clean garbage can can be converted into an outdoor refrigerator for large quantities of meat or even a whole lamb or salmon simply by filling it with ice.


An Important Note About Safety


Most important of all, of course, is to never, ever leave a lit grill unattended. Second in importance is to have a dry chemical fire extinguisher on hand (see page 472). Make sure it’s fully charged and current (someone at your local fire department will be able to check this for you) and make sure you know how to use it. Also handy are a bucket of sand (for dumping over a ground fire) and a box of coarse salt (for sprinkling over a grease fire in your grill). When shutting down a gas grill, shut off the gas at the tank as well as the burner. At the start of every season you should run a little fire drill. I hope you never need it, but at least you’ll be prepared if you do.


Let me also say a few words about what you shouldn’t have close to your grill: The short list includes small children, pets, and flammables. You don’t want a hyperactive four-year-old or golden retriever knocking over your fire. If you use lighter fluid to ignite your coals (on page 8 I’ll show you some great alternatives to petroleum starters), store the can far away from the fire.


I also have some thoughts on what to wear—and I’m not just talking about your “Kiss the Chef” apron. Always wear closed shoes, not sandals, to protect your feet from dripping grease or falling cinders. If you have long hair, it’s a good idea to tie it back. When grilling during the daytime, wear a hat and sunscreen to protect your skin from the sun. I won’t tell you not to wear shorts and a T-shirt (after all, this is barbecue), but I will observe that many serious grill jockeys I know wear long-sleeve shirts and long pants—again for protection from heat and sparks. You should have on hand some thick grill gloves, oven mitts, or pot holders. Finally, that apron will help you stay clean. If you want to look like a pro, tie the apron around your waist with the bib portion folded down and inside so it covers your legs (professional chefs never wear bib aprons). I like to tuck one or two clean dish towels into the apron ties—these are handy for wiping your fingers or mopping up spills.
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The Mise en Place


While we’re on the subject of chefs, there are three words used in every professional kitchen that are essential for master grilling: mise en place. The mise (as it’s affectionately referred to in American kitchens) refers to the basic setup of ingredients and equipment you need at grillside before you start cooking.


A typical mise en place for a barbecue would include your fuel (extra charcoal or propane and soaked wood chips); your tools (grill brush, tongs, spatula, basting brush or mop, grill gloves or pot holders, a cutting board and knives for carving, platters or plates for serving); and your ingredients (salt, pepper, and seasonings in shakers; bastes and butters in bowls; sauces in bowls or squirt bottles; and, of course, the food to be grilled—on ice if necessary). You might want to have a bowl or bucket of sudsy water nearby for hand washing.
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Use a grill brush on a hot grate to dislodge burnt-on food.


A WORD ABOUT CLEANLINESS


A certain editor I know (bless her) used to scrub her grill grate with Brillo until it shone like silver. More than one bubba I’ve seen on the barbecue circuit cooks in a smoker so encrusted with grease and grime, it’s a wonder it’s not condemned by the local health department. So how clean should your grill be? I suggest a happy medium.


THE GRATE: The grate is the part of the grill that comes in direct contact with the food, so it should be clean. Fortunately, this is as simple as bringing it up to grilling temperature when you preheat the grill and then scrubbing it with a dry stiff wire brush before adding the food. The heat loosens any burnt-on scraps and sterilizes the grate, while the brush removes the debris. There’s no need to scrub the metal with abrasives or soap. On the contrary: You season a grate, by using it and brushing it clean (washing is unnecessary).


I clean my grill grate twice: once before putting the food on and again after grilling. The latter is especially important when you grill fish. Run the grill until any cooked-on bits of food or oils are burnt off, and then clean the grate with your wire brush. With a gas grill simply let it continue burning for 15 to 30 minutes. With a charcoal grill, you may need to rake the partially depleted coals into a pile to concentrate the heat. (Never extinguish used coals with water. Simply cover the grill and close all the vents or uncover the grill and open all the vents and let the coals burn out.) Should the coals burn out before the grill grate is clean, hose it down with water and scrub off any burnt-on pieces with a wire brush. Dry it with paper towels to prevent rusting.


THE FIREBOX: In general, the firebox (the metal bowl of a kettle grill or rectangular box of a gas grill) will clean itself in the process of grilling. Of course, any bits of food that have fallen through the bars of the grate or pools of congealed fat should be shoveled out with a garden trowel. One thing you should clean often is the catch pan, or drip pan, for grease. In terms of more long-term maintenance, barbecue shops sell heavy-duty grill cleaners you can use for removing a season’s worth of soot.


The Countdown


More than with virtually any other type of cooking, time management is key to successful barbecuing and grilling. This is especially true when working with charcoal: You need to budget time to light the coals and let them burn down to the proper temperature before you start cooking. That doesn’t include the time you need for rubbing and marinating, smoking, or letting the meat rest before carving or pulling. And because you’re cooking, and often serving, outdoors, allow extra time for setting up your cooking and dining area.


Here’s a basic timetable that will help you get your grill lit, your food rubbed, marinated, and cooked, and your guests served—without having a nervous breakdown.


AT THE BEGINNING OF BARBECUE SEASON (if you’re not a year-round griller): Take the grill out of your garage or basement. If you are using a gas grill, make sure there are no spiders or cobwebs under the burner knobs or in the grill manifolds (dislodge any you may find with a slender bamboo skewer). If any of the tiny pinholes on the burner tubes are clogged, unclog them with a pin. Make sure the burner valves turn freely: If any feel stuck, spray in a little WD-40. Check that all connections are tight and that there are no holes or worn spots in any of the hoses. And most important: Follow all of the manufacturer’s maintenance instructions.


THE DAY BEFORE YOUR BARBECUE: Rub or marinate large cuts of meat, like briskets and pork shoulders. Marinate them overnight in a nonreactive (glass or stainless steel) pan or bowl or even in a clean garbage bag in the refrigerator. Turn the meat several times to ensure even marinating. If using a gas grill, fill the propane tank and one or two backup tanks. If using a charcoal grill, buy a few extra bags of charcoal. Prepare side dishes that aren’t time sensitive, such as baked beans or coleslaw.


THE MORNING BEFORE YOUR BARBECUE: Rub or marinate medium-size cuts of meat, such as chickens or whole fish. Make your sauces. If you’re smoking large cuts of meat, you may need as many as 6 to 8 hours for smoking. Soak the wood chips an hour before you plan to start and light your grill or smoker accordingly.


THE AFTERNOON BEFORE YOUR BARBECUE: Indoors, rub or marinate small cuts of meat, like steaks or chicken breasts. Skewer kebab ingredients; slather the garlic butter on corn and bread; prep vegetables and side dishes. Prepare the salad (have your dressing ready, but don’t toss it in the salad). Set up your bar or prepare drinks but don’t add ice until the last minute. Ice down the beer or soft drinks.


Outdoors, set up tables and get out your plates, glasses, and cutlery. Clean and ready your grill. Lay out your grilling utensils.
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Ready nonperishables in advance.


ONE HOUR BEFORE YOU PLAN TO START GRILLING: Soak wood chips or chunks in cold water to cover. If you are using a charcoal grill, set up your chimney starter. Light it 20 to 40 minutes before you actually plan to start grilling. One chimney starter’s worth of coals (40 to 50 briquettes) is enough to fuel a 22½-inch kettle grill for 1 hour. When working on a large grill, like a table grill, you may need two or three chimney starters in order to light enough charcoals at one time. When the coals blaze orange, dump them out of the chimney starter and rake them over the bottom of the grill. Place the grate on the grill over the fire. Let the coals burn until lightly ashed over, 5 to 10 minutes.


If you are using a gas grill, preheat it 15 to 20 minutes before grilling. If you’re smoking, start the grill on high and add wood chips to the smoker box or put on a smoker pouch (see page 17) and preheat until you see smoke. Then reduce the heat to the desired temperature.


JUST BEFORE PUTTING THE FOOD ON THE GRILL: Clean the hot grill grate with a wire brush and oil the grate as shown on pages 26 and 27. Add the wood chips, if called for and if you are using a charcoal grill. You’ll need two handfuls of chips (about 1 cup) for each hour of grilling. Put the food on the grill. If what you’re cooking will take more than 1 hour, have backup charcoal in a chimney starter ready to light 15 minutes before you need it.


WHILE YOU GRILL: First, grill items that can be prepared ahead, served at room temperature, or that hold well. This includes vegetables, pulled pork, brisket, and ribs. Grill smaller items that must be served hot off the grill—steaks, hamburgers, chicken breasts—when people are ready to eat them. Don’t forget to let meats stand for a few minutes before carving and serving them. This allows them to regain their juiciness.


RIGHT AFTER GRILLING: Run the grill on high to burn off any bits of food. Brush the grate with a wire brush to remove what debris is left.


FOUR TO SIX HOURS AFTER THE BARBECUE OR THE NEXT DAY: Drain or discard the fat in the catch or drip pan. If you used a charcoal grill, scoop or empty the ashes and burnt wood chips into the trash, using a garden trowel or small shovel. Make sure the ashes are stone cold before discarding them. In fact, to play it safe, put them in a small metal trash can first.


AT THE END OF THE BARBECUE SEASON (again, for those folks who don’t grill all year round): Scrub down your grill. Remove any ash from a charcoal grill or from the smoker box of a gas grill. Oil any parts of the grill that seem prone to rusting. If you have a gas grill, disconnect the tank. If you are leaving your grill outdoors, cover it with a tarp or cover. Even indoors, it doesn’t hurt to cover it.





THE DIFFERENT WAYS TO GRILL
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Before we start, a word about nomenclature. The word barbecue means different things to different people, depending on where you live. On the East and West Coasts of the United States and in the Frost Belt and Canada, it describes any sort of live-fire cooking outdoors. In Texas, the South, and parts of the Midwest, it refers to a specific kind of meat that’s slow cooked and heavily smoked, usually via the indirect method. Thus, to a North Carolinian, barbecue means pulled pork; to a Texan, beef brisket. Elsewhere, barbecue may refer to a piece of cooking equipment (the barbecue grill), a social gathering (for example, a church barbecue), or simply a meal outdoors.


Being an ecumenical sort of guy, I use the word in all these senses in this book. But here are the precise technical terms for the various types of live-fire cooking.


GRILLING: Cooking food directly over glowing coals or a fire. In general, grilling involves small or thin pieces of meat (like steaks, chicken breasts, and fish fillets) cooked quickly and directly over a hot fire. When I say hot, I mean it: Most grilling is done at 450° to 650°F.


DIRECT GRILLING: Another name for the process just described.


MODIFIED DIRECT GRILLING: A variation of direct grilling done on a grill with a very deep firebox so that the grate rests relatively high above the coals. This enables you to grill large cuts of meat, like pork shoulders and even whole pigs, without burning them.


INDIRECT GRILLING: A hybrid process that bridges the techniques of grilling and barbecuing. In indirect grilling, the grill is set up in such a way that the fire is on one side or opposite sides of the grill and the food is cooked away from it, over the unlit portion. The virtue of this method is that it turns your grill into a sort of outdoor oven. Indirect grilling enables you to cook through a large piece of meat, like a whole chicken or pork shoulder, without burning the exterior. It also allows you to smoke the food by adding wood chips or chunks to the fire. With indirect grilling, you don’t need to turn the food. Indirect grilling is generally done at a medium temperature, 325° to 350°F. It’s always done with the grill covered.


BARBECUING: True barbecue (as practiced in Texas and the American South) is a low-heat, indirect method that uses lots of wood smoke to cook and flavor the food. The traditional cooker is a horizontal barrel smoker, or pit, which has a firebox at one end and a cooking or smoking chamber at the other. The food cooks at a low (225° to 250°F) to medium-low (300°F) temperature and slowly (as long as 18 hours for a brisket), with a generous amount of wood smoke (usually oak or hickory). The resulting food has an intense smoky flavor and is generally tender enough to pull apart with your fingers. A growing number of cooks have recreational-size pits at home, but in this book, I’ll tell you how to barbecue on a gas or charcoal grill.


SMOKING: A variation on true barbecue. Smoking can be done in a horizontal barrel smoker (see above) or in a vertical water smoker (see page 25). There are two types of smoking: hot smoking and cold smoking. Hot smoking, really another name for barbecuing, is generally done at 225° to 250°F and I have included techniques for it in this book. In cold smoking, the food is located so far away from the fire that it smokes without cooking. It is used to make Scottish- or Norwegian-style salmon and sometimes beef jerky. It’s beyond the scope of this book.
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Basting a duck as it rotisserie grills makes for a crisp, flavorful skin.


ROTISSERIE GRILLING (SPIT ROASTING): Cooking meats on a slowly rotating spit. When cooking larger pieces of meat (a whole lamb, for example—see page 195), the fire may be under the food. More often, it’s next to the food, as you’d find on your average backyard grill with a rotisserie. The slow turning bastes the meat internally and externally, making rotisserie grilling ideal for roasts and chickens.
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Sweet potatoes and white potatoes are particularly flavorful when roasted in the embers.


ROASTING IN THE EMBERS: This is, perhaps, the oldest method of grilling. The food (often a tuber, like a yam or potato) is cooked right in the coals. You scrape off the burnt exterior to reveal the soft, smoky flesh inside.
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Banana leaves make perfect wrappers for grilling fragile pieces of fish.


GRILLING IN LEAVES: Another ancient method of grilling. Pieces of fish, chicken, or pork—or even whole quail—are wrapped in leaves and cooked on the grill or in the embers. One good example of the use of this technique is the Bluefish in Banana Leaves on page 307. The New England clambake, with its seaweed-lined fire pit, combines the techniques of grilling in leaves and roasting in embers.





GRILLING ON A CHARCOAL GRILL
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Are you process or result oriented? Adventuresome or safety minded? What’s important to you when you travel: the journey or the destination? These are some pretty philosophical questions, but the answers will help you choose the right barbecue grill. I’m referring, of course, to the great debate that has divided grill jockeys for decades: charcoal versus gas.


Most professional grill jockeys prefer charcoal and with good reason. Charcoal generally burns hotter than gas, so you get a more truly grilled taste. Charcoal grills are more versatile than gas grills: It’s easier to toss wood chips or herbs on the coals and you get a better smoke flavor. Not to mention the fact that they give you something to do during the barbecue (in other words, they require constant attention), which will make you feel like a real pit master, not a cook whose stove happens to be outdoors. Charcoal grills cost a lot less than gas grills and you can use them to burn both charcoal and wood. Visit a barbecue festival, like Memphis in May or the Kansas City Royal, and you won’t find a gas grill around for miles.


So why doesn’t everyone grill on charcoal? First of all, it’s messy. It’s also relatively unpredictable (every fire burns differently) and it’s harder to control the heat. A charcoal fire invariably has hot spots and cool spots and doesn’t burn the same way 30 minutes or an hour into the cooking process as it does when you first put the food on the grill. And if you are cooking for longer than an hour, the coals must be replenished. So charcoal grills require more supervision than gas grills. Of course, that’s what makes using them so much fun.


Once you master grilling over charcoal, you can pretty much cook on any type of grill, which is another reason to make your first one a charcoal grill. And, with that in mind, the photographs illustrating the techniques in the book feature charcoal grills. Every serious grill master should have at least one charcoal grill on his or her patio.


Lighting a Charcoal Grill


In the old days you doused the charcoal with lighter fluid and tossed on a match. Maybe it lit and maybe it didn’t. To solve this problem, manufacturers created self-lighting charcoal, which has the lighter fluid built into it. As you’d imagine, self-lighting charcoal burns easily and evenly, and it’s available in most supermarkets. But many people still don’t like the idea of grilling food over charcoal that’s been laced with petroleum products. Today, there are two cleaner, safer, more ecologically sound ways to light charcoal.


THE ELECTRIC STARTER: An electric starter is a looped heating element you place beneath a pile of charcoal. Plug the device in and the coals will be blazing in 15 minutes. The electric starter is clean and easy to work with, but it doesn’t light the charcoal quite as evenly as does a chimney starter (see below). Another drawback is that you need a power outlet near your grill. I like to use an electric starter to light a deep or small grill, like a ceramic cooker or hibachi.
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To use an electric starter, nestle its metal end in a pile of charcoal in your grill and plug the starter in. It will glow red and begin igniting the charcoal after 2 or 3 minutes. Pull it out after a good portion of the coals are blazing—10 to 15 minutes.


THE CHIMNEY STARTER: The more popular method for lighting charcoal is to use a chimney starter, a large, upright, hollow metal cylinder with a wire partition in the center. The charcoal briquettes or lump charcoal go in the top and a crumpled piece of newspaper goes in the bottom. As an alternative to newspaper, you can use paraffin starters (see page 478). You light the paper and in 15 to 25 minutes you have blazing coals. The beauty of a chimney starter is that its cylindrical shape helps ignite the coals evenly. Also, it allows you to light additional coals to replenish those in a smoker or grill used for indirect grilling in advance of when you’ll need them. Chimney starters are widely available at grill shops and hardware stores.




SETTING UP A CHIMNEY STARTER
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1 Place one or two loosely crumpled sheets of newspaper in the bottom of the chimney starter.


[image: image]


2 Place the chimney starter on the bottom grate of your grill. Place the charcoal briquettes, lump charcoal (seen here), or even chunks of wood in the top of the starter, filling the cylinder to the top.
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3 Light the newspaper using a gas lighter (a lighter with a long metal snout) or a long kitchen match. At first, you’ll see a thick column of smoke. This is normal. Then, the charcoal or wood will ignite.
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4 The coals are ready when all glow orange-red, a process that takes 15 to 25 minutes.






How to Set Up a Charcoal Grill for Direct Grilling


It takes 15 to 25 minutes for the charcoal in a chimney starter to light and another 5 to 10 for it to start to ash over so you can begin cooking. For everyday grilling when you’re only cooking a few small items (a couple of chops, hamburgers, or steaks, for example, or boneless chicken breasts or fish fillets), a simple single-zone fire will do just fine. To make a single-zone fire, first light the charcoal in a chimney starter. When the coals glow bright orange, dump them out and spread or rake them into a single layer across the bottom of the grill. Leave one corner of the grill without coals as a safety zone over which you can move the food if it starts to burn. Start grilling when the coals are just beginning to ash over.


Over the years I’ve experimented with a lot of charcoal configurations for grilling larger items, and I’ve finally settled on a setup I call a three-zone fire. Some of the coals are piled in a double layer on one side of the grill, which gives you a very hot zone for searing. The remaining coals are arranged in a single layer in the center of the grill, which gives you a moderately hot zone for cooking. The remaining area of the grill is left without coals, which gives you a cool zone where you can move the food if it starts to burn. A garden hoe makes a handy tool for spreading out the coals to make a three-zone fire. Once the coals are arranged, wait until they start to ash over before grilling.




GAUGING THE HEAT OF A CHARCOAL FIRE


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


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


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


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


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


• A low fire is an eleven to fourteen Mississippi fire.
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SETTING UP A CHARCOAL GRILL FOR DIRECT GRILLING
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Dump the lit coals from the chimney starter into the bottom of the grill. Wear a heavy glove to protect your hand.
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Using a garden hoe, or other long-handled implement, rake the burning coals to form either a single-zone or three-zone fire.
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A three-zone fire: The coals are in a double layer on the left side (for a strong blast of heat for searing) and in a single layer in the center (for a steady, moderate heat for cooking). The right side of the grill is left free of coals to give you a cool zone for keeping food warm without overcooking.
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When grilling chicken directly over a three-zone fire, to increase the heat, move the chicken toward the hot zone. To decrease the heat or prevent burning, move the chicken over the cool zone.






Replenishing the Coals


Once your fire begins to ash over, you have about 1 hour cooking time before it becomes too weak to continue the cooking. For prolonged grilling, you’ll need to replenish the coals. The easiest way to do this is simply to toss fresh charcoal on the fire. The problem with this method is that it takes 10 to 15 minutes for the new charcoal to light and the process generates an acrid smoke, although lump charcoal ignites more quickly and generates less smoke than charcoal briquettes.


The alternative method is to light a fresh batch of charcoal in a chimney starter 15 to 20 minutes before you need it. Light the starter on brick or a concrete slab or on bare ground away from grass or anything flammable. Never light a chimney starter on a wood deck. Add the hot coals to the hot zone of your fire. (If using an electric starter, you’ll have to light the charcoal in a second grill, then transfer the coals to the first grill with a shovel.)


All this sounds a good deal more complicated than it really is. With a little practice, you’ll instinctively know how your grill heats and when to add fresh coals. When it comes down to it, controlling the heat is as simple as moving food closer to or farther away from the fire.




WHEN IS CHARCOAL HOT ENOUGH?


Once you’ve dumped the lit coals into the grill, it will take time for them to achieve the temperature you need for direct grilling. Here’s a rough guide to how long you’ll need to wait, but remember coals behave differently in every grill. For indirect grilling, control the temperature by opening and closing the vents.








	TEMPERATURE


	TIME


	APPEARANCE











	High (450° to 650°F)

	5 to 10 minutes

	Glowing bright orange






	Medium-High (400°F)

	10 to 15 minutes

	Glowing bright orange with a faint layer of ash






	Medium (325° to 350°F)

	15 to 25 minutes

	Glowing orange with a light layer of ash






	Medium-Low (300°F)

	25 to 30 minutes

	Pale orange with a medium layer of ash






	Low (225° to 250°F)

	30 to 40 minutes

	Faint orange with a thick layer of ash














ADDING COALS
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When the coals have mostly turned to ash, after about 1 hour, it’s time to replenish them.
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If using unlit charcoal, first rake the remaining embers into a pile and place fresh fuel on top of them. Leave the grill uncovered until the charcoal lights.
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Or, light a fresh batch of charcoal in a chimney starter on the side. Don’t place the chimney starter on or near anything flammable. Add the hot coals to your fire and rake them out into the desired configuration.








WOOD FOR THE FIRE
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Light hardwood chunks in a chimney starter exactly as you would charcoal.
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You can buy wood chunks in an Instant Light Cookout Bag sold by W W Wood of Texas (see Mail-Order Sources, page 481). To light, simply touch a match to the corners of the bag. You’ll have blazing wood in 15 minutes.
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You can toss a hardwood log on a conventional charcoal fire. The blazing log will give your food the delectable taste of wood smoke.





Direct Grilling Over Wood


Charcoal gives you a clean, high, dry heat for grilling, but it doesn’t impart much flavor. The flavor-producing components are burnt out of the wood when it’s kilned to make charcoal. Wood, on the other hand, gives you a great flavor—a fact appreciated by grill jockeys from Florence to Buenos Aires. (I’m talking here about grilling over wood, not using wood for smoking.) In order to enjoy wood-grilled food, you used to have to go to a restaurant. New fuels and technologies have made it easy to grill over wood at home, and you’ll be astonished by the flavor. If you have a kettle-style charcoal grill, it’s easy to cook with wood. Just remember: Always grill over hardwood, such as oak, hickory, apple, cherry, and mesquite. Softwoods, like pine and fir, produce too much soot and unpleasant, even dangerous, residues.


There are two basic ways to grill with wood. The first is to use hard-wood chunks in place of charcoal. (Look for wood chunks at grill shops or hardware stores, or see the Mail-Order Sources on page 481.) The second is to toss a log or two on a charcoal fire to achieve that fragrant wood flavor.


How to Set Up a Charcoal Grill for Indirect Grilling


As noted earlier, when grilling using the indirect method, the food is cooked next to, not directly over, the fire. You position the coals on either side of the grill, leaving the center bare.


When grilling food that requires several hours of cooking using the indirect method, you’ll need to replenish the coals and wood chips (if you are using them) every hour. The easiest way to do this is to add twelve unlit pieces of charcoal to each side. Leave the grill uncovered until they light (they will light in a covered grill, but you may get an acrid-tasting smoke on the food). The drawback of this method is that you lose heat when you uncover the grill, lengthening the cooking time, and letting out flavorful smoke, if you’re using wood. I prefer to light a fresh batch of charcoal in a chimney starter on the side and add the coals to the side basket.




DEGREES OF DONENESS FOR MEAT


The best way to gauge the temperature of meat is by using an instant-read meat thermometer. Insert it into the thickest part of the meat or poultry but not so that it touches a bone. Ground beef should always be cooked to at least 160°F. Pork should be cooked to at least 150°F. Pork for pulling should be cooked to at least 190°F. Chicken and turkey breasts should be cooked to at least 170°F; thighs should be cooked to 180°F.








	DEGREE OF DONENESS


	INTERNAL TEMPERATURE FOR BEEF AND LAMB


	INTERNAL TEMPERATURE FOR PORK, CHICKEN, AND TURKEY











	Rare

	125° to 130°F

	Not applicable






	Medium-Rare

	140° to 145°F

	Not applicable






	Medium

	150° to 160°F

	160° to 165°F (pork only)






	Medium-Well

	165° to 170°F

	170° to 175°F






	Well

	170° to 190°F

	180° to 195°F















SETTING UP A CHARCOAL GRILL FOR INDIRECT GRILLING
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Light your charcoal in a chimney starter, as described on page 9. If your grill lacks side baskets, rake the coals into two piles at opposite sides of the grill, using a long-handled implement, like a garden hoe. Place a drip pan in the center.
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If your grill comes with side baskets, fill them with lit coals. Place an aluminum foil drip pan in the center.
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Most indirect grilling is done at a moderate heat. To adjust the temperature, partially open the vents on the bottom. Closed vents will extinguish the fire. Wide-open vents, like these pictured here on a Weber kettle grill, will give you a hot fire.
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Adjust the vents on the top of the grill lid. Again, closed vents (top) will extinguish the fire. Wide-open vents (bottom) will give you a hot fire.
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The vent is partially open on this Big Green Egg charcoal grill to control air flow and, thus, the heat.
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When the vents are adjusted properly, the temperature of the grill will be between 325° and 350°F, depending on the recipe.








SMOKING ON A CHARCOAL GRILL
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To smoke on a charcoal grill, first add the lit coals to the side baskets or rake them out into two piles on opposite sides of the grill.
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You’ll generate smoke by adding soaked, drained wood chips to the hot coals.





How to Smoke on a Charcoal Grill


One of the advantages of grilling is that it allows you to add the old-fashioned flavor of wood smoke. Throughout this book, for the most part, you’ll be instructed to use wood chips for smoking, but you could use chunks or even whole logs to generate wood smoke. Wood chips are available in an intriguing array of “flavors” (a basic “larder” would include hickory, oak, apple, cherry, and mesquite). To get good smoke flavor out of the chips, soak them in water to cover for an hour or so, then drain the chips well before placing them on the fire. I usually soak my chips in a disposable aluminum foil pan, adding cool water to cover. Sometimes, for extra flavor, I’ll soak the chips in beer, wine, or apple cider.


To turn your charcoal grill into a smoker, set it up for indirect grilling. When you’re ready to cook, toss a handful of soaked, drained wood chips (about one-half cup) or some wood chunks on the mound of coals on each side of the grill (for a total of one cup of chips). With small quantities, I simply shake the water off before adding them. The smoke should start rising almost at once. Cover the grill and adjust the vents to obtain the desired temperature. When smoking large cuts of meat, you generally need to add an additional handful of drained chips to each side when you replenish the coals every hour.





GRILLING ON A GAS GRILL
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So why doesn’t everyone grill over charcoal? One simple word: convenience. Most gas grills start with the push of a button. You control the heat with the twist of a knob, which makes cooking on a gas grill as predictable as cooking on the stove. (In theory at least. Like charcoal grills, most gas grills have hot and cool spots, so you have to master their idiosyncrasies. Nonetheless, there’s virtually no special setup involved, which is why the photographs of the techniques described in this book seldom show gas grills.) You get to grill without charcoal dust on your hands and smoke in your eyes. And if you start with a full tank of gas, you should be able to grill for 12 to 18 hours straight without refueling. In the old days, gas grills had a hard time reaching the proper charring temperature, but the new gas grills burn as hot as blazing charcoal. Many gas grills now have dedicated smoker boxes, so you can easily add the flavor of wood smoke.


Lighting a Gas Grill


Nothing could be easier than lighting a gas grill, but here, too, there’s a science. First and foremost, always open the lid of the grill before you turn on the gas. Failure to do so can result in a gas buildup and subsequent explosion. I have seen this happen, so please, please, unless the manufacturer’s instructions specifically indicate otherwise, always open the grill before turning on the gas.


On some models, the igniter is keyed to a specific burner tube. You must light that tube first, before lighting the rest of the grill. Again, follow the manufacturer’s instructions. Then preheat your grill to the desired temperature, generally high for direct grilling and medium for indirect grilling. Some gas grills have a hard time getting hot enough for proper searing. To ensure maximum heat, I always preheat a gas grill until hot (15 to 20 minutes), then let it burn an additional 10 minutes to get really good and hot.


If your grill fails to light, you may be out of gas, the valve on your gas tank may be closed, or the holes of the burner may be clogged with water or dirt. Use a straight pin to unclog them. If all seems to be in order but your grill still fails to light, it’s best to call the manufacturer.





SETTING UP A GAS GRILL
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1 After opening the lid of the grill, open the valve at the top of the tank to start the flow of gas.
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2 Turn the burner knob to start the flow of gas to the burner designated for lighting.
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3 Press or turn the ignition switch and keep pressing or turning until you hear the gas light (if this fails, light the gas with a match).
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4 Make sure the grill is on. Hold your hand about 4 inches above the grate. You should feel heat rising. If the gas fails to ignite within 1 minute, shut off the burner. Wait a few minutes for the gas to dissipate before trying Steps 2 through 4 again.





Grilling Using Gas


DIRECT GRILLING: Set all the burners on high. You can control the heat by turning the burner knobs.


Or you can build a three-zone fire on a three- or four-burner gas grill. Set one burner on high, one or two burners on medium, and leave one burner off. Move the food back and forth from the hot section of the grate to cooler sections to find the optimum temperature for grilling.


INDIRECT GRILLING is easy on a gas grill, but you must have a grill with at least two burners. For a two-burner grill, preheat only one. When it gets hot, place the food over the unlit burner. With a three-burner gas grill, you light the front and rear or right and left burners and cook the food in the center. With a four-burner gas grill, light the outside burners; put the food in the center. Most gas grills have built-in catch pans (grease collectors) under the firebox, so generally you don’t need a drip pan.


Smoking Using Gas


In the past, smoking was not something gas grills did well. Many grills didn’t get quite hot enough to make the wood chips smolder. Even if they did, it was difficult to place the chips near the fire. Even worse, many grills had to be run at full bore to generate smoke, and that’s too hot for indirect grilling or smoking most food.


This problem has been resolved recently by the advent of a slide-out smoker box with a dedicated burner. The box is a long slender drawer you open and fill with wood chips. The dedicated burner makes smoking a snap, because you can run a high heat under the chips to make smoke—even while you’re maintaining the low to moderate heat on the rest of the grill needed for low and slow smoking. From the consumer’s point of view, the best position for the smoker box is on one side of the grill, not in the center. When the smoker box is in the center, the heat it produces can interfere with indirect grilling.


If your grill has a smoker box, follow the manufacturer’s instructions and add soaked wood chips. If your grill has no smoker box, you’ll need to make a smoker pouch.


Smoking large cuts of meat, like pork shoulders or whole turkeys, requires a prolonged cooking time and can present special challenges on a gas grill—depending on the model. If your grill has a dedicated smoker box that loads from the exterior, simply replenish it with wood chips every hour without uncovering the grill.


If your grill has a smoker box that loads from the interior or if you are using smoker pouches, you don’t want to have to remove the food and the grate every hour just to add wood chips. Not only is that a pain, but you’d have to preheat the grill to high again, lower the heat, add the food, and resume smoking. Instead, put all the wood chips in the smoker box at once or double, triple, or even quadruple up on the smoker pouches, adding all the smoke flavor during the first hour. Then simply finish cooking the meat with gas but without additional smoke.
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A pull-out smoker box ready for loading with wood chips.


Using a Smoker Pouch


In order to smoke on a gas grill that doesn’t have a smoker box, I like to make a smoker pouch. This is easy to do with a piece of heavy-duty aluminum foil. Once the chip-filled pouch is made, you place it under the grate over one of the burners as shown at left. When the smoker pouch is in place, run the grill until a thick plume of smoke emerges. With many gas grills, you have to preheat the grill to high to get the chips smoking, then reduce the heat to the desired temperature when you’re ready to start cooking.


You can use a couple of soaked wood chunks the same way you use a smoker pouch.




HOW TO MAKE A SMOKER POUCH


[image: image]


1 Place soaked wood chips in the center of a sheet of heavy-duty aluminum foil.
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2 Bring the short sides of the foil up over the center of the chips.
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3 Fold over the edges twice to make a seal.
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4 Fold in the sides of the pouch, also folding them over twice to make a seal.
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5 Poke holes in the top of the pouch with a knife tip or pencil to allow the smoke to escape.
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6 When heated, the pouch will produce smoke.







SMOKING ON A GAS GRILL
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If you are using a smoker pouch, position it under the grate directly over one of the burners.
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Run the grill on high until you see smoke, then reduce the heat to the desired temperature.
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Alternatively, position one or two soaked wood chunks under the grate directly over one of the burners. Again, run the grill on high until you see smoke, then reduce the heat to the desired temperature.








HEAT CONTROL
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The biggest challenge in grilling is controlling the heat. This is especially true for charcoal and wood-burning grills, but even gas grills have their idiosyncrasies. The reason heat control is so tricky is that every fuel and fire burns differently. The heat of a single charcoal or wood fire will vary, depending on how long it’s been burning (a charcoal fire loses 50° to 100°F every hour it burns). Grilling—especially charcoal grilling—is not like turning on the burner on your stove, which is why a mastery of heat control is so important.


HEAT CONTROL ON A CHARCOAL OR WOOD-BURNING GRILL: There are four ways to control the heat on a charcoal or wood-burning grill:


• By varying the amount of time between igniting the charcoal and putting the food on the grill. When you light charcoal in a chimney starter, it takes 15 to 20 minutes for all of it to ignite (it will glow orange when it’s all lit). Once you’ve raked the coals over the bottom of the grill, it takes another 5 minutes for them to start ashing over. From that point on, the heat of the fire will gradually diminish. (As I’ve said, an hour after ignition, the fire will be 50 to 100 degrees cooler than at the start.) To work over a hot fire, you need to place the food on the grill the moment the coals begin to ash over (20 to 30 minutes after ignition). To work over a cooler fire, let the coals burn longer before putting on the food.


• By raking the coals into a pile or spreading them in a thin layer. Coals piled in a double or triple layer burn hotter than coals in a single layer. This is the principle behind a three-zone fire, wherein some of the coals are piled in a double layer, the rest in a single layer, and one section of the grill is left coal free. To control the heat, you simply move the food back and forth from the hot zone to the medium zone to the cool zone. Use the hot zone for searing and crisping, the medium zone for cooking, and the coal-free zone for warming (or letting food cool off if it starts to burn).


[image: image]


When raking the coals, leave a portion of the grate bare for a cool zone.


• By adjusting the vents on the top and bottom of the grill. Oxygen makes coals burn hotter; absence of oxygen extinguishes them. When grilling using the indirect method (or using a vented hibachi for direct grilling), open or close the vents to raise or lower the heat. When direct grilling, the bottom vents should be open.


• By raising or lowering the grate. The closer the food is to the coals, the hotter and faster it will cook; the farther away, the cooler and slower. Some charcoal grills (notably hibachis, table grills, and the Barbecook grill on page 466) have grates you can raise and lower to control the heat.


[image: image]


There are two ways to control the heat on this hibachi: adjust the bottom vents and raise or lower the grill grates.





GRILLING TEMPERATURES


The print edition of this book includes a table called Grilling Temperatures.
Please download a PDF of this table here: workman.com/ebookdownloads
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HEAT CONTROL ON A GAS GRILL: Controlling heat on a gas grill is easier—at least in theory. All you do is adjust the burner thermostat. However, the desired heat is not achieved instantaneously. So on a three- or four-burner grill, I often recommend setting one burner on high, one or two on medium, and one on low. In effect, this creates a three-zone fire. You control the heat by moving the food back and forth from the hottest zone to the coolest zone.


[image: image]


On a gas grill you can set the level of heat by turning the knobs of the burners.


Some gas grills, particularly inexpensive grills, have a hard time reaching a high enough temperature for proper searing. Preheat the grill to high for the length of time recommended by the manufacturer (generally 15 minutes), then let it burn an additional 5 to 10 minutes. This should bring the heat up to the temperature needed for searing. I don’t bother with the three-zone configuration on a low-power grill—it’s hard enough to get one zone to burn sufficiently hot.
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