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CHAPTER 1

The Art of Smoking Food

THERE HAS LATELY OCCURRED a powerful upsurge of interest in traditional arts and crafts. Many people are no longer content to work at one specialized occupation and to buy from others all the products and services they need; they find a keen satisfaction in making and doing things for themselves. Home-grown flowers and vegetables, furniture built, skins tanned and mounted in one’s own workshop—such things give a double pleasure, in the making and in the using.

The art of smoke cookery and smoke curing seemed, a few years ago, to be nearly extinct. Big-scale commercial smoking was being supplanted by new methods of food preservation; some so-called “smoked” foods were prepared without any real application of smoke. Few city-dwellers knew or cared that it was possible to smoke food at home; the few who wanted to try found that published information was scanty, and some of that unreliable.

But the situation is changing. Smoke-ovens of various designs are being manufactured and sold in large numbers; hardwood for smoke generation is easily available; magazines and cook-books are beginning to print a few smoked-food recipes and instructions.

Now this book offers a thorough instruction course in the art of smoke cookery and smoke curing. Whether the reader decides to buy his apparatus or to make it, whether he undertakes to prepare a few hors d’oeuvres for two people or a smoked-food banquet for two hundred, whether he wants to smoke a moose quarter, a sockeye salmon, two pounds of meatballs or two dozen oysters, this book will show him the way.

THE JOYS OF SMOKE COOKERY AND SMOKE CURING

What can one expect to gain in return for the time and effort invested in smoke cooking and curing?

Conservation

We are becoming increasingly aware of our duty to avoid waste, whether of food or any other resources. This book describes quick, simple techniques by which a fisherman may conserve his catch in the field, and be sure of bringing it home in good condition for eating pleasure! Moreover, smoke curing does not simply preserve food, but heightens and improves its flavor; it yields a finished product that actually tastes better than fresh-cooked meat, fish or game!

Economy

Many commercially smoked foods are expensive. Typical prices recently observed are:

Sliced smoked turkey, 3 ozs. for 69¢ = $3.15 per lb.

Sliced party salami, 4 ozs. for $1.09 = $4.36 per lb.

Canned smoked clams, 3⅔ ozs. for $1.33 = $5.81 per lb.

Sliced smoked salmon, 3⅔ ozs. for $2.79 = $12.91 per lb.

Canned smoked salmon, 3¾ ozs. for $1.65 = $7.04 per lb.

Packaged smoked beef, 2½ ozs. for $1.10 = $7.04 per lb.

Jerky, 1 ⅞ ozs. for $1.79 = $15.36 per lb.

Smoked foods can be made at home much more cheaply than they can be bought in stores.

Fine Flavor

The quality called “flavor” is a composite sensation, resulting from the combined effects of taste, smell, touch and sight.

There are four basic tastes: salty, sweet, sour and bitter. All the complex tastes we know are various combinations of these.

The importance of food odors is not generally recognized although it is a common experience that food seems flavorless when one’s sense of smell is dulled by a head cold. The sense of smell is vastly more powerful than that of taste; some people can distinguish ten thousand different smells. It is specially through this sense that smoked food makes its distinctive appeal.

Different foods appeal by their textures to the sense of touch of the lips, tongue and inside of the mouth.

Visual appeal also contributes to the total flavor effect; food is less flavorsome if eaten in the dark. Smoked foods have a variety of rich, attractive colors.

Controlled smoking processes, then, can favorably influence the taste, smell, odor, texture and appearance of food, and so produce a wide variety of flavors that cannot be attained by ordinary cooking methods.

Good flavor heightens the diner’s enjoyment of food, and aids digestion. This benefit is obtained, to a much greater degree, with home-smoked rather than with commercially-smoked foods. The commercial food processor must necessarily cater to an assumed average customer; but home-smoked food can be prepared exactly to the cook’s own taste!

Personal Satisfaction

There is a keen pleasure in offering to family and friends better smoked food than they can buy in any store. Even more satisfying is it to produce smoked delicacies that cannot be bought in the food store, at any price. That is true of many foods described in this book.

Moreover, after some experience with the methods and recipes given here, one can proceed to develop original recipes and modified methods that will yield absolutely exclusive food products! It is possible to sell home-smoked food, and so develop what began as a hobby into an enjoyable and lucrative part-time or full-time business.

HISTORY OF SMOKE COOKERY AND SMOKE CURING

The earliest method of food preservation was drying. Cereals, fruits, meat and fish can be preserved at least from one harvest to the next and, under favorable conditions, much longer, if thoroughly dried and kept dry.

In the Neolithic age, men learned to use smoking as a preservative technique. Smudge fires were built under drying-racks so that the rising smoke would keep flies away from the meat and fish, or so that the gentle warmth would speed the drying process. Thus the stone-age people found that smoke somehow made the food keep longer than plain sun-dried food, and that smoke improved the flavor of the preserved foods.

At a later period, the application of salt, dry or in brine, was introduced as a preliminary to smoking. This technique—known as “curing”—improved the flavor of smoked foods, and extended their potential storage period.

Salt was readily available by solar evaporation of sea water to people living near the sea in hot climates. In colder countries and at places far from the sea, salt was a precious rarity, and some people used instead potash (potassium carbonate), obtained from wood ashes, as a curing agent.

Until recently, in historical terms, smoking served almost entirely as a preservative process. Meat and fish were given a high salt content—up to 15%—and were subjected to days or weeks of cold-smoking (below 85°F.) during which the food was dried and flavored, but not cooked. Thus treated and then kept dry, meat and fish will keep indefinitely, with no sign of decay, even at summer temperatures.

This kind of preserved food was necessary for domestic use when transportation was slow, when mechanical refrigerators were unknown and when natural ice was in warm weather an article of luxury, obtainable only by the wealthy. Such food was also used to supply armies on long campaigns and to feed the crews of sailing ships on voyages that might last two or three years.

This hard-smoked meat and fish was far too salty, far too tough, to serve as a ready-to-eat food; it required a lengthy soaking to remove some of the salt, and then cooking to make it palatable.

The 19th century and early 20th century saw the development of fast steamships, of railroads, mechanical refrigeration, and abundant supplies of artificially-made ice. Meat and fish could now be held for long periods in bulk cold storage, expeditiously transported far from their point of origin, and kept safely for days or weeks in the home.

These technical changes have reduced the demand for heavily smoked and salted meat and fish to the point where very little of such products is used in industrialized countries, although there is still some demand for them elsewhere.

Thus the emphasis shifted away from smoking as a system of preservation, towards smoking as a means of enhancing the flavor of foodstuffs and as a system of cookery. Commercial smoking establishments increased their production of lightly-salted (2% to 3%) meat and fish, hot-smoked for no more than a few hours at temperatures between 85° and 250°F., and ready to be eaten without any further preparation, or with nothing more than warming in pan or oven.

This is the aspect of food smoking that will be principally described here; most of the foods are meant to be eaten soon after they come from the smoke oven or, if kept at all, to be kept fairly briefly under refrigeration.

There will, however, be some recipes for foods that can be kept with or without refrigeration for a long time.

THE SMOKING PROCESS

As a matter of interest, and as a means of obtaining full control over apparatus and ingredients, it is desirable to know something of the way in which smoke acts upon foodstuffs which are exposed to it.

Composition of Smoke

Most people think of smoke as the gray or blue-gray cloud that rises from a fire. That cloud consists of microscopic droplets of various chemicals formed by burning wood. But, mixed with the visible smoke is an invisible cloud of hot vapor; that vapor plays an important part in food processing.

The major flavoring components of wood smoke are aldehydes, ketones, carboxyl acids and phenols. These chemical components are mixed with, and carried aloft by, a column of hot air which also plays its part in the total smoking process.

Effects of Smoke on Protein Foods

The action of smoke on foods is complex and not yet fully understood; but here is a simplified account of the processes involved:

The hot air partially dries the food and renders it less susceptible to decay. Moreover, because of this removal of water, the food becomes a somewhat more concentrated source of nutriment than the same food unsmoked.

Chemicals from the smoke condense on the food. Some of them remain at the surface, where they help to produce the characteristic smoked-food coloration.

Other chemicals dissolve in the liquid content of the food. (Fresh meat and fish contain substantial amounts of water, usually from 40% to 80%.) Thus dissolved, the smoke ingredients can penetrate below the surface and carry the smoke flavor deep into the center of the food.

In addition to flavoring the food, these chemicals kill, or check the multiplication of yeasts, molds and bacteria, microorganisms which are the principal causes of decay. This powerfully aids the preservative action already begun by the drying process. Salt also has a strong bactericidal action; this effect is discussed in Chapter 3.

Fats and oils in fresh foodstuffs, when exposed to air, tend to combine with oxygen and turn rancid. The phenols in smoke function as antioxidants and prevent this form of deterioration.

A WARNING

Much has been said about the powerful flavor-building and preservative action of smoke. Nevertheless, smoking is no magic process that will restore freshness and good flavor to food that is already deteriorating; it is a waste of time and materials to process tainted meat or fish! The little extra care required to bring food to the brining bath and the smoke oven perfectly fresh and perfectly clean will be abundantly repaid by heightened flavor and improved keeping quality for the finished meat, fish or game.

RECORD KEEPING

Trichinosis can be controlled in three different ways: thorough cooking; freezing of the raw meat for a minimum of 21 days; or, after making it into sausage, allowing it to cure with the seasonings and curing agents for a minimum of 21 days. Meat, fish and game are not uniform, standardized products like chocolate bars or sugar cubes; they vary markedly from time to time and from place to place. Different fish—even of the same species—contain different amounts of fat or oil; they may vary, in oil content and in other ways, from one part of the year to another. Butcher’s meat and game meat will vary markedly according to the age and condition of the animal from which it was taken.

Different smoke ovens—particularly if they are homemade—will produce and distribute smoke differently, and will have different temperature zones in different positions within the smoke chamber. Different fuels to supply heat, different kinds of wood used for generating smoke, all these introduce additional variables.

The distraction caused by a phone call or an unexpected visitor may result in a piece of meat lying longer than usual in the brine bath prior to smoking, or remaining longer than usual in the smoke oven. The shortage of one seasoning ingredient may lead to substitution of another.

It requires only a notebook and pen to keep simple records of each batch of smoked food. Note such things as:

Type of food. If relevant, note the weight or size, the source from which it was obtained, and the date.

Brief record of the brining, dry-salting or seasoning processes used, including any experimental ingredients, and the time of brining or salting.

Details of smoking—time, temperature, type of wood used for smoke, color and texture obtained.

Any further processing after smoking.

A final assessment of the results obtained—too salty, not salty enough, just right for salt, oversmoked, undersmoked, rather tough, deliciously tender, etc.

Then, six months later, when it is necessary to smoke another fish of the same species and size, another similar piece of butcher’s meat, or another similar game animal, the notes will be a valuable guide to the elimination of any slight errors, and to the repetition of former successes. By these simple means, a beginner in the art of smoke cookery and curing can quickly attain the status of an expert, and can learn to produce mouth-watering smoked foods every time.


CHAPTER 2

Equipment for Home Smoking

THIS CHAPTER DESCRIBES SEVERAL different kinds of smoke ovens. Note the word “oven.” Home smoked-food makers sometimes speak of the “smoke box” or “smoke house.” Yet many of the recipes in this book call for some degree of heat; for best results the apparatus should provide not only a supply of smoke, but also a controlled temperature range. So “oven” is the more accurate term.

Smoke ovens may vary in complexity from a plain cardboard box to a large steel, thermostatically-controlled, insulated oven. They may vary in cost from nothing at all up to several hundred dollars. They vary widely in size; one person, preparing smoked food for himself, will need less oven capacity than another who is smoking food for a large family and a number of guests. Size will be determined, too, by the kind of product that is treated. Fair quantities of smoked clams, oysters, chicken livers and such small items can be smoked in one cubic foot; but to smoke yard-long sausages or joints of moose meat requires much greater capacity.

BASIC ELEMENTS

There are five requirements for an efficient smoke oven. Each is discussed under a subhead below. The first four are essential; the last is desirable.

A Source of Smoke


This can be:

A slow-burning, smoky hardwood fire. A charcoal or briquet fire topped with hardwood chips or sawdust so that it produces smoke. The fire can be lighted in a bucket with holes punched in it, in a metal pan, in a hibachi, or any convenient container.

An electric heating element on which stands a metal pan containing the hardwood chips or sawdust. A hotplate with a control giving two or more ranges of heat is especially useful.

A natural gas or butane gas burner heating the pan of hardwood chips or sawdust. The smoke source should always be placed at the bottom of the oven.
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