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PRAISE FOR

CHARRED & SMOKED

“Chef Derek’s food is irresistible. His recipes are always interesting and inventive and well worth exploring. The Grilled Octopus with Corona Bean Ragout & Sherry Gastrique is to die for, and the Smoked Bacon Sundae will make you smile.”

—Chef Shota Nakajima, James Beard Award-nominated chef and
competitor on Food Network's Iron Chef Gauntlet

“I consider myself a tailor of kitchen cutlery, and enjoy crafting custom knives for chefs around the world, including Chef Derek. What a delight to see him work and to experience such delicious food with that charred and smoky goodness. His recipes are made with heart, and I can’t wait to sit down at his table again.”

—Mareko Maumasi, master bladesmith & culinary knife maker;
featured on History Channel’s Forged in Fire

“Chef Derek has created an extensive menu selection in his debut book featuring an exquisite array of dishes that showcase his distinct culinary style. His grilled and charred foods are eclectic with flavors and quality ingredients that are simple, yet unique. Bravo!”

—Chef Eric Leterc, executive chef for Hawaii’s prestigious The Pacific Club
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INTRODUCTION

Charring and smoking food have likely been around since the dawn of cavemen, when meats and vegetables were cooked over an open flame in smoky caves using primitive tools. The first smoker didn’t appear on the market until the late 1930s, revealing that incorporating smoke into foods wasn’t just something that occurred unintentionally when cooking with fire. The commercial smoker represented a culinary breakthrough to create more complexity in food, offering new aromas and tastes while making the food more interesting to eat. Today, the art of charring and smoking has progressed even further thanks to innovative technology, advanced kitchen appliances, and more efficient tools and equipment for the job. Across the globe, home cooks and professional chefs continue dedicating countless hours to testing the limits of what they can char and smoke using different fuels, temperatures, durations, methods, and products. In the end, the basic steps of charring and smoking remain relatively the same as they were thousands of years ago when that first piece of food was cooked over hot coals.

It’s worth noting that the method of charring and smoking, along with searing, burning—all those techniques for achieving mouthwatering dishes with crispy textures and deep robust flavors—are not limited to the world of barbecue. Many in the culinary industry who’ve mastered the exciting art of food and fire are now referring to this savory result as the “fifth taste” after sweet, salty, sour, and bitter. In fact, fire and smoke are showing up far beyond barbecue on today’s menus across the country, which is why you’re not going to find brisket, ribs, or pulled pork in this book. Instead, you’re going to be introduced to and taught how to prepare innovative and delicious meals using everyday food throughout the pages of Charred & Smoked: More Than 75 Bold Recipes and Cooking Techniques for the Home Cook.

From the comfort of your own kitchen or backyard grill, you’ll learn through the easy and informative pages ahead that infusing everyday food with char and smoke is not a fad or accident but a culinary technique that requires persistence and practice to achieve that exciting new world of flavor.

I’m a culinary school graduate who’s worked the grill at notable taquerias, bars, restaurants, oyster houses, champagne parlors, and country clubs throughout the Pacific Northwest, drawing inspiration from my Latin roots. Time spent in the kitchen with my parents and family has taught me how properly burning, charring, and smoking ordinary food increases the flavor profile of many dishes and allows me to entertain friends and guests with new menu options that draws them in and whets their appetite. Incidentally, charred food has deep roots in many cuisines, from Caribbean and Mexican to Turkish and American.

Today, I continue to develop, prepare, and serve up savory charred and smoked-infused dishes at home and at Ascend Prime Steak & Sushi, soon to be one of the hottest new restaurants in Bellevue, Washington.

Because studies have shown that deeply charring meats can produce chemicals that increase the risk of cancer if eaten on a regular basis, not everything in Charred & Smoked is burnt to a crisp. In fact, the majority of recipes only suggest a brief char or smoke. And because studies also show that most carcinogens are found in charred meats, most of the recipes in Charred & Smoked lean toward a bevy of garden-fresh vegetables, fruits, and wild sustainable seafood.

If you’re ready to improve on a classic or would like to try something new, open the pages of Charred & Smoked and begin your culinary journey. For example, next time try grilling your tomatoes before tossing them on a salad or burger or charring your scallions before adding them to a marinade or sauce. Your dishes will elevate you to the next level thanks to the irresistible sweet and smoky flavors that emerge. You’ll also learn how to purposely burn chilies and spices, which is the secret to enhancing dishes with even bolder flavor and aroma. You’ll discover what foods stand up well to a little char, and I will introduce you to many of these delicacies through recipes like Charred Broccolini with Burnt Lime Dressing and Caramelized Beet Bites with Whipped Chévre & Toasted Pistachios. The same holds true with fruits. Natural sugars lead to caramelization, providing home cooks with the right amount of bitterness to counter all that sweetness from, say, a strawberry or peach. And what about those used lemon and lime peels left behind on the cutting board? That’s throwing away free flavor. I will teach you how to make your next salad dressing or side dish much more exciting by incorporating charred citrus. Charring and smoking also takes various proteins like poultry, pork, and seafood to the next level, as you’ll see through such celebrated recipes as Smoked Pork Chop with Burnt Orange Glaze and Caramelized Scallops with Toasted Barley Risotto & Nettle Pesto. There’s also recipe chapters on rubs, seasonings, dressings, marinades, sauces, creative cocktails, and even desserts using fire and smoke, as well as a run-through of the cooking methods used throughout the book and some essential equipment and tools you should have on hand.

So what are you waiting for? Open the book and begin your gastronomic voyage into the exciting world of charring and smoking everyday food for richer and more robust flavor!
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COOKING METHODS IN THIS BOOK

The following cooking methods used throughout the pages ahead provide one essential function: transferring heat needed to cook your food. Take a moment and familiarize yourself with all of these methods so you can apply one or more techniques the next time you find yourself charring or smoking a particular food.

BAKING

Baking is often performed in the oven, using a long dry heat. However, when it comes to charring and smoking food, baking in hot ashes or with hot stones helps impregnate such food with much more earthy, smoky flavors—something an oven cannot provide. Because not everyone has hot ashes or hot stones at their disposal, the oven and its simplicity will be used primarily throughout this book when it comes to baking.

BLANCHING AND SHOCKING

Blanching is a culinary technique home cooks should know. It’s how you get your charred or boiled vegetables to look bright and vibrant yet perfectly cooked. To blanch vegetables, batches of vegetables are quickly added to a large pot of boiling water over high heat (salt, which is optional, may be added) for 2 to 5 minutes, depending on the vegetable. Another option is to char the vegetables in a skillet with a little olive oil over high heat. Then remove the vegetables and immediately plunge them into an ice-water bath (comprising a suitable-sized bowl filled with ice and water) to stop the cooking process. This is known as “shocking” the vegetables. Once cool, remove the vegetables and drain. Just before serving, add the vegetables to a pot of warm (not boiling) water to reheat, then remove and drain again before serving.
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BLISTERING

Blistering is a simple technique, used especially when working with vegetables. To blister a vegetable, such as peppers, begin by adding some hot oil to a cast-iron skillet or other heavy skillet over medium-high heat. The key here is getting the pan scorching hot. Once to temperature, add the peppers. They will begin to sizzle and cook while their outer skins get nicely charred. Turn the peppers occasionally for even charring, but don’t shake the pan. Shaking lowers the heat level. Some vegetables, like peppers, will begin to burst as the liquid inside them boils and ruptures the outer wall. This is okay. Continue to blister the peppers, and remove once there’s a nice even char on the outer skins.

BRAISING

Unlike baking, which relies on long, dry heat, braising uses moist heat. Often used when cooking tough cuts of meat like a rump roast, moist heat helps break down the connective tissues of beef, resulting in meat that is soft and tender. Braising is best achieved in the oven, which uses indirect heat, after the meat has been properly browned or charred on the stove over high heat. The charred beef is then transferred to the oven with plenty of braising liquid (broth, stock, or wine), which should barely cover the meat. At a temperature setting of 250˚F to 300˚F, meat should braise for about 1 hour per pound. The result will be beef that is tender and succulent.
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BRINING

Brining is the process of submerging food such as beef and poultry into a brine solution, typically overnight. Brines usually consist of water and salt, although sugar and a variety of aromatics are often added. The meat then absorbs this solution, thereby decreasing any moisture loss during the cooking process, resulting in a juicier and flavorful dish. When smoking meat or seafood, it’s also best to brine the meat or fish beforehand, which adds more tenderness and flavor to the finished product.

CARAMELIZING

Caramelizing is the process of cooking the food’s natural sugars so they brown and become sweet and nutty with a hint of bitterness. Fruits such as apples, bananas, peaches, along with onions, carrots, and other fruits and vegetables benefit from being caramelized. Sugar, itself, can also be caramelized (page 42). Caramelization is often performed in a hot pan with some olive oil or butter, or a combination thereof. You add foods, such as sliced onions, to the pan and cook over a period of time, while stirring occasionally, until the onions break down and achieve a rich caramelized color.
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CHARRING

Charring is the process of naturally and purposely blackening (or burning) the exterior or outer crust of meat, fruits, and vegetables by grilling, roasting, broiling, or caramelizing to achieve a more robust, smoky flavor along with a crispy texture. There’s really no limit as to what food can be charred. The important rule to understand when it comes to charring is learning heat control. You will want to start hot, char the exterior, then finish the cooking process by finishing in an oven, similar to braising. A great way to char is to place food over the hottest part of a fire or grill, then remove the food as soon as it’s blackened.

DEEP-FRYING

Like its name suggests, deep-frying is performed when food is submerged and cooked in hot oil, resulting in a crisp, golden-brown exterior while the inside of the food is moist and tender. Deep-frying begins with a sturdy, heavy-bottomed pot or, ideally, a home deep-fryer. The most important rule when it comes to deep-frying is to exercise extreme caution when working with hot oil. Handy tools to make your deep-frying experience more efficient include a fine mesh skimmer, a wire draining rack, and a deep fat/candy thermometer. Always make sure to drain your fried food on a draining rack or absorbent paper towels. Also avoid introducing salt or spices into the hot oil, as this will greatly decrease the oil’s frying life.

EMULSIFYING

Emulsifying is a technique used to combine two or more liquids together that normally wouldn’t bond with one another. Good examples are oil and vinegar or oil and water. By whisking these two liquids into one homogenous state, the liquids will bond, but only for a short period of time, as the two liquids will soon separate and return to their natural state. To keep the liquids from separating, slowly whisk while adding the emulsifiers, which are your other ingredients, depending on what you’re making. These emulsifying ingredients, such as mustard or eggs, whisked into the liquids will keep your emulsification stable, resulting in a smooth, creamy aioli, dressing, or sauce that doesn’t separate. This is the art of emulsifying.

GRILLING

When it comes to grilling, there are several primary methods for achieving high heat to char and cook your food: wood burning, charcoal (hardwood lump or briquettes), and gas (natural or propane). Which method is better? There’s definitely pros and cons to each. Ideally, it’s best to have both a wood fire or charcoal grill and a gas grill when it comes to outdoor cooking. With wood fire and charcoal, you get real fire, resulting in higher heat and a more authentic smoky flavor, especially if using hardwood lump charcoal and incorporating presoaked wood chips. Although preheating the wood fire or charcoal grill can take some time, along with the cleanup because you’re working with real ashes, the results are often well worth the time spent. With gas grills, it’s all about convenience with little cleanup. However, you don’t often get that real smoke flavor, which is why adding wood chips is often recommended. Regardless of which method of grilling you prefer, always keep the grill clean. Oiling your grill before cooking also helps to prevent sticking. If using charcoal, try to avoid lighter fluid, as it often expels a “chemical” smell and taste.
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PREHEATING

Preheating the Outdoor Grill

As discussed in the Grilling method (page 8), there are many options when it comes to selecting an outdoor grill, whether it be wood burning, charcoal, or gas. In fact, no two grills are alike, yet the foundation is the same. It is important to bring your grill up to the proper temperature before starting the cooking process. Think of pasta; you wouldn’t want to drop the pasta into the water before it’s boiling, right?

Before igniting your grill, carefully review the manufacturer recommendations on the types of fuel needed. Gas grills are easy, as there’s not much to preheating other than turning on the gas, igniting the sparker, and allowing the temperature gauge to reach proper temperature, which varies depending on what you’re grilling.

Wood burning, charcoal, and other solid fuel–burning grills can be a bit trickier, as there are additional factors to consider, such as ambient temperature, moisture, the quality of the grill’s metal shell, and often, the lack of a built-in thermometer.

For most charcoal grills, select a bag of regular, self-lighting, Kingsford briquettes. This avoids the use of lighter fluid. Stack a pile of briquettes, about 4 or 5 inches high, that covers about half the grill area. Light the charcoal with a flame, and allow the fire to burn out, uncovered, until you are left with embers or the briquettes ashed over. At this point, cover the grill with the lid for 10 minutes, then your grill will be preheated and ready for use.

Whichever grill you are using, make sure you are always operating the grill in a well-ventilated area (always outdoors, never indoors) and away from anything that has the potential to catch fire from a rogue spark.
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Preheating the Electric Smoker

Even though manufacturers may say you don’t need to preheat your electric smoker, it’s best to have the unit preheated and operational before you’re ready to smoke. This process also helps maintain a consistent temperature environment.

Before preheating the smoker being used throughout this book, which is the Smokin Tex Pro-Series Stainless Steel Electric Smoker (page 23), make sure the smoker is stable on a solid foundation. Also choose a dry, sheltered, and well-ventilated location. Do not expose the smoker to any rain or snow.

Prior to plugging the smoker into an outlet, remove the smoking tray and fill three-quarters with dry wood chips. The kind of wood chips depend on what you’re smoking (page 17). Don’t worry if some of the wood chips fall through the perforation; it won’t disrupt anything. Return the tray to the smoker, making sure it is securely in place. (Note: the door will not close if the tray is not properly locked in place.)

Plug the smoker into an outlet, and set the knob on the top of the unit to the desired temperature, depending on what you’re smoking. The smoker will be properly preheated when you see a steady stream of white smoke being expelled from the ventilation hole on top of the unit.
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MARINATING

Like brining, marinating is a method of soaking food to intensify the flavor while increasing moisture in the food being marinated. Meat, vegetables, seafood, and poultry can all benefit from absorbing marinade. Just make sure to plan ahead so the food has time to marinate. A general rule of thumb is the longer the food marinates, the more flavorful it will become. While beef, pork, and poultry will benefit from marinating 4 to 6 hours and even overnight, some foods like fish and seafood should only marinate for 1 or 2 hours. Any longer and the acid (or citrus) in the marinade will “cook” the fish. Although most marinades are made with a combination of oil, acid (such as citrus, vinegar, or wine), and seasonings, it’s worth noting that not all marinades are “wet.” Some marinades, often referred to as rubs, can be pastes and dry spice mixtures, which also add flavor to the food.

PAN-FRYING

Pan-frying is similar to sautéing, with a few exceptions. When pan-frying, more fat is used to cook the food and you often cook at lower temperatures. You also won’t move the food as much as you would when sautéing. Similar to braising, charring, and roasting, the purpose of pan-frying is to establish a nice, charred crust on the exterior of the food being pan-fried. The partially cooked food is then finished in the oven so the inside can finish cooking.

ROASTING

Roasting, like baking, often occurs in the oven and relies on hot dry air to draw out the natural flavors while cooking the food, such as meat, poultry, and vegetables. Roasting also helps caramelize and char the food, which makes for a crispy outside and moist inside while providing more complex flavors and aromas. Typically when roasting, the food is left uncovered to allow the dry heat to cook the food instead of steam. Roasting is also performed at temperatures ranging from 200˚F to 500˚F; the food is cooked slowly for a longer period for more tender and juicer results. When roasting at home, be sure to preheat your oven thoroughly at least 30 minutes prior to cooking. You can also use the broiler setting just prior to finishing to boost the overall caramelization of the cooking process.
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