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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father,

Albert L. Roker, Sr.

Without his insatiable curiosity about cooking, I don’t think

I would have the love of preparing food that has driven me

to experiment, to have fun, and to enjoy what I do,

whether it’s in the kitchen, the backyard, or on television.
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Introduction


 


My late father stands out in my earliest memories of grilling. This was in the early 1960s. There were no fancy grillers, smokers, and barbecue pits. Nope. Al Roker, Sr., had one of those inverted flying-saucer grills with the three-leg setup. Probably cost $12.99. The charcoal briquettes cost more than the grill did.

He would drag that grill out into our backyard in St. Albans, Queens, and we knew what that meant. FIRE! When it came to the manly art of fire building, Dad’s theory was that if a little charcoal lighter fluid was good, then a lot was great.

Al Senior would pick up the rectangular metal can, pop the top off, and squeeze. And squeeze. You could leave the backyard, go to the bathroom, finish up, head back downstairs, stop in the kitchen, get a soda, and return to the backyard, and he’d still be squeezing.

When the briquettes were soaked to his satisfaction, Dad would back up about twenty feet, toss a lighted match in the general direction of the grill, and WHOOOOOOMPPP!!!! A fireball visible to the Apollo astronauts would rise from our backyard. “Now, that’s a fire!” Dad would exclaim, grinning from ear to ear.

All this to incinerate a few pre-cooked hot dogs and hand-patted burgers. It wasn’t that Dad was a bad cook. On the contrary, he was an excellent cook. You could make the argument that my father was a better cook than my mom.

The problem was that my father was a social cook. He would start cooking and before you could say “The burgers are on fire!” he would be chatting with neighbors over the fence about the New York Mets, Mayor Lindsay, or the state of the New York City Transit system, where he worked as a bus driver. As far as he was concerned, the best part about a cookout was meeting and greeting. It was hanging out with your friends and family in a relaxed atmosphere. In our house, barbecue was a euphemism for “Get me another beer.”

That’s what grilling and barbecue is all about. It is the most social of the cooking arts. You are in the great outdoors with family and friends, cooking and talking. You connect with people in ways you don’t in a more formal setting like a dining room or cocktail party. Children are usually running around, chasing each other or family pets. Old friends are shooting the bull and new friends are being made.

We enjoyed the smell of the food cooking and the closeness we shared with our parents on our back porch. We would play cards or Monopoly, waiting for the burgers to cook. I think that’s why I am so drawn to grilling and barbecuing today. It’s what my father did. I think that’s why the person in front of the grill is usually a guy. It’s what our dads did. That’s not to say women don’t grill. They do. In fact, according to the Barbecue Industry Association, 27% of all grillers are women. While that doesn’t sound like many, the number is up considerably from just ten years ago.

I remember the first time I was allowed to cook the food on the grill. I was twelve years old. Dad gave me the tongs and let me pile up the charcoal briquettes and pour on the lighter fluid. I got to set off the traditional fireball and cook the hot dogs. It was as much a passage into manhood as driving the family station wagon or passing out in a bar in midtown Manhattan and waking up wearing women’s clothing somewhere near Exit 8 on the Jersey Turnpike…but that’s another story.

When I was in college, my roommates and I had a tiny hibachi that we would take out by the lake. Normal food tastes so much better when it’s cooked over an open fire. We actually made grilled cheese sandwiches on that hibachi. You feel connected to nature when you’re grilling outside. Not as connected as when you realize the place you’ve chosen to “take care of business” is in the middle of a patch of poison sumac, but connected nonetheless.

So why am I, Al Roker, qualified to write a book on grilling and barbecue? Actually, I’m no more qualified than you are, if you love the smell of wood smoke, or the hissing of food cooking over a fire, or the pop of hot fat hitting the flames.

They say you should always write about what you know. I always wonder who “they” are. Deborah, my wife, sometimes remarks, “They say it’s going to be chilly tomorrow.” I look at her and reply, “Oh, really? Hello…I knew that. Why? I’m ‘they.’ I’m a weatherman!” But I digress. I have always had this love of grilling and barbecuing smoldering in my veins.

It burst into a full-blown forest fire three years ago when I did a Food Network special on the Memphis in May Barbecue Championship held every year on the banks of the Mississippi River in Memphis, Tennessee. It’s a mecca for those who worship at the altar of barbecue. Professionals and amateurs trade secrets about rubs, sauces, and techniques while vying for different prizes in the world of barbecue: Best Ribs, Best Whole Hog, Best Sauce, Best Non-Pork Barbecue. When I got to Memphis, I knew a little about barbecue; I knew what tasted good. Then, for three days, I talked with barbecue legends like John Willingham and the Neely brothers, folks who own working barbecue joints in and around Memphis. I hung out with teams competing for both professional and amateur titles. When I left Memphis, I came away with a fire in my belly, and it wasn’t the baked beans. It was a newfound love of this truly American cuisine.

I had a new appreciation for a style of cooking that has been underappreciated for years. How many times did I eat what I thought were barbecued ribs when, in fact, I had been devouring ribs that had been boiled, finished off underneath a broiler, and slathered with a candy-sweet sauce that had some Liquid Smoke in it. Do you know how to tell if the ribs you’re eating are really, truly slow cooked, infused with the perfume of wood smoke? Cut the ribs apart and look at the meat. If you see a pink ring around the inside of the meat, that means it has been slow cooked. The smoke creates that ring, and the smoke adds the flavor.

Since my Memphis epiphany, I’ve used a lot of barbecue cookbooks. My favorites are covered with grease, sauce, and stuff I can’t even identify because I use them so much and have them next to me as I cook. Cookbooks that encourage me to go off on my own and push me to try new things are the ones I love best. I don’t want something that makes me feel like an idiot. I don’t want to look at a recipe and say, “Well, if I had a couple of days, I might be able to pull this off.” Or, “If I was able to assemble a kick-butt cooking team, I’d have a shot at creating this.”

I’ve tried to come up with a book that you’ll really use. Let’s face it. We’re talking about grilling and barbecuing here. This is not rocket science. Although if you try some of those commercial sauces out there, you’ll find they taste like rocket fuel. This book is about starting your own traditions. Making your own way in the world of barbecue and grilling.

I’m no chef, but I love cooking on the grill, and I’ve learned a thing or two along the way. So how did I come up with these recipes? I found somebody who loves barbecue and grilling as much as I do and got her to take some of my ideas and what I’ve learned and put it down so that other people could make the same things I serve my family and friends.

Marialisa Calta is a wonderful cook, recipe writer, and food columnist. She writes a weekly column that is syndicated in more than a hundred papers across the country and has written a few cookbooks, including the River Run Cookbook. She also knows how to create recipes. We spent a lot of time together, talking about what I like to eat and how I cook and what I cook. I would describe my mother’s peas and rice, or Deborah’s potato salad. She would divine the ingredients that might be missing from my recipe and fill in the blanks. We talked about dishes I make and how I make them. In some sort of scientific, secret way, she conjured up the recipes and the ingredients and has written a road map for what I call “foolin’ around” in the kitchen or at the grill. And now she knows how to create recipes that feed six. I kept asking her, “Marialisa, you mean feeds six normal people, or six people like my friends and family? In that case, double everything!”

I could not have produced this book without her and want to acknowledge her contribution to it.

Now I have deeper respect and appreciation for what goes into creating a cookbook: the writing, the editing, the photography that looks good enough to eat.

I guess I’ve always wanted to write a cookbook, to be able to help people make meals that they would be proud to serve to family and friends. After all, that’s what cooking is all about. It means you care. We equate home cooking with love. I look at barbecue and grilling as a representation of love in edible form.

I want to help you give the people you care about a whole lotta love.
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Gas vs. Charcoal

All right. Let’s get down to it. We can argue about whether you like your ribs “wet” or “dry.” We can debate the merits of pork as opposed to beef barbecue. I may even cave in and put my veggies in one of those cute little baskets instead of just slapping them right on the grill.

Nothing, and I mean nothing, gets people going like the argument of gas vs. charcoal. I will state, right up front, I am not crazy about gas grills—and not for the reasons you think. Granted, I do fall into the category of those who believe that charcoal-grilled food just plain tastes better. I know that you can put the wood chip smoker boxy things in the gas grill and you’ll never know the difference, right? Right!

No, that’s not my beef, pardon the pun, with gas grills. Everyone who waxes poetic about their gas grill extols the speed with which they can cook a meal. No muss, no fuss, just the flick of a switch and you’re grilling.

That’s my problem with gas grills. My feeling is that we rush so many things today; we don’t take time to enjoy the simple pleasures of life. Ritual is as much a part of barbecuing and grilling as eating is. As I am writing this, I am sitting in my backyard in the country, looking at my three Weber kettles. There’s not a gas grill to be seen. The closest these grills get to gas is when I’ve tasted the baked beans before I start cooking on the kettles.

In the interest of full disclosure, I admit that I do own a gas grill. It’s behind my brownstone in Manhattan. I bought a gas grill for the city because I figure the quicker I’m on and off the grill, the less our smoke and flames will affect our neighbors. But every time I look at our gas grill, I miss my kettles.

But arguing against gas grills is swimming against the tide. In 2001, 60% of all new grills sold were gas, as opposed to 40% charcoal. People want the ease and lack of mess that gas grills represent. But some things can’t be rushed, nor should they be.

Charcoal Briquettes vs. Hardwood Lump Charcoal

I’m a purist about one other thing: I don’t use charcoal briquettes. They’re made of hardwood, wood scraps, and petroleum binders. In fact, did you know that automobile manufacturer Henry Ford was responsible for the invention of the charcoal briquette as we know it today?

Ford’s “Woody” Station Wagon and other wood products for Ford automobiles were made in a plant in Kingsford, Michigan. To make use of all the waste wood the plant generated, Ford built a chemical plant in 1924. For every ton of wood used at the plant, 610 pounds of charcoal briquettes were reclaimed. Hence, Kingsford Charcoal Briquettes became the first nationally known brand of charcoal briquette.

Although briquettes are a fine product, I try to avoid them because you have to wait for the briquettes to “ash over” before you use them. And if you’re cooking for a while and want to add more briquettes to keep the heat up, then you have to wait for the new briquettes to ash over.

I use hardwood lump charcoal, which is what you get when you burn hardwood like oak or maple in the absence of oxygen. What’s left is charcoal. It burns cleaner and hotter than briquettes. When you get your fire going with hardwood lump charcoal, it is ready to go immediately. And when you have to add charcoal to the fire, there’s no need to wait for it to ash over.

It used to be hard to find hardwood lump charcoal. You’d have to go to a specialty store or special order it from your hardware store. Now, almost every chain grocery and hardware store carries hardwood lump charcoal.

Wood Chips

But hardwood lump charcoal itself doesn’t give you that great smoky flavor that we all associate with barbecue and grilling. You can buy the more flavorful mesquite, hickory, or maple at your local gourmet grocery or hardware store, or you can look in specialty stores for more exotic woods like fig tree wood, wine barrel wood, and grapevine cuttings. Just soak the chips in water for about half an hour (chunks for an hour), drain them, then throw them on the coals. (If you’re using a gas grill, put them in the grill’s smoker box.)

One of my favorite places to get different flavored woods is called Peoples Woods (see Sources,). Located in Rhode Island, they started by selling coal. But to try to make a little cash during the warm weather months, they went into selling all kinds of wood products for grilling and barbecue. They sell over a dozen different kinds of wood chunks and chips.

Utensils

You can walk up and down the aisles of your local gourmet store and find tons of stuff made for the barbecue enthusiast. “Professional” barbecue utensils in cases that look like those Halliburton brushed aluminum attachés make me laugh. As if they only sell them to “professionals,” but they’ll slip you one for the right price…

C’mon. Here’s what you need to barbecue. You might want to take notes, because this is really complicated…Not!



A GRILL. Gas, charcoal, whatever. As I said, I’m partial to charcoal, but whatever floats your boat is okay with me. I still maintain that if you’re grilling with gas, you may as well slap your meat under the broiler in the kitchen. But that’s just me.

Maybe you’ve seen those catalogs selling the professional grills. These rigs cost more than my first car and have more chrome and stainless steel on them to boot. A simple grill, kettle or otherwise, gets the job done. I’ve had barbecue from a converted fifty-five-gallon drum that was so good “you’d slap your momma.” I’ve been told that slapping your momma is a real compliment to a cook…Unless the cook is your momma, then if your momma’s like my momma, you’d better run.

The point is, it’s not about fancy. You can do some very good backyard cooking on a rig that won’t require a mortgage.



THINGS TO MOVE YOUR MEAT AROUND THE GRILL. Yeah, I’ve seen the fancy-handled tongs and forks, with the matching corncob holders and salt and pepper shakers. When anybody pulls one of those out at a backyard cooking session, I always think: “Oooo, too much. This is probably someone who alphabetizes his CD collection.” Although, as Deborah would point out, I have my DVDs cross-referenced by director, genre, and title, so I have no right to talk.

All you really need are two things: a good pair of long tongs to grab your steak, chicken, or fish and move it around on the grill, and a long spatula to flip burgers, veggies, and chicken parts. I find those are the two utensils I use the most when I’m grilling. Make sure the handles are well insulated, don’t conduct heat, and are long enough for you to stand at a comfortable distance from the grill. Keep them clean and they will pay for themselves many times over. Plus you can use ’em in the kitchen when you’re not grilling so that you can think about grilling even when you’re not.



MITTS. You could also use a good pair of insulated mitts to make sure you don’t burn your hands or forearms when you’re close to the grill manipulating whatever it is you’re cooking. There’s nothing worse than realizing that tantalizing smell is…you!



A MOP. I’m not talking about what you’ll use to clean up with after everyone goes home. I’m talking about the tool you use to splash on your basting sauce, also called “mop.” Sound like a bad Abbott and Costello routine? Not really. “Mopping” sauce got its name when barbecue pit masters used an actual mop to slap the sauce onto a roasting pig. Today, for those of us using a smaller cut of meat, like a pork butt or ribs, we like to use a smaller mop for the sauce. You can buy a small glass mop, normally used to wash fine glasses. I find it makes a great mop to slap my mop onto my meat. Who’s on first? I don’t know. Third base!



A THERMOMETER. I’m a big fan of these new digital thermometers. I have one that costs less than thirty dollars. It’s got a long cord attached to a probe that you can put inside the grill if the top is down and you want to regulate the temperature as you would with an oven. Or you can place the probe into your beef, pork, or chicken to see if it’s reached the proper internal temperature. The readings appear on a little console attached to the other end of the cord. It has a nifty magnetic base that keeps it anchored to the grill’s base or a table.

Meat

Let me say one thing about selecting your meat. Try to buy the best quality that you can afford. You don’t have to buy filet mignon when buying steak: (a) it’s not that good a grilling meat and (b) it’s just too darn expensive.

Make friends with your butcher. Here in Manhattan, there are some very high-end butchers that will only see you by appointment and with two references and a bank statement. But guess what? If you go to your local chain-store butcher, ring the bell, and wait for someone to slide the window open, you’ll find a friend. Why? Because chances are, he’ll be excited about the idea that someone else is into red meat. If you ask him to cut something special, it gives the butcher a chance to be appreciated and, dare I say it…loved.

A few of my favorite local butchers in New York City are Citarella on the East and West Side, Agata and Valentina on the Upper East Side, and Fairway in Harlem. When I’m grilling at our house in Upstate New York, the butcher at the Chatham Market supplies my meat, as does Mazzeo’s Meat Market at Guido’s in Pittsfield, Massachusetts.

Starting the Fire

I love the ritual of getting the fire going on a charcoal grill. Lighter fluid? We don’t need no stinkin’ lighter fluid. About fifteen years ago, I saw a guy use a homemade chimney starter. It was a coffee can with a handle stuck in it, and some hanger wire stuck through about three-quarters of the way down. I watched as he put some newspaper in the bottom, then poured his charcoal in the top. He placed the whole thing on top of the charcoal grate of his grill and lit a match under the bottom. Within fifteen minutes, his coals were ready and he started cooking.

Today, you can buy ready-made charcoal chimneys, eliminating the need for lighter fluid and that petroleum taste it gives your burgers. Granted, you give up the possibility of the famed Al Roker, Sr., fireball, but your insurance premiums will stay low.

Heat: High vs. Low and Direct vs. Indirect

So you’ve dumped your hot coals into the grill (or you’ve preheated your gas grill to “singe”) and you’re all fired up and ready to grill, right? Maybe. Seems like common sense, but I’ve gotta say it: read the recipe. If you’re cooking hot dogs, odds are your recipe calls for grilling over “direct, high heat” and you’re good to go. But if you’re making, let’s say, a rack of ribs, you’ll need “indirect, low heat” so that the ribs can cook for a long time instead of charring right off the bat.

So there are two things going on here: the position of the heat source and how blistering the blast is. “Direct” grilling is done right over the coals or fire. Arrange an even layer of coals in your grill or preheat your gas grill uniformly. For “indirect” grilling, divide your coals in half (or light your gas grill on the sides or, on a two-burner grill, on one side), leaving an empty space in the center of the grill. If using coals, put a disposable aluminum drip pan in the center before adding the cooking grate. Put the food over the empty spot so that it cooks slowly and evenly without burning.

For the second part of the equation—that is, how hot your fire is—I’m sure you’ve read about the ways to check the heat level. Hold your hand a few inches over the grill surface. If you can keep it there for a minute or two, odds are your fire is out. Can you keep it there for somewhere between ten and fifteen seconds? It’s probably a low heat. More like five to ten seconds? Then you’ve got a medium-heat fire. Only a few seconds, and you’re looking at the high heat…especially if you’re Roger Clemens. If in a second or less your hand catches fire, then that’s really high heat or you’re G. Gordon Liddy.

You can also adjust the heat on some grills by moving the grilling rack down so that the food is closer to the fire and gets a real surge of heat, or up so that the food is further from the fire and gets more gentle warmth. For a hotter fire on a charcoal grill, pile up the coals in a thick, double layer. For more moderate heat, spread a single layer of coals on the grate.

I think you can tell pretty easily how hot your fire is. If you can smelt iron ore, I think your fire might be a little too hot. Even so, all fires start to lose their oomph after a while. It’s a good idea to check on your coals about an hour into your grilling time. If your fire is more gray ash than glowing embers, add more fuel. Pull out your chimney starter, if you use one, to heat additional coals. Otherwise, just add the new coals to the grill on top of the old ones. They will take a little while to heat up and may smoke a bit in the process, but they’ll do the trick.

If your grill has a cover, use it (remember to open the vents on a charcoal grill). All the recipes in my book that call for cooking longer than five minutes were tested with the top on. If going topless, you may need to adjust the cooking times. (A cover is essential, though, for slow-cooked recipes such as brisket and pulled pork.)

Finally, get to know your grill! All grills are different, and you should read the directions that come with yours (if you can find them). But trust me, you’ll get the hang of this. And if your steak takes a little longer to cook than you’d planned, pour yourself another glass of something, kick back, and enjoy the afternoon.




Grill Temperatures

If you’re a stickler for details and want to bust out your probe thermometer to measure the intensity of your fire, here’s a rough guide of what you’re looking for:
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Al Roker’s Five Rules of Grilling and Barbecue


	
1. NEVER TOUCH ANOTHER MAN’S GRILL. I will be the first to admit that when it comes to cooking, I’m a bit of a control freak. I love folks hanging out in the kitchen while I cook, but I don’t want any help. The same holds true at the backyard grill. Don’t ask to help me cook. I would never think of touching your grill. I know that every inch of soot-and-grease-encrusted metal has been lovingly and patiently created by you. It’s one of the manly arts. Ever heard of the old saying “Too many cooks spoil the broth?” Here’s another one: “Touch my grill or any of my utensils, they’ll be calling you ‘Stumpy’!”

	
2. DO NOT USE A FORK TO MOVE YOUR MEAT AROUND THE GRILL. Use tongs. If you pierce the meat with a fork, all those wonderful juices will run out onto the coals, cause some wonderful flare-ups, and leave you with grilled shoe leather. While your friends “Oooooo” and “Aaahhh” at the flames, you’re ruining your meat and run the risk of setting your facial hair on fire. Wanna hear people go “Oooooo” and “Aaaahhhhh”?

	
3. DON’T KEEP MOVING YOUR MEAT AROUND THE GRILL. Once you slap it on the grill, just leave it, unless it either: (a) starts to burn and you have to move it to a cooler spot or (b) there’s inclement weather and you are threatened by floods, locusts, lightning, or all of the above. It may be very satisfying to flip your burger and push it down on the grill. Know what that does? Causes flare-ups and dries out the meat. See Rule 2.

	
4. DO NOT WEAR AN APRON THAT SAYS “KISS THE COOK.” If you want to invite ridicule, scorn, and derision, then by all means, wear something like the aforementioned apron or like attire. By the same token, I always love those pictures of barbecues in the glossy food magazines with people wearing designer sweaters tied around their necks and khaki slacks or skirts. Who are these people? What kind of barbecue are they at? They probably eat ribs with a knife and fork! Me, I love grilling in an old T-shirt and shorts. In fact, I usually wear those sport shorts that are good on land and water. If things get a little hot, I take a break from grilling and jump in the pool. But not for long, lest somebody think the grill needs tending. See Rule 1.

	
5. DON’T TAKE IT TOO SERIOUSLY. Enjoy yourself. That’s the deal with grilling and barbecue. Friends and family. Laughter and good times. It’s not like being at those trendy downtown bars, where everyone is dressed in black and they all look like they need a cookie. Backyard cooking is folks who look like you and me, people we know, but more important, people we want to hang out with.











OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
ALROKER’S

BIG BAD BOOK
OF BARBECUE

100 Easy Recipes for Backyard
BARBECUE and GRILLING

AL ROKER

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv





OEBPS/Images/table1.jpg
High Heat 450-500 degrees F and up
Medium Heat about 350 degrees F
Low Heat 250-300 degrees F





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
ALROKER’S

BI1G BAD BOOK
OF BARBECUE

100 Easy Recipes for Backyard
BARBECUE and GRILLING

AL ROKER

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY SINGAPORE





