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  To Tracy, Kelly, and Jeff, who could consume jerky and smoked fish faster than we could make it




  INTRODUCTION
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  Smoke-flavored foods command such high prices at markets, delicatessens, and specialty stores that they are often reserved for special occasions. But you can enjoy such foods as smoked salmon, dried jerky, or a smoke-cooked roast anytime you wish once you have learned to make these foods at home with a minimum of space, effort, time, and money. Most types of meats can be smoked, and a smoky flavor can be added to many other foods, including pasta, beans, cheese, and nuts.




  Smoking is not an exact science, but it requires experimentation. Such variables as climate and equipment will influence the result. More important, personal tastes vary: what is too sweet or salty for one person will be just right for another.




  Smoking foods has a long history. Although we don’t know for sure, man probably learned to smoke meats shortly after he discovered fire. We all know from campfire experiences that smoke repels insects. This repellent quality became clear to us when we were on a wilderness pack trip several years ago. We rode horses, while a string of mules carried our gear. At the end of each day, we turned the horses and mules loose to feed on the lush grasses. Then we set up camp, prepared and ate our meals, and gathered around the evening fire.




  It was summer, and biting insects swarmed around the livestock, causing them extreme discomfort. We soon noticed that every time we had a fire, two of the mules would walk over and stand with their heads in the heaviest of the smoke. Although the smoke seemed to irritate their noses and eyes, evidently they were less bothered by the smoke than by the insects.




  No doubt early man also stood in the smoke of fires to keep insect pests away. Eventually, he may have realized that if smoke kept insects off himself, it would do the same for his meat. Smoking offered another advantage: it also helped in the preservation process. At some point, he must have decided he liked the flavor of smoked meat, too. Anthropologists speculate that early man did not need salt because he got plenty from the raw meats he ate. When he started cooking meat, however, the salt was leached from the meat, so he had to add salt to his diet. He discovered that salt not only enhances the flavor of foods but also acts as a preservative.




  Once he knew how to dry and salt meat, he could preserve it indefinitely. When meat was plentiful, he could dry it and store it for future use; when times were lean, he had a supply of food to sustain him until the next hunt produced more fresh meat.




  Until the advent of refrigeration in the late 1870s, salting was the primary method of preserving meats. Smoking played an important part in this curing process. As freezers became more widely used and cooking with wood or coal became less common, the art of smoking foods fell by the wayside. People still loved the flavor of smoked food, however. A new quick-cooking process using charcoal briquettes came into vogue, and soon, most American families had some type of barbecue grill. For additional smoky flavor, hard-wood chips were added to the hot briquettes, or liquid smoke flavoring to the marinade or sauce. The production of fine old-fashioned smoked foods was left largely to the commercial specialty houses. Dry and semidry sausages, ham, bacon, and smoked fish were available only in the deli section of grocery stores or at gourmet food stores.




  Of course, a few people such as farmers and avid hunters and anglers, still cured and smoked foods. Yet even these people lacked the space and time required for smoking in traditional smokehouses. Soon, the need for an easier, more economical way to smoke foods was evident.




  Companies began to build electric smokehouses, which quickly became popular in many areas of the country. These smokers, or “smoke ovens,” as they are called, produce hot-smoked foods such as smoked fish and jerky, and add smoke flavors to many other foods.




  Today, smoking foods can be as simple or as sophisticated as you want it to be. Most people use some method of hot-smoking, since it is the quickest and easiest way to add a smoky flavor to a wide variety of foods. Those who have the time and the space may opt for a smokehouse, where meats can be cold-smoked using a more controlled and lengthier process. Regardless of the method, however, we now have the means to produce mouth-watering flavors in smoked foods.




  BASIC PRINCIPLES




  When we think of smoked meats and other foods, we usually think of flavor first, then preservation. The moister, more lightly salted foods produced today are more palatable than the heavily salted and very dry foods of the past. Remember, however, that heavily salted and dried foods are preserved; today’s lightly salted and less dry foods need to be treated as perishable.




  There are a number of reasons people choose to smoke foods at home. Doing it yourself is far less costly than buying the finished product. It is a simple, easy process that produces wonderful results. And you can control the salt, sugar, and fat content of your own smoked foods, as well as experiment with herbs and other flavorings.




  Advance preparation of food for smoking varies. Cheese and nuts can be smoked without much preparation. Meats and fish are usually marinated or cured before smoking.




  Cures are necessary for preserving many kinds of smoked foods, especially meats and fish that are cold-smoked. Salt provides a certain amount of safety in preservation, depending upon how much is used. Although curing salts do not usually have to be added to most meats that are hot-smoked, many people like to add some to the brine or dry cure for the flavor they impart. (See Preparing Foods for Smoking.)




  Although the smoke itself does help preserve food, foods are smoked primarily to enhance the flavor. The smoky taste usually comes from hard-woods, each of which gives a slightly different flavor; apple, cherry, maple, hickory, alder, mesquite, and nut woods are good choices. Wood can be used as the heat source itself, or added to an other type of heat source to produce just the smoke.




  The term smoking can be confusing. Sometimes smoking means the kind of cold-smoking traditionally done in old rural smokehouses, or it can refer to hot-smoking foods in an electric smokehouse. Smoking also applies to smoke-cooking, which is done in a unit designed primarily to slow-cook foods. Some experts differentiate between hot-smoking and smoke-cooking, but others insist smoke-cooking is just part of hot-smoking. Confused? Smoking can also mean fast, hot cooking on a barbecue grill, using hardwoods for added flavor. There are other terms used to describe methods of smoking, most of which are hot-smoking. We’ll define many of these methods later.




  For now, let’s clarify the confusion. There are really only two basic types of smoking: cold and hot. Both are based on the same principle: Air is drawn in through openings, usually at the bottom of the smoke chamber (the container in which the food to be smoked is placed). This air swirls around inside and mingles with the smoke, then rises and leaves through openings at the top. While the smoke swirls around the smoke chamber, it penetrates the food. At the same time, the smoke and air pick up moisture from the food and carry it out the top, thereby drying the food.




  Sometimes cold-smoking is preferable; other times hot-smoking is better. The choice depends on the foods involved, the equipment available, and the results you desire.




  Although there are no official definitions, cold-smoking is generally considered to be at temperatures less than 85 degrees F. Hot-smoking is considered to be at temperatures between 120 and 180 degrees F. The range between 85 and 120 degrees F is considered too warm to be cold-smoking and too cold to be hot-smoking. Expert smokers use this middle range to achieve subtle differences in flavors and textures. Above 180 degrees F you are cooking rather than hot-smoking.




  Cold-smoking involves smoking foods under controlled conditions that provide lots of cool smoke. Cold-smoking is used for hams, bacon, some sausages, and some smoked fish.




  Here’s what you need for cold smoking:




  • A way of producing smoke.




  • A method for cooling the smoke until it gets to the smoke chamber.




  • A smoke chamber in which the meat or fish is smoked.




  • Ways to regulate the heat and smoke.




  A fire box or pit is most commonly used to burn wood to produce the smoke. A tunnel, trench, or pipe from the fire pit to the smoke chamber is often used to cool the smoke. Many types of containers are suitable as smoke chambers. Temperature controls and drafts are needed on all smoke chambers to regulate the process, which may take two weeks or more.




  Cold-smoking dries the food and imparts the smoke flavor but does not actually cook it. This process gives a more pronounced smoke flavor than does hot-smoking because the food is in the smoke for a longer time. Meats are usually cured using curing salts before they are cold-smoked, since the very low heat, moisture from the food, and lengthy processing time can otherwise lead to spoilage. Meats are sometimes cold-smoked, then the temperature is raised and the process finished off with a hot-smoke.




  Commercial cold-smoking units can be purchased ready-made or be made to order. You can also construct your own unit for cold smoking (see Equipment).




  Hot-smoking involves smoking foods at higher temperatures, and foods that cook rapidly, such as fish, are usually cooked enough during the hot-smoking process. Many other meats, however, will receive insufficient cooking while being hot-smoked and must be allowed to finish cooking in a hot oven. Much depends on the unit being used, the type of food, and the desired results.




  Most people who smoke foods at home use a hot-smoking method. It is not necessary to add curing salts to a brine when hot smoking at high temperatures, for example, 165 degrees F, since some foods, such as strips of fish, will cook as well as dry at this temperature. Other foods, such as turkey, will not fully cook while in a hot smoker for several hours, but they will be hot enough during this time to be safe before being transferred to a hot oven to finish cooking. Meats become pasteurized when the internal temperature reaches 145 degrees F.




  With hot-smoking it is usually not necessary to use curing salts, since the foods reach temperatures hot enough to ensure safety.




  Hot-smoking can be done in a wide variety of units:




  • Electric smokehouses designed to reach a certain temperature and stay there. Some foods cook at this temperature; others need additional cooking. A pan of hardwood chips over the heat source provides the smoke flavor.




  • A typical backyard barbecue unit that usually cooks the food over a high heat. Hardwood chips or chunks on the heat source provide the smoky flavor.




  • A barbecue unit with a fire chamber that allows smoke to travel from the fire to a separate smoke chamber. Hardwood logs are the preferred fuel. Foods usually cook slowly, though a hotter fire allows food to cook faster.




  • A smoke-cooker that cooks food slowly. Hardwood chunks are used for smoke flavor. A water pan is optional.




  • Many other commercial units in a wide variety of designs and price ranges.




  • Homemade units in which the temperature is regulated by the unit design, drafts, and amount of fuel used. We describe some of these units in more detail in Equipment.




  Hot-smoking is easiest for the home-processor to do, especially in the beginning. For those who are interested in the more complex method of cold-smoking, see the Bibliography.




  Keep records in case you want to duplicate something that turned out especially well. Experiment and develop new recipes for your smoked products. In a notebook, record such things as kinds and cuts of food, type of cure and recipe, curing time and drying time, smoking time, heat source, and type of wood for smoke. Make notes on how you thought the product turned out. Did it need more drying time? Was the smoke flavor too strong or too mild? How was the salt content?




  We also strongly suggest you experiment after learning the basic principles. How much you experiment will depend on many things, including the equipment and type of wood available, the climate in your area, and your own way of doing things. For example, no two people will build a fire exactly the same way. Much of smoke-cooking is trial and error, or as we like to say, trial and success—for if you follow a few basic guidelines, your attempts at smoke-cooking will be successful.




  EQUIPMENT




  As with any project, smoke-cooking requires a certain amount of equipment. The number and kinds of tools you use will depend largely on personal choice. You can rig up some type of container to use as a makeshift smoker, or you may decide to build a smoker that will last for a long time. For many people, buying a commercially made unit is the best option. Other necessities, such as containers for brining or marinating, tongs, and forks, are common items in most kitchens. Let’s first explore the most important piece of equipment you’ll need: a smoker.




  COMMERCIAL SMOKERS




  Since manufacturers use different names for different types of units, terminology can be confusing. For example, the same type of unit may be called a smoker, a smoke oven, or a smokehouse. Remember too, that the name alone does not always tell you what a unit will do. Throughout this book we use the words smoker or unit to describe any kind of equipment that can be used to smoke, smoke-cook, or grill foods.




  There are several advantages to purchasing commercial smokers. They are generally easy to use and are available in many sizes and shapes to fit most needs. In addition, commercial smoke-cookers produce a good end product. Most important, they are ready-made.




  If you are smoke-cooking for the first time, we strongly suggest using a store-bought unit. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully, since each smoker cooks differently. If you’re using a home made unit, you’ll have to experiment with cooking times. Smoke flavoring a pan of ground meat takes much less time than making jerky, and a large roast takes more time than a small roast. A smoker sitting in the hot sun on a dry, calm day will smoke and cook faster than it would on a cold, rainy, windy day. It takes much longer to cold-smoke meat and fish than to hot-smoke them.




  There are many brands of commercial smokers. Before buying, find out all you can about the different units, and assess your needs. If one unit does not fit all your needs, you may want to purchase more than one type of smoker.




  Regardless of the type, every smoker will have a chamber to hold the food and retain the smoke, and a source of heat and smoke.




  Chambers vary greatly in size and shape. The heat can come from any number of sources, including electricity, propane, wood, and charcoal. Smoke is usually produced by some form of wood—for example, sawdust, chips, chunks, and logs.




  Basic units have just a chamber and a heat source. Elaborate units have controls such as drafts and baffles, or extra features such as a thermometer, choice of colors, insulation, and attached shelves. The more features a unit has, the more expensive it will be. The more expensive units are often more versatile.




  Smoke ovens or smokehouses. These units are usually tall and slender, which permits the smoke to mingle with the air and swirl around the food. Holes at the bottom allow air to enter, and holes at the top enable the air and excess smoke to escape.




  The price for smoke ovens or smokehouses varies greatly, depending on the type and size of the unit, which can range anywhere from the smaller models suitable for home use to huge commercial unit that take up several floors of a building.




  One of the most popular home smokers is the lightweight, comparatively inexpensive electric unit (such as the Little Chief and Big Chief smoke-houses manufactured by Luhr Jensen and Sons (now known as Smokehouse Products). Such units hot-smoke, and may or may not also cook the food, depending on the temperature attained in a particular unit, the weather, and the type of food being smoked. Unlike some other types of units, they are designed primarily to dry foods at fairly hot temperatures.




  Electric smokehouses come in several sizes, and can hold about 25 to 100 pounds of food. Some models load from the top, others from the front. The heat source is a hot plate at the bottom of the unit. The smoke is created by a pan of hardwood chips heated on the hot plate. Small electric smokehouses take up little space and are a good choice for people with a limited area available for smoking foods.




  Their small size and light weight make them especially popular with campers who have access to electrical hookups.




  Smoke-cookers. Like the small electric smokehouses, smoke cookers are generally tall and slender. Unlike smokehouses, however, smoke-cookers are designed to fully cook the foods. Some of the units in this category include Coleman’s Smoker-Grill, Weber’s Smokey Mountain Cooker, and Meco’s Water Smokers.




  The heat source (gas, electric, or charcoal) is at the bottom of the unit. Wet or dry hardwood chips or chunks are placed on the heat source to create the smoke. If you prefer to cook the food without adding a smoke flavor, simply leave the wood out.




  Many units are designed to use an optional water pan, which comes with the unit and sits on a rack above the heat. The water creates humidity in the smoke chamber, helping to prevent food from drying out. The water pan can be filled with plain water, water plus wine, or other liquids and seasonings that will add different flavors during the cooking. The marinade used to prepare the meat or fish can also be added to the water. After the meat is cooked, the liquid in the water pan and the meat drippings can be used as a base for making flavorful gravies and sauces.




  The food cooks and smokes on one or more racks above the water pan. Cooking time is normally slow—about twice as long as in a conventional oven.




  Although smoke-cookers are primarily designed to slow-cook foods with an optional smoke flavor, they can be used in other ways as well. If you reduce the heat and do not use the water pan, you basically have a smoke-house or smoke oven, which can be used for making jerky or smoked fish. If you remove the top sections, this type of unit can also be used for grilling. Keep in mind, however, that some smoke-cookers don’t grill as efficiently as units designed specifically for that purpose.




  Of various types of smokers, we probably use the smoke-cooker most often for family meals. Our unit uses propane, so it is quick and simple to use. It is also an appropriate size for our family.




  Off-set dual chamber smoker. This smoker does an outstanding job of grilling or barbecuing, slow-cooking, and smoking. It is very popular in the South and is often made at home or in local welding shops. Commercially available off-set dual chamber smokers include the Hondo Smoker. Many of these steel units are large and heavy and need a permanent location.




  The off-set dual chamber smoker basically consists of two cylindrical, horizontal chambers with hinged lids. One chamber is usually larger than the other. The smaller firebox chamber sits below the larger smoke chamber.




  Both chambers have fire grates and cooking racks and can be used for grilling. Which chamber you use depends on how much food you want to cook. You can use either chamber separately or both chambers at the same time if more room is needed.




  Slow-cooking and smoking are done by using both chambers. The cooking grill is removed from the smaller firebox, and a fire of hard wood logs or chunks is built on the fire grate. This burning hardwood provides both the heat and the smoke. (You can also use briquettes for the heat and wood chunks for smoke.) When the fire dies down, the food is placed in the larger smoke chamber, which has one or more sets of cooking grates.




  A unit with a thermometer, draft, and adjustable dampers on the door and on the smokestack makes it easy to control the heat. You can cook the food by either the long, slow method (at 250 to 300 degrees F) or the quick method, in a conventional oven at 350 to 375 degrees F.




  Barbecue grills. Barbecue grills are usually horizontal or spherical, though they can also be round, oblong, or square. Years ago, charcoal was the heat source for most barbecue grills. Charcoal grills are still popular but many units are now electric or gas.




  Basic units simply grill the food over high heat; more sophisticated grills have lids and temperature controls that allow slow-cooking. Many features and accessories are available.




  The food is usually cooked over high heat, using wood chips or chunks to produce smoke flavor, if desired. In a typical unit, a rack above the heat source holds lava rock or ceramic rock, which distributes the heat. Above that is a pan for catching drippings, then the grill on which the food is placed. A lid covers the entire cooking surface.




  Barbecue grills range from small tabletop designs for picnic use to the large, deluxe wagon-style grills. One of the most enduring models over the years has been the kettle-type grill. It is basically a sphere cut in half horizontally. The bottom half holds the heat source, the cooking grate is set on top of that, and the top half of the sphere is the lid.




  The larger top-of-the-line units have hinged domed lids. The more expensive units have many controls and accessories.




  Other commercial smokers. There are many types of units on the market that don’t fit in the above categories. One is the Oriental version, which can be made of a variety of materials, including clay, metal, brick, or stone. These smokers are sometimes found in stores that carry barbecue units. They are usually egg-shaped, with a flat bottom, and have a draft door and a smoke vent with controls. The fire box is at the bottom, with cooking racks above. The food can be placed on or hung from these racks. The Oriental-type smokers are designed to be used with a lid, as a smoker or smoke-cooker.




  There are models on the market that are portable, lightweight, and compact, and can be used as an oven, stove, roaster, or smoker. Specially designed grates enable you to cook hamburgers and hot dogs over moderate temperatures, or to reach very high, fast temperatures for sauteing, roasting, or broiling, all with just a few charcoal briquettes. Wood chips, Sterno, or other solid fuels can also be used. The units are stainless steel, so they are durable and easy to clean. There are many portable folding models for use in the car or boat, and some permanent standing models for home use.




  Other types of small, portable smokers are available and can be found on the Internet.




  Some units are sold only in certain regions of the country, so look around and see what is available in your area.




  For those who are more serious about smoking foods, there are many insulated commercial smokers with various controls to suit individual needs. The more elaborate models are available only from butcher supply or specialty stores that carry commercial equipment.




  COMPARING THE MODELS




  Before purchasing a smokehouse, smoke-cooker, off-set dual chamber smoker, or barbecue grill, you should consider the following:




  Use. What type of smoke-cooking do you think you will do the most?




  Size. What type of unit do you have room for? The apartment dweller probably can’t accommodate a 165-pound off-set dual chamber smoker, or even one of the larger barbecue grills, but he would most likely have room for a small electric smokehouse, or a smaller barbecue grill. The homeowner has many more options.




  Cost. Prices range from a few dollars on up. Lower-priced units do the basics; more expensive units are most versatile.




  Location. Where will the unit be used? Will you need to move it around? Will it be out of the wind and protected from the elements? Do you want it easily accessible from a kitchen or back door? Consider traffic patterns and safety, especially if you or your neighbors have small children or pets. Some units become very hot during use, so they should be kept away from anything combustible, including the sides of the house or wooden fences. Others will tip over easily during a strong wind or when bumped.




  Heat source. Are you looking for an electric, gas, charcoal, or wood-burning unit? Is hardwood readily available and inexpensive? Smoke-cooking could become expensive if you live in the city and have a unit that requires hardwood logs.




  Convenience. Can you easily add more fuel, wood for smoke, and water to the water pan? Is it easy to insert or remove food?




  Cleanup. Most units require little cleaning other than washing the grill racks and water pans. Stainless steel is less trouble to clean but more expensive.




  Storage. In some parts of the country, smokers can sit outside year-round. (If the unit is stored outside, it is a good idea to keep it covered.) In other areas, they must be moved into a shed or under the carport for winter use, or put away entirely. Not all units are easy to pick up and transport.




  (For a list of selected manufacturers of the different types of units mentioned above, see Sources at the back of this book.)




  HOMEMADE SMOKERS




  Some people prefer to make their own smokers. You may want a very simple device for experimenting with smoking foods before you invest in a more expensive model. Or you may do a lot of home smoking and may want to build a unit to your personal specifications. Cost may be another factor.




  There are many variables to consider when building your own unit—for example, how much space you have available and what type of smoking you plan to do.




  The homemade smoker can be as simple or as grandiose as you wish and can be constructed of almost anything that will hold smoke and food. The simplest smoker we’ve seen resembled an Indian tepee. While Ed was on a hunting trip with friends, one of the hunters shot a deer the first day. The weather was hot, so they decided to make jerky. They constructed a tepee of poles and a tarp and built meat-drying racks inside from more poles. Then they brined strips of deer meat overnight and laid them across the racks inside the tepee. Finally, they built a smudge fire on the ground beneath the racks. At the end of the hunt, they all enjoyed a tasty jerky.




  Fishermen sometimes build makeshift smokers out of cardboard or wooden boxes for whipping up a batch of fresh, hot smoked fish. (Keep in mind that temporary smokers are just that, and remember the hazards of fire.) You can also use wood or steel barrels as smokers. Wooden ones are easier to cut and modify, but the staves eventually shrink from the heat, leaving large gaps that allow too much smoke to escape. Fifty-gallon steel barrels or drums are more difficult to cut and work on, but they last much longer and don’t crack. With either type of barrel, you will have to modify or completely remove the tops and sometimes the bottoms. You will also have to devise a way for smoke to enter the chamber at the bottom and exit near the top. In addition, there must be a way to get the food into the chamber.
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