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Preface

WHAT ONCE WAS a necessary life skill for most has become an enjoyable pastime for many. Salting and smoking meats for preservation is an age-old skill. I’m not sure my grandparents would have called salting and smoking hams and bacon a “joy”—it was a necessity of survival for them and the generations before the advent of refrigeration. I can, however, remember the fun they all had during the family and community hog-butchering days. Their skills were passed down from generations, but the skills are not hard to learn. Using smoke and salt to cure meats for preservation is a fun, easily learned process and also a great way of providing your family with great-tasting foods.

Other than cold-smoking hams and bacon, no other type of smoking or smoke cooking was done in our family when I was growing up. Later, once I discovered our home-cured hams were great slow-cooked over a rotisserie, I discovered the joy of smoking different foods and I’ve now been smoking meats for more than forty years. I have smoked everything from salmon to whole hogs. The delicious results are why it’s no wonder the process of smoking in all forms has become increasingly popular.

In addition to salt curing, I have included both cold-smoking and hot-smoking methods in this book. I have also included some barbecuing methods utilizing smoke although there are literally thousands of recipes and entire books written on barbecue cooking.

I hope this book brings you the joy of salt curing and smoking.



PART I

About Smoking and Salt Curing
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All About Smoking and Salt Curing
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SMOKING, COMBINED WITH using salt to preserve meats, is one of mankind’s oldest and most important survival skills. The use of salt has a long history. Salt is one of the most important elements and was in use long before recorded history. Since the dawn of time, animals have instinctively forged trails to natural sources to satisfy their need for salt. In turn, ancient man obtained his salt from eating animal meat. As he turned to agriculture and his diet changed, he found that salt (maybe seawater) gave other foods the same salty flavor he was accustomed to in meat. Over many millennia, man learned how salt helped with preserving food. Salt was also an important trade item. Many nomadic bands carried salt with them and traded it for other goods. Wars were even fought over salt. According to the Salt Manufacturers Association (www.saltinfo.com),

About 4,700 years ago, the Chinese Png-tzao-kan-mu, one of the earliest known writings, recorded more than 40 types of salt. It described two methods of extracting and processing salt, similar to methods still in use. Writings on salt no doubt also existed on ancient clay tablets and on Egyptian papyri. Even without written evidence, we can be fairly certain that salt-making and use was a feature of life in all ancient communities.

For centuries, salt has been used to preserve foods such as meat, fish and dairy products. Even with the development of refrigeration, salt preserving remains an important aid to food hygiene. Salt acts as a binder as it helps extract the myofibrillar proteins in processed and formed meats, binding the meat together and reducing cooking losses. Used with sugar and nitrate, salt gives processed meats, such as ham, bacon and hot dogs, a more attractive color.

In addition, the use of smoke, both as a preservative and during cooking, has also been—and still is—very important. The first smoking, or “cooking,” was probably done over a smudge, a smoky fire in a cave. Today smoking and smoke-cooking meats can be just about as primitive, or extremely sophisticated.

Several types of smoking can be done depending mostly on the temperature of the smoke heat applied. This includes dry or cold smoking, hot smoking, and barbecuing. Dry or cold smoking is used to impart the flavor of the smoke as well as help to dry out the meat. This is used for drying jerky and sausages, as well as for drying and adding flavor to hams, bacon, and other meats. Temperatures normally are not allowed to get above 100°F. Cold smoking is also quite often used in conjunction with the brining or salt curing of many different types of meats and meat products. All cold-smoked meats must be further cooked before consumption.

Hot smoking utilizes smoke and heat to add flavor at the same time that the meats are cooked. This type of smoking is done indirectly over hot coals, or with gas or electric heat, and temperatures rarely exceed 250°F. Cooking time is several hours. This is a common method for cooking briskets, ribs, and other popular smoked foods. Hot smoking may or may not involve water, and may be dry or moist cooking.

One of the original forms of smoke cooking is the old-time pit barbecue, and some believe the word barbecue comes from the Caribbean word barbacoa, translated as “sacred fire pit.” Outdoor cooking on the barbecue grill is a very popular pastime and a favored method of cooking. In the South, barbecue usually refers to roast pork; in the Southwest, it usually refers to beef. Barbecuing is cooking with direct heat and may or may not include smoking. Smoking does, however, impart more flavor to barbecued foods.

In addition to salt curing, I have included both cold-smoking and hot-smoking methods in this book. I have also included some barbecuing methods utilizing smoke, although there are literally thousands of recipes and entire books written on barbecue cooking.

I’m not sure that my grandparents would have called salting and smoking hams and bacon a joy, as it was a necessity of survival for them and their parents before the advent of refrigeration. I can, however, remember the fun they all had during the family and community hog butchering days. Their skills were passed down from generations, but the skills are not hard to learn. Using smoke and salt to cure meats for preservation is a fun, easily learned process as well as a great way of serving your family great-tasting foods.

Other than cold-smoking hams and bacon, there was no other type of smoking in our family when I was growing up. Later, once I discovered that our home-cured hams were great slow-cooked over a rotisserie, I discovered the joy of smoking different foods, and I’ve now been smoking meats for forty years or more. I have smoked everything from salmon to whole hogs, with wonderful results. Which is why it’s no wonder the process of smoking in all forms has become increasingly popular.

I hope this book brings you the joy of smoking.
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Smokers and Other Tools
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THE MOST IMPORTANT tools for smoking, of course, are smokers. In days past, the smokehouse was a traditional building found on most farmsteads. These buildings often served two purposes—as a place to cure, age, and then store hams, shoulders, and other meats, as well as a place to cold-smoke them. In cold climates, the meats were usually left hanging in the smokehouse until consumed. These smokehouses varied greatly in design and size. Some were simply slats fastened to a frame; others were made of chinked logs. Some were more elaborate and constructed to match other farm outbuildings. All, however, had a system of venting out the smoke, and many had screens over the openings to keep out pests. Sizes ranged from just a few square feet, with smoke generated in a fire outside and piped in, to larger structures capable of smoking larger numbers of hams, shoulders, and bacon. The smoke fire was built inside, either on the ground or in a stone fire pit. My granddad had such a smokehouse—one large enough to smoke the meat from a dozen or so hogs, as were often butchered during family and community hog butchering days. Even after he hadn’t smoked in the building for years, it still held the smell of hickory smoke.
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Smoking requires smokers, and if you intend to smoke in volume, you may wish to make up your own traditional wooden smokehouse.

Homemade Smokers

You can build your own wooden-frame traditional smokehouse, although these days, most of us don’t have the space or the need for a traditional smoke building. A better choice today is a smaller smoker. You can also make your own cold smoker quite easily. Many years ago, when I first became interested in cold smoking, I constructed my first smoker from plywood—a simple box with a door on one side, a hole on the top, and an electric hot plate holding a pan of soaked wood chips. I used the box for cold-smoking salmon and other fish, as well as some bacon.

My next smoker consisted of a fifty-gallon metal drum. I cleaned the drum thoroughly and cut out both ends. I dug a three-foot-deep and three-foot-wide hole for a fire pit, then dug a six-inch trench twelve feet long from the pit to the barrel.

It’s important that the trench run slightly uphill to allow the heat-driven smoke to rise up and into the smoker barrel. I used rocks to line the fire pit, installed some six-inch stovepipe in the trench, and covered the pipe with soil. I then set the barrel in place over the end of the stovepipe. I simply placed a couple of broom-handle sticks across the barrel top, hung hams and bacon from the broomsticks, and placed the cut-off barrel top over the broom handles. I built fire in the pit, placed a metal sheet over it, and regulated the airflow by propping the metal sheet cover up or down with a rock. I placed a tarp over the barrel to create a primitive damper and to regulate smoke. This simple smoker could cold-smoke a couple of hams quite easily.

A few years later, I improved my smoker using a discarded refrigerator. As I experimented, I discovered that a refrigerator smoker can be “fired” in two ways. The first and original method was to cut a hole in the bottom or lower side of the refrigerator and install a metal stovepipe. I set this over my original stovepipe and fire pit arrangement. I cut a smoke opening in the top of the refrigerator and added a damper, a simple metal plate held in place with one screw. A wooden stove-pipe with damper could also be used. Lastly, I drilled a hole near the top of the refrigerator and installed a dial meat thermometer with silicone caulking applied around it.
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A cold smoker can easily be made using a barrel or an old recycled refrigerator.

The only problem with this style of smoker, as well as the smokehouses of old, is it requires a lot of attention and effort to maintain the fire for proper cold smoking. A number of years later, I added an electric hot plate to the bottom of the refrigerator. Placing a pan of water-soaked wood chips on the hot plate made smoking easier, but it I still had to monitor the thermometer and refill the chip pan.

You can also make a propane-fueled smoker using a large barrel. This smoker can be used for both cold and hot smoking. Again the bottom is cut out and the top lid removed. Fire is provided by a cast-iron fish or turkey fryer with burner regulator.
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You can also make up your own propane-powered hot smoker using a barrel and replacement fish-fry burner and regulator.

You will, of course, need racks to hold a wood chip pan, a water/grease pan, and for the meat. A dial thermometer, or a remote probe thermometer, and a damper should be placed in the top lid.

Purchased Smokers

These days smoking is extremely popular, and a number of manufactured smokers are available. They come in a wide range of sizes, styles, prices, and types of fuel used. Fuels include charcoal, wood, wood pellets, gas, and electric. The simplest to use are the electric smokers; simply plug them in and add wood chips and meat. Gas is also easy; just add wood chips and meat. The newer pellet smokers are extremely easy. Set to the desired temperature and fill the hopper with the flavor or variety of wood pellets desired.
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A number of manufactured smokers are available in a wide range of types and sizes, fueled by electricity, charcoal, or wood.
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One of the simplest and longtime traditional smokers is the domed-lid water smoker.

Charcoal-fueled smokers require a bit more effort as well as more attention, but many prefer the taste of charcoal-smoked meats. Purist smoker chefs prefer dedicated wood smokers, but these require the most work and monitoring.

Styles include simple, water-pan, barbecue-style units; the larger dedicated indirect-heat smokers; electric-fired and gas-fired smoker/cookers; and a number of barbecue-grill smokers. Prices range from around $50 for simple domed units to several thousand dollars for smokers big enough to do a whole hog. Your first step is to determine what you want to smoke and what type of smoking you intend to do. Do you want a dedicated smoker? Do you want the convenience and ease of gas or electric, or do you prefer to smoke with charcoal or wood? How much do you want to spend? How much will you smoke at a time? Do you want to both smoke and grill? Where will you store the smoker?

The simplest and most economical are the dome-lid, water-pan smokers. Over the years, I’ve tested a number of these, including the Brinkmann Smoke ’n Grill, which you can find along with other brands and types of smokers at any retailer that sells smoking and barbecuing supplies. The Smoke ’n Grill is a charcoal smoker, and the style has been around for a long time.

They’re economical to buy and run, and they can be used to either hot-smoke or grill. The model I’ve tested will grill or smoke up to fifty pounds of meat. Features include easy-to-clean porcelain-coated charcoal and water pans; a large front door for adding charcoal, wood chips, and water; two cooking racks; and a temperature gauge. Smoke cooking with water is extremely easy to do and offers a pleasant surprise if you haven’t tried it. This unique cooking process combines aromatic smoke and steam to continually baste the food while the indirect heat slowly cooks it, creating delicious, succulent smoked meals. Although the unit I tested is charcoal fired, gas-fueled water cookers are also available. Most of these units can also double as barbecue grills.

Another choice is an electric smoker. These units can be used for both cold and hot smoking. Most units will run from a little over $200 to around $600. I’ve tested two, the Bradley and the Masterbuilt Digital models. They’re very easy to operate, and they maintain a constant regulated heat. Turn them on, set to the heat desired, add the smoke materials, fill with meat, and then leave them alone. Most also have provisions for a water pan to add moistness to the cooking.
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These charcoal-fueled smokers utilize a pan holding water or marinades over the coals, and between the meat, providing a semi-indirect heat for long smoking times.
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An electric smoker, such as the Bradley smoker, provides almost hassle-free smoking. Electric smokers are easy to operate and provide steady, even heat at the temperature desired, from cold to hot smoking.

One such unit I’ve used for years is the Bradley smoker. Although mine is an older model, their new digital models offer a number of advantages. All models will hot-smoke at up to 320°F and cold-smoke, slow-roast, or dehydrate at 140°F.

Merely turn the thermostat to the desired temperature. One of the unique features of the units is they burn Bradley flavored bisquettes, preformed wood chip discs that self-load into the smoker. Precise burn time is twenty minutes per bisquette. The insulated smoking cabinet is easy to use any time of the year, as I’ve discovered many a winter month. Six removable racks accommodate large loads and allow heat and smoke to circulate evenly. The Bradley has an easy, front-loading design. The Bradley unit also has a separate smoke generator accessory unit that fastens to the cabinet. The smoke generator can be removed and the accessory pipe used to set the smoke generator a distance from the smoker unit. Using only the smoke generator, you can create a true cold smoke at 80°F to 100°F for drying.
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Bradley smokers utilize Bradley pressed-wood bisquettes to provide the smoke.
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The smoke generator feeds bisquettes at a precise burn time of 20 minutes per bisquette.

Probably the most versatile electric smoker I’ve tested is the Masterbuilt Electric Digital Smoker, which is available at most retailers. You can do anything, from simple barbecuing to cooking sausage and smoking all types of meat. The digitally controlled electric smoker comes with a remote meat probe, inside light, and a glass door.

You can actually watch your meat cook and smoke without opening the door. The push-button digital temperature and time control makes smokehouse cooking as easy as grilling. The thermostat-controlled temperature creates even, consistent smoking from 100°F to 275°F. You can easily cold-smoke or hot-smoke. The built-in meat probe helps ensure perfectly cooked food every time and instantly reads the internal temperature of the meat. Wood chips are loaded through a convenient door in the side. The Masterbuilt smoker also features a drip pan and a rear-mounted grease pan for easy cleanup. The removable pan keeps food moist. The four removable, chrome-plated cooking racks have 720.5 square inches of cooking space for large quantities of food. An air damper controls the smoke.
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An accessory for the Bradley smoker sets the smoke generator a distance from the smoker, allowing for true cold smoking at 100°F or less.
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The Masterbuilt Electric Digital Smoker is an extremely versatile electric smoker for everything from cold to hot smoking and BBQ cooking.

For true hot-smoked, barbecue-style smoking, nothing beats a dedicated indirect smoker. The better units can also be used as cold smokers. These are fueled by charcoal or wood, some newer ones by pellets. They also range in size from tailgater models to huge smokers capable of holding a whole hog. A catering friend of mine has a custom-made unit, on a trailer, that can smoke-cook three hogs, or a whole steer. Prices for these types of smokers begin at $600 to $700. I’ve also tested a number of these, wearing out a couple over the years. This is one type of smoker you do not want to scrimp on. Cheaper units are made of thinner metal, are less rigid, and simply won’t last as long, as I’ve found out the hard way. These units, however, even the smaller ones, do require some space and are fairly heavy. They should be on a noncombustible surface such as concrete or gravel.
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The digital controls make setting and regulating heat and time quick, easy, and precise.
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The Masterbuilt features a removable pan for easy loading of wood chips for smoking.
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The Masterbuilt water pan provides for water smoking for hot-smoking moistness.
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A built-in remote meat probe in the Masterbuilt provides an instant digital readout of internal meat temperatures.
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An external drip tray makes cleanup easy.
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The glass door on the Masterbuilt allows you to see the meat as it smokes.
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A built-in light on the Masterbuilt makes nighttime smoking easy.

The 16" Horizon Classic Smoker is a fairly common size for backyard smokers, although larger units are available. The unit has the offset firebox for indirect cooking and a large cooking area that can easily smoke enough food for sixty people. Most importantly, the unit is welded from new structural steel with quarter-inch pipe. The company offers a lifetime warranty against burnout. The hinged lids are also heavy-duty quarter-inch piping. A 16" x 16" firebox provides long cooking times and fuel efficiency, and the unit will burn wood, charcoal, or a combination of both. The 16" x 32" horizontal cooking chamber has 680 square inches of available cooking surface. The side firebox door provides easy access for ash removal and damper control. The smokestack also has a damper control. A wood storage shelf is under the cooking chamber. A grease drain and a cleanout hook make cleanup hassle-free and prevent flare-ups. Twelve-inch wagon-style wheels make the 300-pound unit easy to move around. Chrome spring handles stay cool during smoker use and last for years. A thermometer in a threaded port indicates temperature and cold- and hot-smoking ranges.
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An indirect, dedicated smoker, such as the Horizon, is the ultimate for serious smokers. Dedicated smokers can cold-smoke, hot-smoke, even barbecue, and they have the choice for long, low temperature or hot smoking.
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The big firebox on the Horizon, separate from the meat-cooking area, provides plenty of space for loading lots of fuel for long cooking times.
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The Horizon smokestack with damper provides for easy regulation of heat and smoke.
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A dial thermometer provides temperature information for easy control.
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The big cooking area on the Horizon provides lots of space for smoking for a crowd and smoking larger cuts of meat.

The standard and very popular barbecue grills can also be used for hot smoking. These are available in a wide range of sizes, styles, and prices from tabletop to huge built-in models. Some models can also be used for cold smoking. Models include both charcoal- and gas-fired. The larger units, or those with larger cooking surfaces, are best for smoke cooking because they allow for more temperature control and indirect cooking methods.
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A standard barbecue grill, if it is large and covered, can be used for smoking. The grill must also have a temperature gauge rather than a heat range gauge.
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Other tools include a fireplace-type poker for charcoal or wood smokers, and heavy-duty insulated mitts.

Salt-Curing Tools

Salt-curing meats also requires some tools, the amount, number, and types depending on what kind of salt curing and smoking you do and how involved you become. If you do your own butchering, you’ll need tools for those chores. Regardless, you’ll need sharp knives for cutting up meat and sharpeners for keeping the knives sharp. Meat-processing or butcher knives come in a wide variety of sizes and shapes, with different types used for different chores. Wide-bladed knives are best for slicing meat into small chunks or slices. The more flexible thin-bladed knives are best for deboning meat.

I prefer the rounded-tip butcher knives for cutting meat into smaller pieces. The upswept tip doesn’t “catch” on meat as you slice it. Butcher knives can be purchased separately or in sets. Some sets even include a sharpening steel as well. For instance, the RedHead Deluxe Butcher Knives Kit includes paring, boning, and butcher knives; a meat cleaver; spring shears; a square-tube saw; a honing steel; a cutting board; butcher’s apron; and six pairs of gloves—all in a case.

Keeping knife blades sharp is an extremely important facet of any type of meat preparation. This is a continuous operation, and using the proper tools can make it easy to have sharp knives as needed. A wide variety of knife-sharpening devices is available, ranging from the simple but extremely effective butcher’s steel to powered sharpeners. The powered hones, such as those from Chef’sChoice, can make the chore of sharpening a dull knife quick and easy.
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