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Introduction
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IN MY OPINION, the volume in hand is the best book ever written on the subject of outdoor cooking.

If that statement seems to glow with enthusiasm, let me tell you it is no exaggeration. For I have observed this book’s progress closely—from first spark to smoldering finish—a mere stone’s throw from the fire. And only an anesthetized man could inhale the tantalizing aromas or sample the inspired creations that Phillip Schulz managed to coax out of a backyard grill without bandying a few encomiums in the air. Along with the smoke!

Schulz and I are longtime cooking confederates. We met over fifteen years ago when I was at the helm of the flourishing Store in Amagansett, Long Island, and he joined its band of raggle-taggle employees. Fresh from Golden, Colorado (and a less than tonic stint as chef in the U.S. Army) he was, from his very first encounter with an alien stove, a remarkably instinctive cook. But one who took praise reluctantly. When a compliment was pressed upon him (after he had prepared a complicated dish) Schulz either blushed or ambled out of earshot, muttering, “What’s the big deal? Anyone who can read a recipe can cook!”

Aside from his acute sensibility, which to my mind is the dead giveaway of a true cook, Schulz’s major talent, from the very beginning, was derring-do! Faced with a culinary obstacle course that would cause another, lesser practitioner to quail or demur, this young man would simply rise to his full six feet, two inches of height, narrow his eyes behind his glasses to better focus on the problem—and start working. Furiously! No recipe instruction apparently too complex and no ingredient list ever too intimidating to forestall a Schulz frontal attack on the stove.

And, barring a slight change of venue (from indoor oven to outdoor grill) little has changed in his approach over the passing years.

As I have said, I have known Phillip Schulz long and well. After The Store was sold and I attempted to carve a precarious midlife career change as cookbook writer and cooking teacher, Schulz became my full-time ally at the stove and typewriter. Though, in all truth, adversary better described his function. For it was his constant prodding, pushing and bullying that kept me at the appointed task long after I would have thrown in the kitchen towel. I did not ever, because Schulz would not countenance any such human defection. According to the Oxford Unabridged Dictionary, the name Phillip means a tamer of wild horses, a lover of hurdles. And never was a cognomen more aptly placed, for this man burns to overcome the wildest impediments life puts in his path.

It was inevitable that Phillip Schulz would write his own cook-book someday. Because, aside from good taste and a real love of well-made food, his nature constantly demands taller hurdles. On the trail of an unusual dish, he will not stop—even after he has produced a brace of perfectly acceptable versions—if he suspects that a more felicitous rendering is lurking somewhere within his grasp. What can I tell you? The man simply wants to do it better than anyone has ever done it before.

Writing a slim (but pithy) tome about vodka a few years ago, he practically turned himself into a full-fledged alcoholic—testing the myriad properties of that potent beverage at the stove, over and over again. This time around, he was more circumspect. No fire eating so far. But enough flame and smoke to keep the neighborhood on constant alert all summer long.

During the copious testing (and retesting) of this book I have watched from a discreet distance as Phillip and our shared factotum, Judy Blahnik, raced about the backyard in Amagansett, scribbling cryptic notes in ballpoint and operating five separate outdoor grills at the same time. Once, in the middle of such a test, the east end of Long Island was inundated by a sudden and torrential rainstorm. Too late to cancel the sizzling fare, they managed to remove two of these not quite portable cookers to the safety of the garage, and never stopping lest the flame subsided, Schulz finished cooking on the remaining three—under an umbrella but soaked to the skin. However, and this is the wholly inexplicable facet of the man’s energy, every single dish that was served up for sampling at the dining-room table later was better than the last. Can one argue with such burning illogic—in or out of a kitchen?

I knew Phillip Stephen Schulz’s book would be a prodigious wonder long before I cracked open a single page. How could it not be when he was out there, day and night, good weather and bad, talking to the fire? Bending flame and smoke to his will and taking the grill’s temperature as often as a gung ho intern, just to make certain that every reader in America would be able to perform the same incendiary (culinary) miracles on his own turf.

What he has written is a serious book for men and women who really want to cook food well outdoors, without scorch and without scourge. I predict that these marvelous recipes, like a phoenix, will rise again, summer after summer, until Schulz thinks of something new to light our fire.



Author’s Note


[image: Image]

THIS BOOK IS more than a collection of fiery and smoky recipes. It is a manual on how to use the outdoor grill as an alternative stove or oven.

If the terminology seems technical, don’t be put off. Learning how and when to utilize direct and indirect heat on a grill is no different from mastering the art of using any untried piece of kitchen equipment. Practice, in this case, always makes perfect—perfect smoke-flavored dishes that is.

In the following pages you will find that I resort to covered-cooking frequently. This technique allows the outdoor cook the maximum degree of control over what is on the fire—whether it be a paella-stuffed striped bass or tandoori-style chicken wings.

Many procedures are new and some of the methods innovative; requiring the person at the grill to rethink or, in some cases, rediscover what “barbecue” really is. Charred meat, it definitely is not!

by Bert Greene



Chapter 1
Where There’s Fire, There Is Usually Smoke … Cookery
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COOKING WITH FIRE and smoke—or more precisely—roasting over fire and flavoring with smoke is an ancient art. Cave dwellers did it first, but you’d never know it from a glance at the nation’s menus. For cooking with fire and smoke is having such a red-hot culinary renaissance, a newcomer to the grill might easily assume the art of juggling a haunch of ribs over live coals to be a brand-new idea.

Far from it. All historical evidence suggests that earliest man learned about fire before he properly learned to talk. In fact, verbal communication probably developed around a roaring blaze. When tribesmen first shared in the responsibility of hunting for mutual survival, they also learned how to cook the spoils of their quarry.

The initial method used was to hurl meat directly on the conflagration. But as time passed and taste buds flowered, man learned to impale his ingredients on branches instead, so that when held over crackling embers, his dinner burnished rather than burned. And while no archaeologist confirms or denies it, there is a widespread notion that the first spoken sentence was a word of caution (from one caveman to another): “Do not overcook the dinosaur steak!”

A couple of millenniums later, fire and smoke are so much a part of America’s appetite (South, West, North, and East), it is not surprising that outdoor cookery has become synonymous with American cuisine.

It is a taste decidedly part and parcel of our national heritage. Native Americans who helped the first foreign settlers tame the land taught them how to grill the game they trapped over open fires. If the first American cookout was a matter of survival, the smoky flavor and unmistakable tang of fire-roasted meats were so immediately addictive, it soon gave rise to eating out of doors as a social event. And it is still a cause for celebration year round.

The smoky haze of grill fire was once only a summertime occurrence. But today, the sweet (and sometime pungent) scent of smoke not only fills a winter sky in much of the country’s rural areas, it also perfumes the interiors of some of the trendiest urban restaurant kitchens. Innovative American chefs have taken this ancient form of cookery and (through sauce and sorcery) raised it to new culinary heights. These imaginative grilling and flavoring techniques—much publicized in the nation’s magazines and press—are now finding their ways into our backyards as well. However, it must be noted that most of the fiery gastronomic innovations are based on principles of grilling rather than traditional barbecuing.

WHAT’S BARBECUE? WHAT’S NOT!

The word barbecue itself is a heated handle. Food historians generally agree that it was coined when Spanish explorers in the New World encountered the savvy natives grilling meat and fish on crude wooden racks over open pits of fire. The Spanish called these racks barbacoa. The eventual English translation, of course: barbecue. Though Webster lists grilling (essentially broiling over charcoal) as part of a definition for barbecue, deep-dyed barbecue lovers in the South and Southwest turn livid at the very idea. To them, barbecue is (and always will be) a long, slow process of hot-smoking meats over low-banked coals.

From earliest times, pits were dug in the earth and lined with bricks. Wood was laid and lit, and the meat was placed on metal racks high above the smoldering embers to cook slowly. Very slowly. These covered pits were inevitably tended by “pitmen” who took great pride in their skills. Each had his own carefully guarded secret techniques for producing the moistest results with just the right amount of smoky taste. Sad to say, most commercial barbecue today is produced indoors in various-shaped steel fireboxes. However, old-fashioned, smoke-scented barbecue is alive and well in certain parts of the South and Texas where pilgrims by the thousands annually cross the landscape searching for the best bite.

Though the term barbecue obviously can mean many things, in my book there are basically four types of outdoor cookery.

THE FOUR WAYS TO COOK SUCCESSFULLY WITH FIRE AND SMOKE

Grilling: It’s the simplest and fastest technique. It means broiling meats or foods directly over a high heat source (be it hot coal, gas, or an electric element). Grilling usually takes just minutes. Most smaller cuts of meat and fish (chops, steaks, hamburgers, filets, and even hot dogs) are perfect for grilling.

Covered Cooking: Not dissimilar to cooking in a kitchen oven with one major exception. Out of doors, smoke permeates the food as it cooks. The cover reflects the heat from the coals (or lava rocks in the case of gas grills), creating a controlled environment that substantially cuts cooking times and allows the food to maintain its natural juiciness. It is one of the most versatile methods of grill cookery, and is excellent for whole fish, roasts, and fowl.

Rotisserie Cooking: Basically it’s spit roasting. It is the perfect way to cook larger roasts or birds. In rotisserie cooking, the heat source is ultimately placed at the side of the meat, rather than directly underneath. This allows for even cooking, and, as the meat turns over and over, self-basting in the bargain.

Smoke Cooking: The slowest process of all, but in my opinion, the only way to create a true down-home “barbecue” flavor. Smoke cooking usually involves the addition of a water vapor to the cooking process. Food cooked this way over low, low tempered heat, with wood chips added for extra (smoky) flavor, is always tender and moist.



IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE “B” WORD

Among the myriad “false” etymologies of the term barbecue, and one most bruited about and seriously chewed over, is that the word stems from a French duelist’s (or butcher’s) expression: barbe-a-queue, which means “from beard to tail.” And is fairly self-explanatory.

Another, offered by Tar Heel magazine (North Carolina’s favorite monthly), whimsically suggests the word developed out of early (nineteenth-century) advertising. The owner of a Carolinian combination whiskey bar, beer parlor, pool hall, and café, specializing in roast pork, wanted to let folks know what to expect at his establishment. As the fellow couldn’t fit all that circumlocution on his storefront, he abbreviated it to “Bar-Beer-Cue-Pig!”

The editor of Tar Heel goes on to suggest ways to name your own barbecue enterprise with a beginner’s guide that gives one a total of 300 possibilities:

“First, use your nickname, first name, or surname to show you have pride in your product: Bubba’s, Harold’s, Floyd’s, Smith’s, or Wilson’s for example. Now describe the product: Old-Time, All-American, Hickory-Smoked, Pit-Cooked, Pit, Down-Home … or Sho’Nuff. Finally, pick your favorite spelling of the product per se: BBQ, Barbecue, Barbeque, Bar-B-Cue, Bar-B-Que, or Bar-B-Q.”

Now you’re in business!

Or I am. Consider: “Phil’s Sho’Nuff, Old-Time, All-American BBQ!” for starters!



Anyone can be a great outdoor cook. You will be surprised how quickly even a neophyte becomes adept at playing with fire. The most important lesson to be learned about the quartet of cooking techniques is to control the heat source and serve the meats crisp, but not scorched. All the basics one needs to know are detailed in the chapters that follow.



Chapter 2
Grill Talk
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SHORT OF DIGGING a rather unwieldy trench in one’s backyard (particularly difficult for city dwellers), true, old-fashioned barbecue is hard to duplicate at home. The homemade barrel smoker made from a surplus steel drum, though long in use among serious Texan barbecue enthusiasts, came to wide public attention only twenty years ago when Lyndon B. Johnson brought his own handcrafted version to Washington. Following the leader, the barbecue industry, in time, introduced commercial smokers for home use. In fact, there is just about everything one could want for fire and smoke cookery on the market these days—from the simplest charcoal grills to complex gas-fed smokers. What is more, the current accessories being sold for outdoor cooking alone could fill half the pages of a Sears, Roebuck spring/summer catalog.

There are four basic types of grills available: portable or tabletops, braziers, covered cookers, and smokers. Prices on grills vary, starting at around $10 and rising upwards to $1000 or more. However, most equipment is often discounted (particularly out of season) well below the manufacturer’s suggested retail price, so it pays to shop around. When choosing a grill, no matter how small, always look for one that is solidly constructed of heavy metal for longer life.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT GRILL

Portables (or Tabletops): Beginners tend to start outdoor cooking on low-cost portable grills, hoping to master the art before moving on to bigger and better equipment. It is not a good idea. Since simple grilling is all one can ever really muster on a rudimentary unit, the incipient outdoor cook usually becomes frustrated, and ends up buying some larger, pricier model anyway.

A portable grill should be purchased for one reason alone. Because it is portable. It makes a wonderful adjunct for tailgate picnics, mountain camping trips, or beachside cookouts. Most portable or tabletop models range from 12 to 18 inches in diameter. Some look like miniature covered cookers (the standard grill in use) and may be purchased in gas and electric versions, as well as the conventional charcoal burners. Hibachis also fall into this category. Prices for portable, tabletop griUs run from less than $10 for Hibachi-type grills to around $75 for electric models.
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THE COOK’S CAVEAT: Beware of any merchandise labeled indoor/outdoor electric grills. They claim to be fairly “smoke free” which, needless to say, defeats the whole purpose.

Braziers: Any uncovered stand-up charcoal grill is called an open brazier, the most basic just a pan to hold charcoal fitted with an adjustable rack for grilling. These relatively inexpensive grills are carried in most hardware stores. Braziers come in two shapes: kettle and wagon. The kettle with its rounded underside is the most popular with the consumer. So popular in fact, its rectangular counterpart is slowly being phased out of the market. Braziers also come hooded, with only half the grilling surface enclosed. All hooded-type braziers are equipped with rotisseries, which are either electric or battery-powered. The chief advantage of a semicovered grill is ease; a roast may be cooked to perfection without excessive attention on the part of the chef. Prices for braziers range from a low of $10 to a high of about $50. Rotisseries are usually a bit extra.

THE COOK’S CAVEAT: Cheapest units usually rest on rather shaky legs. As grilling is the main use for any brazier, be advised to opt for the sturdiest model you can find. Using a flimsy brazier can be a hazard for any less than fleet-fingered outdoorsman. Aside from the probability of a “flying entrée” if the griller accidentally knocks against the unit, second- and third-degree burns are also an ever-present danger!

[image: Image]



[image: Image]

Charcoal Covered Cookers: By consensus, the most popular grill around is the covered cooker (also known as the covered kettle or wagon cooker). Covered cookers come in square, rectangular, or round kettle shapes. Versatility is the key to a covered cooker’s performance. With its lid off, this type of grill doubles as a substantial brazier. With the lid securely in place, an ovenlike environment is created, allowing one to roast, smoke, or steam. All covered cookers whether rectangular or circular in design have rounded bottoms to aUow for even distribution of heat. An efficient charcoal burning unit should have an adjustable firepan or grid, as well as air vents in the base and lid. Many models can be fitted with rotisserie attachments, which again are usually optional. The average price for a good, sturdy, coal covered cooker is about $50 for the base unit and optional equipment can more than double the price.

THE COOK’S CAVEAT: Avoid the smaller units as they hold less fuel which makes it difficult to maintain stable heat. And always check for placement of air vents before you buy a covered cooker. In these grills, it is mandatory to have a proper measure of air circulation.

Gas Covered Cookers: They’re pricier, but they offer the easiest form of no-fuss outdoor cookery. The chief advantage of gas models is their failproof ability to maintain even, medium heat throughout long periods of cooking. The grates of gas cookers are lined with lava rocks that are heated by controlled flames. So the food actually cooks by reflected heat.

Serious barbecue enthusiasts dismiss gas grills, claiming the absence of hardwood coal results in lackluster flavor, with no “woodsy” taste at all. After much trial and error, I have found that a handful of damp wood chips added to the rocks just before the point of grilling works flavor wonders. Parenthetically, using stronger marinades and basting sauces when cooking on gas also helps take up the slack. When appropriate, speciaUy starred hints for cooking over gas appear in the recipes that follow.

No matter the degree of prejudice a true outdoor chef may harbor about anything other than fire cookers, the American public is buying gas grills in record numbers. And of a consequence, prices are plummeting. A high-quality gas grill can last a lifetime with proper care—so the initial investment is not truly excessive. From plain to fancy, gas grills run from about $150 to $1000.
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THE COOK’S CAVEAT: The temperature controls on gas grills, and the nature of gas itself, do not permit the low, low heat required for some extended cooking times such as that required for genuine barbecue. If hot smoking is your major goal in outdoor cookery, consider a gas smoker instead, as it has been fine-tuned to surmount this problem.

Smokers: As noted, genuine barbecue at home (smoke cookery) is a relatively new phenomenon. Smoking in itself is not a way of preserving foods. Though manufacturers promise as much, commercial-style preserving usually requires cold smoke which is almost impossible to duplicate on home turf.

Basically, there are two kinds of smokers: dry and water (or wet). Both work on the same principle. A heat element (gas, electricity, or charcoal) works on dampened wood chips that cause smoke to swirl around foods placed high above them. The water smoker adds a pan (for liquid) that sits between the smoke and the raw ingredient, so the food actually cooks under a “cloud” of smoky haze, in effect smoking and steaming at the same time. The water smoker has been a boon to huntsmen in particular as the process actually removes the “wild” taste of game, while tenderizing it at the same time.

Many smokers convert into braziers as well, enhancing this product even further. Medium-size smokers are relatively low-tabbed. Plan to spend $50 and up.

THE COOK’S CAVEAT: If you choose a charcoal unit, rather than gas or electric, be aware that coals will have to be added during the cooking process. In the unit I use, the upper two-thirds of the grill must be lifted off to accomplish this feat. (Make sure there is a clean, stainproof surface nearby.) Some models have a coal door in the side for easy access to the coal pan, which makes life somewhat pleasanter for the chef.



Chapter 3
Accessories Galore
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I USED TO think that an outdoor cook could survive nicely, with any ole spatula and tongs swiped from a kitchen drawer. However, after a series of scorched wrists and fingers, I decided there is, after all, true merit in having special accessories just for the grill.

THE OUTDOOR COOK’S CATALOG OF BASIC EQUIPMENT

The tools one should not be without at the outdoor stove include an extra-long fork, spatula, tongs, and basting brush. These utensils, equipped with heat-resistant handles made of wood or thermoplastic, can make the difference between a “trial by fire” cookout and a safe-and-sane bout at the grill. Prices vary considerably, wood-handled accessories being the most expensive. A second set of tongs is suggested for charcoal-grill owners, just for the sole purpose of working with the coals. Most grills offer optional utensil and condiment holders as well which clamp directly onto the fire bowl and come in mighty handy if space is limited.
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Supplemental musts for the chef are a pair of insulated kitchen gloves, a water spritzer (plastic spray bottle) for use in case of flare-up, a healthy supply of heavy-duty aluminum foil, plus a batch of aluminum foil drip pans to catch meat juices. Recommended as well: a long-stemmed meat thermometer for large cuts of meat and a dome thermometer for the lid which indicates the internal temperature of the grill. Some units come with built-in thermometers. If yours does, skip this last amenity.

OPTIONAL PARAPHERNALIA

Once you have some basic accessories in hand you may wish to consider the myriad steel-wire racks and baskets available with or for most covered cookers. These racks, designed for use directly on the grilling surface (the grid), offer a variety of functions. There are, for instance, roasting racks for chicken and large cuts of meat, as well as rib racks, potato racks, corn racks, and warming racks (which are actually raised above the grid).

A hinged grill basket that looks like a see-through waffle iron is ideal for cooking delicate fish or any food that might conceivably fall through the bars of a conventional grid. Wire “tumble” baskets that toss foods as they cook are available as rotisserie attachments. Rotisseries, curiously, are considered “accessories” themselves.

LUXE ACCOUTERMENTS

There is a staggering assortment of toys for the grill. Shish kabob sets range from simple six skewered appointments to a complex motor-driven apparatus that automatically rotates the kabobs for the lazy chef. Other playthings for the grill actually include a wok that fits directly into the fire bowl and an old-fashioned griddle for breakfast outdoors.

If you don’t have room on your grill for all the accesories, never fear. Side tables made of hardwood can be purchased. These tables (boards would be more accurate) attach to the fire bowl and range in size from the ridiculously small to gargantuan. One dealer has even gone so far as to design a redwood wagon that fits snugly around the grill, complete with cupboards and (for an additional charge) a weatherproof coal chest that will hold up to 10 pounds of briquets.

If that doesn’t do the trick, try the “gourmet cart”: an entire service unit fitted with a cutting board, a plastic bubble (to keep flies away), and best of all, a special wing for bartenders. Make mine a straight Scotch!



AN EXTRA BARBECUE CUE

Aside from standard grilling equipment (the long-handled tongs, spatula, and fork and insulated gloves), make sure to always keep a small grid-level table, preferably shelved, with a fireproof surface near the grill. You will need it as a receptacle for precooked and finished foods, as well as sauces, pepper, and salt and even on occasion the grid itself—when the fire needs stoking.





Chapter 4
What’s in a Grill?
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TO SET THE record straight, a “grill” is the whole unit that stands conspicuously outdoors on your patio, and not the wire cooking rack, as some handbooks would have you believe.

While no two charcoal grills are alike, all share basic components you should become familiar with. The bottom of a grill, whether it is a rectangular wagon type or a round kettle model, is called a firebowl or firebox. I prefer the former as it is the term most often used by manufacturers. The fire bowl generally has some kind of ventilation system, usually a vent. (Braziers do not necessarily carry such options.) The lid of a covered cooker is almost always equipped with vents and some models even sport built-in temperature gauges as well.

The wire rack on which the actual cooking takes place is known as a grid. Water smokers may have as many as three grids, one for the water pan and two for holding food. A charcoal water smoker will also have a coal pan, just as a charcoal covered cooker will have a coal grate that holds the coal.

All but the very cheapest charcoal grills come with ash catchers. Some are designed to fit inside the fire bowl, directly beneath the coal grate. Others attach to the legs supporting the fire bowl.

In gas grills, the burners sit at the bottom of the fire bowl, with a lava grate, located between the burners and the cooking grid. Almost all models, other than the portable kind, have wheels for easy maneuverability.



Chapter 5
Care for Your Grill
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THE MORE YOU use your grill and become familiar with the ins and outs of the particular model, you will form an attachment (much the way you do to your car) and want to maintain it for smooth performance. A little care is all that is requied for a long, happy life at the grill. Following is a set of rules to help achieve that goal.


	Immediately after removing cooked food from the grid, place a sheet of heavy-duty aluminum foil, shiny side down, on the grid and cover the grill. If you are using a charcoal grill, the briquets will give off heat, and die down naturally if you close all vents. If you are using a gas grill, leave the unit on (with the foil in place) for an additional 20 minutes. The grid, in effect, self-cleans.

	When the unit has cooled, most steel-wire grids may be scrubbed clean with a wire brush. However, models with porcelain or chrome grids can be damaged (and the warranty voided) if you use a wire brush, so the following technique is advised: When the grid is still warm, rub it with a ball made of crushed aluminum foil, taking care not to burn yourself. After rubbing, wipe the grid clean with wet paper towels. Some manufacturers recommend using oven cleaners; others forbid it. Be sure to follow the instructions that come with your grill.

	All grills should be cleaned regularly inside and out with hot, soapy water and a nonmetalic pot brush.

	Methods for cleaning gas burners are always found in the manufacturer’s instruction booklet. A general rule of thumb, though, is never to use a wire brush on these surfaces as you could possibly damage the finish.

	5. When the grill is not in use, store it in a fairly dry sheltered area and cover with the all-weather covers that are available for most models.






Chapter 6
The Fire Behind the Smoke
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TO MASTER THE art of cooking with fire and smoke, you need merely to become the master of the source of heat that powers your grill, whether it is gas, electricity, or charcoal.

GAS WORKS

Gas grills, though dependent on gas, of course, actually use lava rocks as their direct heat source. These lava rocks (natural volcanic bits of stone) are porous conductors that radiate heat from gas jets situated below them. Lava rocks should last indefinitely. If they become saturated with grease, just turn them over and burn the grease off. The ease of operation, plus the controlled heat on all units (even if it is the basic low, medium, and high settings), have made gas grills extremely popular.

Gas grills work on either natural gas or what is known as LP gas (liquid petroleum). When buying a grill, specify your needs. All gas grills carry the specific information about the gas to be used on the grill rating plate. If you do not live in an area where you can plug directly into existing natural gas lines, a word on handling LP gas is in order.

FILLING IT UP

Since gas grills (and all other type grills for that matter) require some degree of assembly after shipment, nothing is more frustrating than to hook up the gas (albeit tentatively) only to discover there is no liquid fuel in the cylinder. So, be advised that the cylinder will have to be filled by your local gas dealer. Take some paper towels along with you too. Service men are notoriously sloppy about spillage—which you will not want to occur in the trunk of your car.

EQUIPMENT CHECKS

Once your gas grill is connected (again following the instructions), you must make a rudimentary check of the connections for leaks. If the cylinder fits into the cabinet of your grill, do this outside the cabinet.

The test is fairly simple. Brush the connecting points with sudsy water. If small bubbles are detected, shut the gas off and retighten all connections. This test should be repeated every few days, or after any prolonged period of nonuse. Weather can cause expansion or retraction in the rubber connecting hose, so it pays to be careful.

STORAGE TIPS

Always store a gas cylinder, whether attached to the grill or not, in a well-ventilated, cool area. Though manufacturers claim that extremes in temperature will not effect the cylinder, used cylinders can (and do) occasionally suffer from minor leakage. Therefore, never store a cylinder inside your house, garage, or any enclosed area where there is the possibility of a stray spark flying (from the car ignition or even power tools).

THE ELECTRIC CONNECTION

Electric grills, even easier to use than gas grills, surprisingly dominate only 2 percent of the grill market—and are losing ground. Part of the reason for the electric grills unpopularity is that units, for the most part, are too small and too expensive. There are two electric grill options for potential buyers at the moment. One works with lava rocks, the other with ceramic tiles. Both are heated by an electric element. An electric grill will take about 10 minutes to preheat.

THE CHARCOAL CHALLENGE

Despite the national preoccupation with no sweat/no time cookery in the kitchen and backyard as well, the most popular outdoor unit is still a charcoal grill. Whatever sort one owns—a portable, brazier, covered cooker, or smoker—the method for building and maintaining even heat in a charcoal-powered unit is absolutely the same.

COAL COUNSEL

Charcoal briquets or pure hardwood coals? This is the controversy of our time. I and most other casual backyard chefs use briquets. The elitest professionals insist on the pure stuff. Charcoal briquets are composites of varying hardwoods with filler added to make them burn longer. Choose the old-fashioned kind rather than the “quick-burning” variety. They have a denser composition and retain heat better.

Pure hardwood coals (like hickory or mesquite) are pricey and not easy to come by, but they have certainly caught the fancy of upscale restaurateurs (as well as the cookout cognoscenti) around the country. These coals, known as lump charcoal, are not new. They are simply the pure coals, left over from burning logs, chopped into small pieces. They burn hot and fast. Great for grilling on professional heavy-duty equipment. Manufacturers of grills meant for home use caution, however, that with constant use, hardwood coal, particularly mesquite, can burn its way right through a metal fire bowl. Also, hardwood coal creates sparks. Sparks that fly. So, if you opt for these coals, remove your grill to the dead center of the backyard—far away from the house! Though lump charcoal imparts more flavor to grilled foods than briquets, one can easily remedy that lack by using actual wood chips or chunks in conjunction with the briquets. These adjunctive flavorings are readily available and will be discussed in a later chapter.

Perhaps the most important thing to know is that a proper measure of air circulation (around the hot coals) is necessary for best results. Therefore, most covered cookers and smokers have grates which hold the coals above the ash catcher or bottom of fire bowl. This elevated placement of the coals, plus the vents in the bottom of the fire bowl, allows air to circulate freely. However, as many portable grills and braziers do not have such features, you will have to help them along.

First of all, it is a good idea to line the bottom of a grateless grill with heavy-duty aluminum foil—shiny side up. Not only does foil help reflect heat, it protects the bottom of the fire bowl from the hot coals. I always use this technique on grills without interior ash catchers as well, making sure to poke holes in the aluminum foil above any vent openings. It makes for easy cleanup later. (Actually, lining any charcoal grill with foil before using will add years to the grill’s usefulness and speed up the cooking process in the bargain.) If your grill does not have a grate, line the interior surface of the foil with small pebbles before adding the coals. Do not use sand as a liner, for it is too dense to achieve the proper degree of air circulation desired.

CALCULATING THE COAL

The number of coals required for a charcoal grill depends on the style of cookery you intend to do. Different methods of cookery are discussed in Chapter 7. Basically, however, if you are grilling, spread a single layer of coals over the interior grate until they extend about 1 inch beyond the edge of the estimated food area.

For covered cooking, more coal will be necessary. For average-sized grills (18 to 22 inches in diameter) it will take 25 to 36 coals merely to start a 3-pound roast. Add 5 extra coals for each additional pound of weight. When longer cooking times are required, be aware that new coals will have to be added to the embers every 30 to 40 minutes to maintain constant heat. Figure on 7 or 8 new added coals as replacements. Be sure to knock some of the gray ash off the smoldering coals before adding fresh. This will intensify the heat, which is vital, since removing the grill cover automatically cools the food down considerably.

To maintain even heat, newly added coals need some prewarming. Some outdoor cooks place extra coals around the edge of the grate (away from the smoldering coals) so they are in a sense preheated by the time they are needed. Another method, and the one I prefer, is to start an auxiliary fire in an aluminum-foil-lined heavy pan (a portable grill is perfect here). The partially lit coals are then added to the original fire as required. When new coals are added to the griU, make sure to replace the coals in the auxiliary unit. Whichever method you choose, never, never add freshly fuel-soaked coals to live embers. It can be extremely dangerous!

FIRE WHEN READY

When you are ready to light your charcoal fire, there are three methods from which to choose: lighter fluid, electric starter, and the chimney starter.

Lighter Fluids: The use of combustible liquids and wax or jelly starters is the most common method for lighting coals. And while some chefs resist this method because they declare there is a chemical undertaste, lighter fluid makers claim to have eliminated that problem in the eighties.

To prepare coals for lighting with conventional starters, stack the coals in a pyramid shape in the center of the charcoal grate. If you are using lighter fluid, squirt a generous amount over the top of the coals. Allow the fluid to seep into the coals for 1 minute. Light with a match. To use a wax or jelly starter, shake the can well before squeezing the sludgy mass over and between the briquets. Be sure to light before the starter evaporates. Depending on the weather and degree of wind, the coals will be ready for cooking in about 40 minutes.

Electric Starters: An increasingly popular method of lighting coals is the use of electric ignition. But before you run out and buy an electric starter, note that an electrical outlet, not too far away from the grill, is a necessity here. To use an electric starter, nestle the prongs deep in the coals and turn it on. Do not leave an electric starter in the coals longer than 7 or 8 minutes as these devices literally suffer burnout with prolonged overuse. Once the coals around the starter are lit, the remaining coals will take about 30 minutes before they are ready for cooking.

Chimney Starters: Fairly new on the market, these cylindrical-shaped metal canisters are quick and easy to use. Chimney starters have two compartments, a bottom for placing crumbled newspapers as kindling, and a top with minigrate that holds up to 48 briquets. All one does is light the bottom with a match; 25 coals will be ready for cooking in about 7 minutes. Be sure to look for chimney starters with wooden handles. It makes emptying the coals into a charcoal grate easy and safer later. Actually, this method of starting coals is basically an updated version of the old Boy Scout coffee can trick in which the bottom and top of a large coffee can are removed and holes punched around the bottom for air flow.

[image: Image]



TAKING THE GRILl’S TEMPERATURE

Determining when the coals in a charcoal grill are ready for cooking is easier than you think. For one thing, all coals should be a uniform ashy gray color. Do not start cooking if any black areas are showing, as the heat will then be uneven. Grill surface thermometers are available to measure the fire temperature, but the Open Hand Test is always accurate enough for me. Here’s how you do it: First, remove the cooking grid, then place your hand (palm side down) over the ashy gray coals at precisely the grid level. If you can hold your fingers steady for only 2 seconds, the coals are adjudged to be hot enough to sear. If you can keep your hand there longer—for 3 or 4 seconds—the coals are medium-hot and perfect for grilling. If you can manage 5 seconds with your hand in place, the coals are medium and ready for covered cooking.

The man or woman at the grill must never forget that hot coals are meant for searing only, while the actual cooking takes place over medium (smoldering) coals.



Chapter 7
The Topical Heat Wave
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WHEN YOU COOK out of doors, there are two options: cooking with direct or indirect heat. Direct heat is used for searing and grilling. Indirect heat is most often used in covered cooking and smoking where long periods of cooking time are involved. Whichever method you employ, always brush the cooking grid lightly with oil before starting, to keep food from sticking.

SOME DIRECT ADVICE

Gas and electric grills are designed for direct-heat cookery, which is just a matter of cooking foods directly over a heat surface. When using these grills, set the controls on high. For fast-cooked foods like fish, the high setting is a prerequisite. However, when grilling hamburgers, steaks, or chops, you may want to reduce the heat to medium if the meat is browning too quickly. Since most of these grills have cool spots, particularly around the edges, learn to use them effectively. Aside from reducing the heat source, if a sudden fiery flare-up occurs, simply move the object you are cooking to a cooler part of the grill—so it continues to cook through without burning.

To prepare charcoal briquets for grilling over direct heat, light the briquets in the manner detailed earlier (see pages 41-43). When coals are the appropriate ashy color, spread the briquets evenly over the coal grate. The grid should rest about 4 to 5 inches above the hot embers. Again, learn to use the cool (temperate) edges of a charcoal grid in case of flare-up. If your grill has an adjustable grid, raise it to maintain temperature control or achieve medium heat. A water spritzer (kept nearby) to douse any unwanted flames is advised as well.



SOME INDIRECT REMARKS



Indirect heat, as the term implies, is a method of cooking indirectly over a heat source, rather than directly over it. In charcoal cooking, this can be achieved in two ways. Each requires an inexpensive aluminum-foil drip pan which can be purchased at your grill dealer or in any supermarket. One technique (my own) is to place the drip pan under the area where the food will be placed on the grid and to surround the pan with burning coals. Some grills have special briquet racks designed solely for this purpose. Or (and this is often an effective technique), you can place the pan at one end of the grate and the burning coals at the other.

In either case, when the food is placed over the pan, the flame never touches it. But the heat and smoke, created in the enclosed environment, cooks it much like an outdoor oven. I always keep a small amount of water in the drip pan. For one thing, the water keeps any fat or grease from the drippings from splashing, and it also keeps the juices from drying up in the pan if you have a mind to save them to use as sauces later.

Remember, during long periods of cooking, you will have to add additional coals as outlined on page 41 to maintain even heat. Also, make a serious effort to learn to use the vents in the fire bowl and lid. Always keep the vents partially closed when coals are at their hottest. As the embers cool down, open all the vents to allow for more air circulation, which in effect increases the internal temperature. Avoid closing vents completely or the coals will be snuffed out.

Gas and electric grill manufacturers do not seem to feel that cooking with indirect heat is essential with their grills (at least one would assume this from the lack of information in their booklets). However, I find that indirect heat is a necessity, particularly during long periods of cookery—if only to counteract constant flare-up when the rocks or tiles become over-heat-saturated. Since one can hardly move the rocks or tiles around to suit one’s needs, the most effective method, in my opinion, is to place an aluminum-foil pan directly on the lava rocks or tiles. I use two pans, one inside the other, and keep a small amount of water in the bottom to prevent the surface from burning. This trick also introduces moisture into the cooking cycle and effectively prevents foods from drying out.



Chapter 8
The Flavor Behind the Smoke
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USING SMOKE AS a flavoring is the second-best seasoning prerogative an outdoor cook can exercise. (Marinades are first, but more of them anon.) It is not difficult to add a hint of smoke to what you are cooking. A chart of some suggested options (found on page 50) will give you a general idea of what woods and other natural elements flavor particular foods best. But, remember, experimenting with your own taste buds is half the fun at the grill.
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