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Introduction

Chillin’ and Grillin’ in America

What is it that draws thousands of people to stand around on asphalt, sometimes in the bitter cold and rain? Is it the infectious enthusiasm of fans in team colors? The spectacle of hilarious costumes and outlandish vehicles? The wafting warmth of a charcoal fire? The vast array of tables spread with every kind of food imaginable from the chilled to the grilled?

I’ve tailgated at football games, soccer matches, car races, and even in the parking lots of theme parks and ski resorts. In my broad definition of the experience, you can tailgate anywhere you’re allowed to park your car, grill food, and enjoy a drink with friends. But tailgating means different things to different people. Whenever I go to a tailgate party, I ask people what it means to them. What’s it all about? Why do people invest so much time and money on the place where you park your car before heading into the event?

The answers are all over the map. For a lot of people, it’s all about team spirit. It’s about being a good fan and supporting the players and the team. Take the Boneshaker, for example, better known as Mike Parisi. He’s been a Tampa Bay Buccaneers season-ticket holder for more than 15 years. Mike fires up the football players and fans at every home game. He has a ship tattooed on one leg and a Bucs flag tattooed on the other. He wears a custom-made Bucs earring and matching necklace. Mike also brings an 80-pound wooden boneshaker to every game. Mike the Boneshaker lives to get the team pumped up to win.

Further north, there’s Titanman, a diehard Tennessee Titans fan. Also known as David Anderson, Titanman has been dressing up like Captain America for more than 10 years. In full superhero regalia, Titanman is the team’s warrior. He plays the theme music from the movie Rocky to rally the troops to victory. And like any good superfan, Titanman trash-talks the competition whenever they enter the Coliseum in Nashville.

Look around any stadium parking lot and you’ll notice that some of the most devoted fans are women. Stephanie Phillips has held season tickets to Philadelphia Eagles games for more than 20 years. On game day, she usually gets up at 6 a.m. to finish making the mountains of food she began preparing days before; she drives 45 minutes to the stadium; and she’s tailgating by 9 a.m. At work, at home, at games, Stephanie is a diehard Eagles fan. Her mailbox, bathroom, den, and guest room are completely decked out in Eagles green.

Then there’s Len Orme, a Cincinnati Bengals season-ticket holder since 1980 who has never missed a home game. A longtime fan, Len’s van is painted in Bengals colors—black with orange stripes. His entire basement enshrines the Bengals with an endless display of team memorabilia. Len wears a simple orange and black tiger hat to every game. A model of the tailgater’s generous spirit, Len has raised more than $25,000 for the underprivileged and homeless in Cincinnati at the annual Bengals Dance fundraiser.

All four of these loyal fans were inducted into the Visa Hall of Fans at the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. Established in 1998, the Hall of Fans pays tribute to folks like these who go all out to support their favorite NFL team. Check out more of the crazy costumes and decked-out vehicles of the most dedicated football fans in personal profiles throughout this book.

* * *


Tailgating History: The Highlight Reel

America’s favorite parking lot pastime is a curious blend of beer, barbecue, and spectator sports. Here are highlights from more than two centuries of evolution.


1793. Washington, D.C. America’s Capitol is completed. The public ceremony includes a barbecued five-hundred-pound ox.

1861. Manassas, Virginia. The Civil War–era Battle of Bull Run occurs. Spectators line up to see the event, carting in pies and other edibles.

1869. Kansas City, Missouri. Hannibal Bridge opens as the first bridge to cross the Mississippi River. Celebrations include a huge public barbecue.

1869. New Brunswick, New Jersey. The first football game occurs between Rutgers and Princeton. Students gather before the game to drink, eat, and socialize.

1893. Princeton, New Jersey. First National Championship football game is held on Thanksgiving Day (Princeton vs. Yale). 50,000 spectators attend, some of whom rent carriages and eat picnic lunches on the roof.

1922. College Station, Texas. At Texas A&M University, E. King Gill begins the tailgating tradition of football spectators acting as the “12th Man” on the field, supporting and serving the team.

1927. Dearborn, Michigan. Ford releases the Model A Station Wagon, the first automobile with a fold-down tailgate.

1952. Palatine, Illinois. Weber markets the kettle grill, which becomes the standard charcoal grill in America.

1967. Los Angeles, California. America’s first Super Bowl takes place (Green Bay Packers vs. Kansas City Chiefs). Sixty million fans watch the game on television.

1970. Cleveland, Ohio. The first Monday Night Football game is televised (Cleveland Browns vs. New York Jets). Football goes primetime attracting 33 million American viewers.

1996. Tempe, Arizona. Super Bowl XXX (Dallas Cowboys vs. Pittsburgh Steelers) becomes the most widely watched sporting event in television history.

2002. San Antonio, Texas. The American Tailgating Association (ATA) emerges as the country’s largest tailgating club. The ATA estimates that between 20 and 23 million people tailgate annually in the United States, mostly at football games, but also at NASCAR events, horse races, and other sporting events.

2003. North Hills, California. Galpin Motors releases the first-ever Tailgate Party Truck, a pick-up complete with built-in grill, two refrigerated beer kegs, flip-down DVD player, custom stereo, sink, ice chest, and blender all in the truck’s bed.





* * *

Tailgating Is a Party

There’s no doubt that sports fans are the lifeblood of tailgating. Their enthusiasm helps spur players and teams to victory and embraces them in defeat. Fans have long been considered the “12th Man” of the football team, a tradition begun in 1922 at Texas A&M University (see 12th Man to find out about it).

But tailgating isn’t only about team spirit. The most raucous revelers say it’s all about the party, dude! It’s about having a good time. Getting pumped! Psyched! Raging! Some tailgaters hire a live band or DJ to get the party rockin’. Others truck in wide-screen TVs, satellite dishes, and huge sound systems to start things up. Russ Stevenson, better known as Tailgate Russ, goes one step further. He’s got the music and the food, but he’s also been known to hire a world-renowned sand sculptor for tailgate parties. Russ used to tailgate at Eagles home games until his parties got too complicated for stadium officials. No problem. Tailgate Russ took his show on the road. He has since staged not parties but events at Eagles games around the country. The first of these events was held in Jacksonville, Florida, featuring two live bands, a DJ, four masseuses, an Elvis impersonator, and 800 guests. Now that’s a tailgate party!

Tailgate Russ easily surpassed his original goal of staging a tailgate with 1,000 people. Before an Eagles-Dolphins game one year, he presided over 2,000 tailgaters at a Miami racecourse.

* * *


The 12th Man

January 2, 1922, marks a milestone in the history of tailgating. That’s the day that fans were recognized as an integral part of the team. It’s the day that tailgaters became the “12th Man” on the field, supporting and serving their favorite football team.

On that day, at Texas A&M University, E. King Gill was up in the press box helping reporters to get the names of the players correct. Down on the field, the A&M Aggies were up against Centre College, the nation’s top-ranked team. As the game became fierce, the underdog Aggies were running out of good players. The coach, Dana X. Bible, remembered that Gill was a former football player. Coach Bible called Gill from the stands and got him suited up. Gill stood ready at the sidelines. The game continued and the Aggies finally won in a 22-14 upset. At the end of the game, Gill was the only man left on the Aggies sideline.

Gill had accepted the call to help the team. According to A&M history, “That spirit of readiness for service, desire to support, and enthusiasm helped kindle a flame of devotion among the entire student body; a spirit that has grown vigorously throughout the years. The entire student body at A&M is the Twelfth Man, and they stand during the entire game to show their support.”

Although Gill did not play in the game, he sparked a tradition of team devotion that continues to this day. For many tailgaters, that spirit is what brings them to the stadium throughout the season to cheer on and support their team. Both the fans and the players know that team spirit is what the home field advantage is all about.



* * *

Drink Up!

Tailgate parties take on all sorts of themes, usually rooted in the team’s colors, mascot, or region. But stop by any sports tailgate and you can’t help but notice one common thread. Beer. In cans, in cups, in kegs, in funnels…it’s everywhere you want to be. Tailgaters love to drink beer—or any alcohol, for that matter. While some say tailgating is all about the party, others get more specific and say that it’s really about beer.

Teetotalers take note: Drinking has a long tradition in tailgating, which dates back to the first college football games ever played. “Back then, Americans drank to an extent that we’d find kind of shocking today. At those games in the 1880s and 1890s, there are accounts of students getting rowdy and throwing empty liquor bottles at the police around the field…there was a lot of alcohol,” says Mark Bernstein, author of Football: The Ivy League Origins of an American Obsession. Way back in 1869, at the very first football game between Rutgers and Princeton, students met before the game to drink and socialize, adds Bernstein. And so a tailgating ritual was born.

That same tradition is alive and kicking today. Just ask Sean Deegan, a member of the New York Jets tailgate squad dubbed Troop 16H. “On any given weekend, we’ll go through 10 half-kegs of beer,” says Deegan. For a suggested $20 donation, the troop hosts huge parties of up to 250 thirsty fans in what the New York Post calls “the mother of all tailgate bashes.” Gallon after gallon of suds flow from two beer taps fitted in the side of the troop’s Vietnam-era military transporter (which is painted Jets green, of course).

Go to any big football game, like the Orange Bowl, and you’ll witness a similar scene: truckloads of psyched-up fans drinking like there’s no tomorrow. Vodka, rum, tequila, whiskey…almost every kind of liquor makes its appearance. But beer still reigns supreme as the ultimate tailgater fuel.

* * *


Suds Go Way Back

For beer-lovers, it’s hard to imagine watching sports without it. Fortunately, sports fans have never had to: beer has been around a really long time. Here are some highlights.


• The oldest known beer recipe dates back to ancient Sumeria, about 6000 BC. Back then, spectators drank a brew made of partially baked bread mixed with water, cumin, ginger, and other spices.

• The Sumerians had a goddess of beer, named Ninkasi. According to Sumerian beliefs, beer was associated with females. Sumerian brewers and tavern owners were all women.

• In the 5000-year-old Epic of Gilgamesh, the key character Enkidu is told to “drink the beer, as is the custom of the land.” After drinking seven jugs, he “became expansive and sang with joy. He was elated and his face glowed… He put on some clothing and became like a warrior.”

• According to clay tablets found in what is now Iraq, Noah stocked up the ark with beer.

• Native Americans were making beer using corn and tree sap before Columbus arrived.

• The Yuengling Brewery, located in Pottsville, Pennsylvania, was founded in 1829. It’s the oldest operating brewery in America.





* * *

Fan Feast

Beer may be a big draw at tailgate parties everywhere, but the food is equally alluring, if not more so. How could anyone resist the wafting aroma of slow-smoked Texas beef brisket? Or the sweet and sticky lip-smack of Kansas City ribs? The spicy voodoo of a big ol’ pot of Louisiana gumbo? Or the snap of bratwurst grilled until the skin is crisp then served on a crusty roll slathered with grainy mustard, grilled onions, and peppers?

Tailgate food runs the gamut from store-bought chips and dip to dry-rubbed grilled steaks to whole roasted suckling pig. Serious tailgaters spare no expense when it comes to laying out a great spread. The more extravagant arrive in limousines, hire professional chefs, and dine on fine food like caviar and champagne. The do-it-yourselfers may drag entire pizza ovens to the parking lot and power them with electric generators. Meanwhile, dedicated tailgate cooks will truck in big barbecue pits and slow-cook whole hogs all day the traditional way over smoldering wood for a communal pig pickin’ after the game.

Most tailgaters make do with what they have (and dream about getting more). They cook on everything from cut-up and re-welded 50-gallon drums to old burned-out car hoods. Pinto Ron, a.k.a. Ken Johnson, cooks his tailgate food on the hood of a modified 1980 Pinto that he drags to Ralph Wilson Stadium for Buffalo Bills home games. He cooks pancakes on a hot shovel, hamburgers on a metal rake, and pizzas in the upper drawer of an old metal filing cabinet. That’s quite a spectacle on game day.

Every stadium parking lot has its favorite regional foods. At Ohio State University, you’ll spot Buckeye candies made from peanut butter and chocolate in various shapes and sizes. Go to a Buffalo Bills game and you’ll taste the local specialty of roast beef sandwiches known as Beef on Weck. Steaming Cincinnati chili fills the bowls at Bengals games. Beer brats are king in Green Bay. And if you go to the NFL stadiums in St. Louis, Kansas City, or Houston, you’ll feast on some of the best barbecue tailgating has to offer.

Of course, plenty of fans stick with the basics: a cooler and a small portable grill. Hamburgers and hot dogs are mainstays of American tailgating. But seasoned fans seek out higher thrills from the grill. Wander around the parking lot and you’re bound to come across everything from bison steaks to elk burgers to venison chops over the coals.

I have to admit, I’m in it for the grilled food. The sheer diversity of tailgate fare makes it a feast like no other. But for my money, the grilled food is where it’s at. Without a grill, a tailgate is merely a picnic. In my mind, grilling and barbecuing are what make tailgating a uniquely American phenomenon. You don’t see too much grilling at Le Tour de France. Wine and cheese, yes. Barbecued baby back ribs, no.

Only in America has grilling evolved into such a distinctive and popular cooking method. In fact, some of the most detailed descriptions of barbecuing appear in early American cookbooks, particularly those from the South. The widely used Weber kettle grill was invented in America. And with the rise of convenient gas grills, barbecues remain a national pastime clear across the country. Eighty-one percent of Americans own home grills and more than half of us grill food all year long, according to the Hearth, Patio, and Barbecue Association.

* * *


Tales Behind the Teams

Some NFL teams are named after animals that could tear you apart (Panthers, Jaguars) or humans who terrified our ancestors (Buccaneers, Vikings). Others have a more curious history. Here’s a little trivia on the surprising origins of other football team names:


• Kansas City Chiefs. Forget any notion of the team being named after a brave tribe of warriors hailing from America’s frontier. The Chiefs were named after Kansas City mayor H. Roe “Chief” Bartle, who is also the namesake of a vast hall in a local convention center.

• Miami Dolphins. The sea is filled with animals that would make a good football mascot. The shark, for example, or the octopus (all those arms and suction cups would never fumble a ball). So why the Dolphins? In 1965, the team chose this gentle creature—which is usually associated with doing tricks for fish snacks—after receiving nearly 20,000 entries in a naming contest. Mrs. Robert Swanson won two lifetime passes to Dolphin games for her brilliant suggestion. She explained that the creatures are fast and smart. The team’s owner agreed and added that dolphins “can attack and kill a shark or whale.”

• Green Bay Packers. So what is a packer anyway? Someone stuffing a suitcase for vacation? An assembly-line worker? Actually, the Indian Packing Company employed the team’s founder and coach, Curly Lambeau, and provided the players with jerseys and a practice field. The company is now long gone, but the team carries on its legacy. Curly Lambeau’s gone, too, but the stadium that the Packers play in carries his name.

• Oakland Raiders. This California team was almost named the Oakland Señors. Can you imagine what the team symbol would have been? A Latin American gentleman in a fedora would hardly inspire fear on the gridiron. Thank God for the genius who approved the Oakland Raiders instead. The Raiders now have one of the most intimidating and enduring emblems in the NFL: a silver and black shield with two crossed swords and a pirate.

• Baltimore Ravens. Maryland’s team was named after Edgar Allan Poe’s famous poem “The Raven.” Poe lived for a time in Baltimore and died there under mysterious circumstances, possibly caused by rabies, alcohol abuse, or carbon monoxide poisoning. Poe himself was small and frail, but his haunting poem and its talking raven has frightened people for more than 150 years.





* * *

The Gridiron Community

Suffice it to say that grilling and American sports will always go together. Some early American cookbooks describing barbecue even refer to the grill rack as a “gridiron.” Nowadays, the gridiron usually means the football field. And that’s exactly what brings together the American traditions of football and grilling. The gridiron is both the American football field and the American pastime of gathering around the grill for a barbecue. Tailgating is the game within the game. The spectacle in the parking lot mirrors the one played out on the football field. Just as football teams battle to win, so do the fans duke it out in the parking lot. Tailgaters often compete to see who has the best team spirit, the best tailgate party, the biggest grill, the most outrageous tailgating vehicle, and the best food.

In its broadest definition, tailgating is about encouraging this sense of community. It’s about getting together to enjoy some quality time with your friends or family. Think about it. Where else can thousands of Americans meet to hang out these days? As town centers and public meeting places have been replaced by office buildings, shops, and residential developments, there are few places left for large groups of people to gather. The open-air parking lots of sports stadiums are the rare exception.

According to Joe Cahn, a professional tailgater known as the Commissioner of Tailgating, “it’s the new community social.” Since 1996, Joe and his cat Sophie have tailgated from their Monaco Motorcoach in parking lots all over the country. In 2002, Coca-Cola sponsored Joe’s study of this growing American pastime. Since then, the Commish has logged more than 200,000 miles, visited more than 90 stadiums, and surveyed over 1,200 tailgaters. In his 2003 State of Tailgating Report, Joe sums up the phenomenon this way: “In today’s society, people yearn for socialization and the parking lot provides the perfect place for everyone to come together. It’s a place where no one locks their doors and everyone is happy to see you.” Amen, brother. According to the Commish, “tailgating is the last great American neighborhood.”

Whether it’s about the fans, the party, the beer, the food, or the community, one thing is for sure: tailgating is huge. According to the American Tailgating Association (ATA), more than 20 million tailgaters party in parking lots across the country every year. The most extensive and dedicated tailgating happens at football games. But NASCAR races account for about 20% of tailgating, according to the ATA. I’d go one step further and say that anytime you have people gathered together, chillin’ and grillin’ near the vehicle they drove there, you have tailgating. It could happen at a football game, a car race, a soccer match, or a music festival.

The Tailgater’s Cookbook is about sharing this great American pastime with you. Inside, you’ll find recipes and tips for tailgating in all its wonderful guises. The recipes were collected from and inspired by tailgaters around the country. People like Big John Gavin, a Houston Texans fan, shared his recipe for baked eggs with sausage, cheese, and chiles (see Big John’s Baked Eggs. And Mike Hammett, a member of the Raider Nation, inspired me to develop the recipe for Tequila Tri-Tip. Quite a few of the recipes are my take on tailgate favorites enjoyed by loyal football fans in different regions around the country.

I assume that you can get things like a standard mayonnaise-based potato salad recipe from family, friends, or the Internet. Or, hell, you could just go to the store and buy some prepared potato salad. What I aim to give you here is something different. A Red White and Blue Potato Salad. Beer and Coffee Steaks. Chipotle Bourbon Ribs. And Grilled Stuffed French Toast. You’ll see both breakfast and dessert recipes for tailgaters who like to come early and stay late.

You’ll also find plenty of tailgate standards like Brats in Beer, Barbecued Chicken, and Championship Chili. I included a range of recipes for every kind of tailgater. Some folks have been tailgating for decades, perfecting the art and dedicating loads of time and money to the food. Others are just starting out and are perfectly happy with grilled burgers and dogs. This book provides recipes and tips for making your tailgate party better and better every time—whether it’s your first or your fiftieth. And if you’re not the one doing the actual cooking, you could always share the recipes with those handling the food.

I also tossed in a bunch of trivia tidbits throughout the book to impress your parking lot pals. What’s a tailgate party without a little showing off? Cheers!

* * *


A Note on the Recipes

Whenever I plan a tailgate menu, I think “We’ll need something big for the grill” or “We need a salad or something cold from the cooler.” I try to make sure I don’t overfill the grill or plan so many cold foods that they won’t fit in the cooler. So that’s how I organized the recipes in this book—by tailgate foods located In the Cooler, On the Grill, Out of the Pot, From the Thermos, and In the Bag. This way of organizing the recipes lets you know what kind of equipment you’ll need at the tailgate. If you’re not planning to bring a grill, you can skip the recipes in the Grill chapter. (But, c’mon, you’ve got to grill. It’s the heart of tailgating!)

Hopefully this sort of broad-stroke chapter arrangement will make it easier to round out your tailgate menus. But if you’re looking for something more specific like a sandwich, a beef main dish, or a dessert, check out the recipe lists at the beginning of each chapter. These lists give you a sneak peek at the recipes within each chapter and include more conventional food categories like dips, spreads, sandwiches, salads, starters, soups, stews, beef, pork, chicken, seafood, desserts, cold drinks, hot drinks, etc. If you have any trouble finding what you’re looking for, check the mother lode of lists: the index at the back of the book.



* * *








CHAPTER 1

The Tailgater’s Toolkit

Experienced tailgaters are easy to spot. They’re the ones sitting in comfortable chairs, beer in hand, plateful of food nearby, thoroughly enjoying the party. They make it look easy. These are the calm and confident folks who, just moments ago, served up multiple racks of succulent, hickory-smoked, mahogany-colored baby back ribs; roasted ears of savory, spice-rubbed corn; and big bowls of sassy-tasting, crunchy coleslaw to dozens of ravenous tailgaters. They’re the impresarios of the tailgate party.

Just like quarterbacks on the field, these seasoned tailgate cooks have their secret weapons. They have a culinary playbook filled with tricks that make them the MVPs of the day. Sometimes it’s a cool tool like a rib rack to save space on the grill. Other times it’s a handy technique like using wood chips on a gas grill for more flavor. Here’s a look inside the playbook of the smart tailgate cook.

Before You Go

Sure, you could just hire a caterer, but that’s cheating. Tailgating is all about making a home away from home. Making a whole world in your little corner of the parking lot. To make the job easier, follow the old Boy Scout rule of thumb: Be prepared. Do as much as you can before getting to the tailgate. Make a list, dole out tasks to others coming to the tailgate, and pack up at least a day ahead. Prepare as much food as you can ahead of time. Most salads, soups, dips, sauces, and desserts can be completely prepared ahead. Even main dishes and side dishes can be mostly prepared before the game. Hamburgers can be shaped. Steaks, chops, and poultry can be marinated or spice-rubbed. Veggies can be trimmed, cut, and sealed in bags or airtight containers. When you get to the tailgate, all you should have to do is grill or reheat the food, grab a beer, and set things out for everyone to enjoy.

Here’s some other basic know-how for putting on a good party. If you’ve been tailgating for several seasons, you may want to skip down to the more advanced tips in the section “When You Get There.”

Size It Up. The size of your tailgate will determine almost everything else you need to know. How many people will you be feeding? How much tailgate space will you have? If it’s just you and a couple buddies out for some easy eats and drinks before the game, one parking space, a cooler, and a small portable grill may do the job. But most tailgaters shoot higher. Buy extra parking spaces or share spaces with others to get as much tailgating area as you need. Then plan your menu based on the number of people you’ll feed (plus a few extra for good measure). To lighten the load, split up the menu: have some folks bring salads, snacks, or desserts; some bring drinks; others take care of the grillable goods. Either way, the size of party will determine how many coolers and how much grill space you’ll need. If you’re new to tailgating, see what kinds of basic supplies you may already have, like coolers, chairs, and a grill. Buy new gear based on how big your average tailgate is likely to be. See The Tailgater’s Big Checklist for a full list of amenities you might enjoy having at the tailgate.

* * *


The Tailgater’s Big Checklist

Tailgating is kind of like car camping. You need most of the same stuff—except maybe flashlights and sleeping bags. But if you’re planning to party into the night, bring those too! Here’s a list of basics and cool extras that covers just about everything you’ll need to enjoy a great party. Skip whatever items you know you won’t need. Or divide up the items among other people coming to the tailgate.

Basics


General Stuff

Tickets

Team hat, shirt, flag, or other merchandise

Sunglasses, sunblock, and cool footwear (warm weather)

Gloves, hat, coat, warm footwear, and blanket (cold weather)

Umbrella and rain gear

Chairs

Folding table

Tarp and poles, or other shelter




Food and Drink Stuff

Food cooler

Drinks cooler

Carry-all bag

Ice

Water

Liquor, wine, or drink mixers

Buns or bread

Condiments

Seasonings

Chips or other salty snacks

Cookies or other sweet snacks




Grill Stuff

Grill

Charcoal

Newspaper or lighter cubes

Lighter or matches

Propane

Grill brush

Tongs

Spatula

Grill mitts or oven mitts

Disposable aluminum pans

Small metal trash can




Serving and Cleanup Stuff

Knife

Cutting Board

Can opener

Bottle opener

Corkscrew

Blender

Trash bags

Water for cleaning

Aluminum foil

Plastic wrap

Paper towels

Kitchen towels

Cups, plates, bowls, forks, spoons, knives

Serving spoons, ladles, etc.

Napkins

Toothpicks




Fun Stuff

Football, Frisbee, cards, Baggo game, or other games

Stereo and CDs



Cool Extras


General Stuff

Camera

Binoculars

Seat cushions

Beer cozies

Pop-up shelter or canopy

Table cover

Extra batteries

Generator

Television and antenna

Extension cords

AC adapter

Jumper cables

Lantern or flashlight

Toilet paper

First aid kit

Bug spray

Antacid

Aspirin or ibuprofen

Earplugs




Food and Drink Stuff

Extra food cooler

Extra drink cooler

Extra ice

Flask

Thermos

Insulated coffee press or coffeemaker

Coffee and filters

Hot cocoa




Grill Stuff

Chimney starter

Wood chips or chunks

Grill rake, shovel, or poker

Basting brush

Grill mop

Grill basket

Skewers

Rib rack

Vertical roaster

Spray bottle

Pots and pans

Heatproof silicone gloves

Instant-read thermometer




Serving and Cleanup Stuff

Zipper-lock bags

Airtight containers

Dish soap

Wash basin

Sponge

Dish towels

Wet Wipes

Extra ice

Extra knives

Extra cutting board

Coffee filters

Twist-ties

Extra water




Fun Stuff

Cigars





* * *

Bring a Table or Two. Bring at least one folding table so you have somewhere to prep food and somewhere to serve it. For bigger parties, plan on having several tables. Table covers are a nice touch, especially if you can get them with team logos! (see Sources for Tailgating Gear)

Think Disposable. Ceramic and glass may be nicer to eat and drink from, but they’re a big chore to clean after the party. And chances for breakage go way up on the pavement. Use disposable cups, plates, bowls, forks, spoons, and knives. If you’re worried about spills, buy extra-thick, good-quality disposable plastic plates and bowls. The more items you can throw away after the tailgate, the faster cleanup will be.

Buy a Big Storage Bin. Keep your tailgating supplies in cheap plastic storage bins with tight-fitting lids. That way, you know where all your gear is, and you’ll have one less thing to toss in the car. Look for a big bin (or a few smaller ones) in the camping gear section of your local home goods or sporting goods store. Re-stock the bin with things like paper products, trash bags, plastic dinnerware, and utensils when they begin to run low.

Zip It. I swear by zipper-lock bags for food prep and storage. Use them to hold marinated or spice-rubbed meats, pre-chopped veggies, seasoning mixes, salsas, and sauces. Toss the bags in your cooler or carry-all and you’re ready to go. When they’re empty, just toss the bags in the trash instead of having to clean another dirty dish. If you have extra food, put it in zipper-lock bags and bring it into the stadium. Or use the bags to dole out leftovers to your guests. I usually buy the thicker “freezer-weight” bags since they’re less prone to leaking. Stock up on several sizes: small (1-quart) for spice rubs and small foods; large (1 gallon) for most marinated meats; and extra-large (2-gallon) for big cuts of meat like brisket and racks of ribs.

When making a marinade, mix the ingredients right in the bag to avoid dirtying any more dishes (I’m big on lightening up the cleaning load). Put the bag in a colander or bowl to help it stand upright. Fold down the top to help hold the bag open. Once the marinade ingredients are added, lift up the bag and give it a quick shake to mix the marinade (you don’t have to dirty any spoons either!).

After you drop in the food, push out the air from the bag to make sure the marinade touches all surfaces of the food. Here’s the easiest way: Wrap your hands tightly around the food while it’s in the bag, then work your hands up from the food to the top of the bag, squeezing out the air as you go. When you reach the top of the bag, seal it from one corner to the other. Chill in the refrigerator or the cooler. Freezer-weight bags rarely leak, but to be absolutely safe, you can put the bag in a larger bag or dish to catch any dripped juices.

If you run out of zipper-lock bags, any leakproof, sturdy plastic bag can be used for marinating. Or use the traditional baking dish for marinating, but keep in mind that baking dishes will take up more room in your cooler.

* * *


Do Your Homework

Back in 1979, a Chicago Bears tailgater could survey vast acres of prime parking space around Soldier Field and have an abundance of spots to choose from to spread out and relax. Not anymore, says Roy Taylor, who’s been tailgating at the stadium since he was eight and authored a book of Bears history, fittingly titled Chicago Bears History. “It used to be you just drove to the game and parked. As the years went on, lots around stadium shrank. And when the new stadium was redesigned, it changed a lot of parking lots that used to be in the area. Now it’s harder to tailgate unless you go there with a plan,” he says. Taylor and his tailgating buddies now arrive by 7 a.m. on game day to set up their area.

It’s always a good idea to stay up on stadium rules while you’re planning your tailgating party, whether you’re a newcomer to the hobby or you’re about to embark on another season. Here are some basic things to check out before you leave for the stadium:


• Are there designated tailgating lots? Is there RV parking? How much do parking spaces cost? Can you buy an extra space?

• When do the parking lots open before the game? Can you park a camper overnight?

• What are the rules on alcohol?

• Can you set up a tent?

• Can you have open flames, such as a fireplace?

• Are there restrictions on the kind of grills you can use?

• Can you operate a generator?

• Are there bathrooms or port-a-potties on the parking lot?

• Are there trash Dumpsters? Designated charcoal Dumpsters?



Joe Cahn zigzags across the country to game-day parties for a living. He recommends that when you’re tailgating in an unfamiliar city, check out the opposing team’s official Web site first. The site will probably list the stadium’s policies and provide a chat area for fans to talk. (For a list of NFL stadiums and contact information, see The NFL Fancyclopedia.) “Go to the team’s chat room and ask questions. People are very happy to help,” says Joe. “You’ll likely find someone who’ll save you a parking spot or at least share a corner of their grill with you.” You can also visit Cahn’s Web site, www.tailgating.com, where he offers a page dedicated to tailgating groups for college and professional teams.



* * *

Pull Out the Old Thermos. Years ago, when I was a carpenter, my stainless steel thermos traveled with me every day. It brought me hot soup, cold drinks, and a portable cup and bowl. Now it does the same thing at tailgates. Thermoses are great for keeping cold drinks cold, hot soups hot, and freeing up more space in your cooler. If you’ll be serving both hot soups and cold drinks, keep two thermoses on hand. For the recipes in this book, I use a 2-quart unbreakable steel thermos. Stanley makes one under the brand name Aladdin. It’s a good investment; these things last a lifetime. You could also use two 1-quart thermoses instead. Look for steel thermoses instead of plastic. Steel doesn’t stain or retain flavors like plastic can. And steer clear of glass-lined thermoses. They always break.

Get the most out of your thermos by pre-chilling or preheating it. To pre-chill, fill the container with ice and/or cold water and refrigerate the whole thing for at least 5 minutes. Dump out the ice water and fill with your cold drink. To pre-heat, fill the container with hot water, let it sit for at least 5 minutes, then dump out the water and pour in your hot drink or ladle in your soup or stew.

Multiply Your Coolers. For bigger tailgates (or even small ones), it helps to use at least two coolers: one for food and one for drinks. That way no one is knocking through your food to hunt down a beer. Buy extra coolers yourself or designate guests to bring the beer cooler or the food cooler. In the best of all possible worlds, you’ll have several coolers on hand: two food coolers to separate the raw meats from the prepared foods; two drinks coolers to separate the beer from the other drinks; and another cooler just for ice.

Don’t Skimp on Ice. Bring plenty. You’ll need most of it for the coolers, but you may also want some for filling drink cups. I usually fill the beer and drink coolers with ice only, but I also use ice packs in the food coolers. Unlike ice cubes, reusable ice packs don’t melt into a watery mess and make your food soggy. I keep several sizes in my freezer then layer some ice packs on the bottom of the food cooler, some in the middle, some on the sides, and some on top. If you need to keep foods cold overnight in your cooler, use both ice packs and ice cubes. Or pick up several jugs of water and freeze them before you go. Instant ice packs! Added bonus: if you need extra cold water at the tailgate, pull the jugs out of the cooler and let the ice melt.

Bring Extra Food Supplies. Make sure you bring enough food for tailgaters who may drop by (they always do—that’s half the fun!) or tailgating neighbors you want to share food with. It’s also a good idea to bring extra knives and cutting boards so others can help out with any last-minute food prep. To make cleanup go faster, bring an extra wash bucket and dishtowels.

* * *


Ten No-Cook Foods to Pack in the Cooler

Tired of prepping food for the tailgate? Put some easy eats in your cooler so you can chill out and have a good time at the party. see also The Cheese Plate.


1. Cold sandwiches like subs or heroes from your favorite shop

2. Hummus and pita bread or crackers

3. Cold dips (bean dip, onion dip, sour cream or blue cheese dip)

4. Assorted olives (or anything else from your supermarket’s cold bar)

5. Roasted peppers

6. Veggies (cherry tomatoes, baby–cut carrots, celery sticks)

7. Fruit (grapes, apples, oranges)

8. Assorted cheeses (mozzarella, provolone, or your favorites)

9. Bagels and cream cheese

10. Peanut butter and jelly





* * *

Beware the Wind. Bring something heavy to hold down paper plates and napkins that might blow away in the breeze. If you have an EZ-Up tent or other pop-up shelter, tape a few filled water jugs to the bottom of the legs. These pop-up shelters are like huge umbrellas and can take off in a sudden gust of wind. Don’t let your shelter ruin the tailgate next to you.

Choose Your Grill Fuel. For many tailgaters, grilling onsite is one of the main events of the tailgating experience. It doesn’t matter whether you use gas or charcoal. Gas grills are more convenient, but charcoal gives you more flavor. It’s your choice. I find that there’s something more primal and fun about tending a fire instead of turning a knob. But that’s just me. If you use charcoal briquettes, be sure to buy a good brand. Briquettes are made with varying mixtures of sawdust, wood scraps, and petroleum binders. Some burn more evenly and cleanly than others. I’ve found that national brands are more reliable than store brands. If you can, avoiding using briquettes that are impregnated with lighter fluid. In fact, avoid lighter fluid altogether. It makes food taste like a gas tank. It’s true that you can get away with using a little lighter fluid to start charcoal; that little bit of fluid will burn off before you put food over the coals. But the trouble is, no one ever uses a little. It’s too much fun to pour it on and watch the flames begin!

See Light the Fire for tips on how to light charcoal quickly without resorting to lighter fluid. And if you like charcoal briquettes for their smokiness but don’t like the added ingredients, give lump charcoal a try. Lump charcoal is made by charring real pieces of wood and that real wood is what lends great smoke flavor to grilled foods. For sources of lump charcoal, check your local hardware store, or see Sources for Tailgating Gear in this book. Of course, if you can, burning real wood logs, chunks, or chips will give you even more smoke flavor.

* * *


Tailgating Timeline

The game’s start time determines your timing for the tailgate. But here’s what to do before and after the game, too. If you’re a seasoned tailgater, you can probably get most things done the day before or the morning of the tailgate. If not, get a jump on things so you can relax and enjoy the party. And if you’re tailgating somewhere new, find out when the stadium opens for parking and when you have to be outta there. That’ll determine when you need to leave the house, how much time you have to setup your tailgate, and how much time there is for cooking, eating, and clean-up.


• Weeks Before: Prepare make-ahead foods like Basic Tomato-Basil Sauce, Buckeye Candy, or other good keepers.

• A Week or Few Days Before: Plan menu. Shop. Prepare make-ahead foods like Barbecue Beans, Chipotle Pecans, or other foods that can sit in the fridge for a week.

• 1–2 Days Before: Prepare make-ahead foods like Spinach Artichoke Bread Bowl, Pesto Tortellini Salad, or other foods that can chill for a day or two before the tailgate. Marinate meats. Begin packing.

• Day Before: Continue packing and food prep. Check items off your list as they’re done.

• Morning of Tailgate: Finish packing, prepping food, and loading up. Leave time to drive to the game and find parking.

• 3+ Hours Before Start Time: Arrive at the stadium at least 3 hours before the start time if you plan to cook onsite and make it to the game. That leaves enough time to setup your tailgate, heat the grill, cook the food, eat, and clean up before you head in. Of course, you could arrive days ahead of time if regulations permit. Remember: the earlier you get there, the more time you have to relax.

• 1–2 Hours Before Start Time: Eat, drink, and have fun! If you’re not eating within an hour of start time, you’re cutting it close. Leave time to cool down the grill, clean up, get into the stadium, and find your seats. Of course, if you’re watching the game from the parking lot, just turn on your portable television and relax all day.

• After the Game: Relax and munch some more. Clean up and leave your spot as you found it. Toss trash into Dumpsters before driving home.





* * *

Keep Your Fuel Dry. There’s nothing worse than damp charcoal at a tailgate. Keep your grill fuel dry by storing it in plastic bags or buckets.

Carry a Separate Grilling Toolbox. “Once you’re out there, there’s no running into the kitchen to get tongs or a basting brush,” says Steven Raichlen, author of BBQ USA and other grilling cookbooks. Raichlen’s advice? Use a tacklebox or toolbox to contain your grilling gear, including tongs, basting brush, spatulas, skewers, seasoning mixes, aluminum foil, and a roll of paper towels. “Bring a stack of aluminum foil pans for serving and cleanup,” he says, “as well as a jug of water with a spigot on the front for handwashing.”

Shop Top Shelf. OK, you’ve got the basic gear, now what about the food? When buying food for your tailgate the party, keep in mind that any dish you prepare will only be as good as your ingredients and your cooking techniques. So, first off, buy good ingredients! Yes, they sometimes cost more, but a good tailgate party is worth a couple extra bucks. To boost the flavor in foods you’ll be grilling, use one or several of the following methods.

Marinate. Marinades help to make grilled foods more tender and flavorful. They usually include oil, seasonings, and an acidic ingredient like vinegar, citrus juice, or buttermilk. The oil keeps food moist so it doesn’t dry out on the grill; the seasonings add flavor; and the acid tenderizes food by breaking down some of its proteins. I usually marinate in freezer-weight zipper lock bags because they help keep the marinade in direct contact with the food. And they’re easy to transport to a tailgate. The big question is always: how long should foods marinate? The answer: times vary according to the strength of the marinade (how much seasoning and acid it contains) and the size and density of the food. Here’s a good rule of thumb: Marinate really big or tough pieces of meat like brisket, pork shoulder, leg of lamb, whole turkeys, and wild-caught game for 12 hours or up to 2 days to penetrate or tenderize the meat. Large roasts like beef tenderloin, pork loin or tenderloin, and whole chickens can marinate for less time: 6 hours or overnight. Thick-cut steaks, chops, large whole fish, and small birds like Cornish hens benefit from 4 to 12 hours in a marinade. Thinner steaks and chops, lamb chops, bone-in poultry parts, and small whole fish get what they need in 2 to 6 hours. And boneless poultry parts, delicate fish fillets, shrimp, tofu, and vegetables can marinate for as little as 30 minutes or up to 2 hours. Recipes vary, though. Chicken Spiedies traditionally marinate tender chicken breasts for 48 hours with great results! Experiment with marinades to find what works best for the food you’re cooking. For more on marinade safety, see Food Safety.

* * *


Food Safety

Common sense should follow you to the parking lot, especially when it comes to food. Use your noodle. Avoid letting food sit out on the table for hours and hours. When serving lots of food, bring it out in small batches, leaving things chilled in the cooler until you need them. Here are some other ways eat safely in the favorite parking lot:


• Stay clean. Wash your hands in hot, soapy water before and after preparing food (particularly raw meat) and after using the restroom, changing diapers, or playing ball. Wash off your instant-read thermometer after testing grilled foods that will need further cooking.

• Keep cold foods cold. Refrigerate raw meats, poultry, and seafood in the store’s packaging and put in a shallow pan to contain any juices. Use chilled meat, poultry, and seafood within 3 days, or freeze it. When defrosting foods, put them in a drip pan and defrost in the refrigerator rather than on countertops. Marinate meats, poultry, and seafood in the refrigerator unless marinating time is less than 1 hour. Use plenty of ice or ice packs to make sure meats, seafood, and eggs stay cold (40°F or lower) in your cooler until you’re ready to cook them. Pack fish on ice to keep it as fresh as possible: put the ice in a colander, add the fish and cover with a couple layers of plastic to keep everything contained, then put the filled colander in your cooler. While in transit, keep coolers inside the car if you can—rather than in the hot trunk—and put on the air conditioning. At the tailgate, keep the coolers in the shade if you can and avoid opening them too much. Replace ice as it melts. When cold food will be out for more than 2 hours, serve it on trays of ice to keep it chilled. If you have beer kegs, keep them iced down, out of the sun, and covered if possible. If you forget everything else, at least keep the beer cold!

• Keep hot foods hot. Cook foods to a safe temperature by using an instant-read thermometer (see recipes for doneness temperatures). Reheat leftovers to at least 165°F or bring soups, sauces, and stews to a boil. At the tailgate, serve pans or bowls of hot food on warming trays, in slow cookers, or in chafing dishes. Or keep warm over a low-heat grill or burner.

• Avoid cross-contamination. Bacteria from raw foods can migrate to ready-to-eat foods. Use one cutting board for raw meats and a separate one for produce, breads, and other foods. When you only have one cutting board, cut produce and breads first, then raw meats and poultry. After prepping raw meat, wash cutting boards and other surfaces with hot, soapy water. Use disposable towels instead of sponges for soaking up spilled meat juices. (More good reasons to do as much prep at home as you can.) Marinate in heavy-duty zipper-lock bags or put bags of food in glass, ceramic, or other leakproof containers. After marinating meat and poultry, discard unused marinades or boil the used marinade for at least 2 minutes before serving. When using the marinade as a baste, set aside some of the marinade for this purpose before adding raw meat to rest of the marinade; or boil used marinade for at least 1 minute before using as a baste or sauce. Use separate plates for cooked and raw foods. Avoid putting grilled food back onto the same plate that held raw meat or poultry.

• When in doubt, throw it out. Toss out any leftovers that have been at room temperature for more than two hours or in 90°F weather for more than an hour.





* * *

Inject. Marinades add flavor, but they really only penetrate about 1/8-inch or 1/4-inch into the surface of meats. If you want flavor all the way through a big piece of meat, inject it with the marinade instead of just soaking it in the marinade. Injecting is especially good for big pieces of meat that tend to dry out on the grill, like whole turkeys. To inject, buy a kitchen syringe (a.k.a. marinade injector) at a cookware store or well-stocked grocery store (or see Sources for Tailgating Gear). These injectors look like oversized medical syringes and work the same way. You push the plunger down, insert the tip of the needle into the marinade then slowly draw up the marinade into the syringe. Inject the marinade into the meat in several places, and voila! Tenderized, flavor-filled meat. If you don’t have a kitchen syringe, jab the meat in several places with a small sharp knife, then drop the meat into the marinade, working the marinade into the holes. It’s not quite as good as injection, but a fair substitute. If your marinade includes chunks of food like onion or garlic, puree the marinade in a blender or food processor before drawing it into the injector.
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