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Introduction


While this book does contain grilling techniques and tips, this isn’t a book solely about barbecuing and grilling. It’s about one of the oldest cooking processes on earth—smoking.


For years now, people all over the world have been using the flavors of smoke to enhance meals. Today smoke is still used as a preservative to a small extent, but for the most part, it’s used to make foods taste better. In fact, smoke can be considered an ingredient in its own right. Herbs, spices, and other ingredients in a recipe meld together in a kind of chemical reaction to make food taste delicious. Smoke is just one more element that adds a layer of flavor.


Don’t be intimated, though. Adding smoke flavor to foods doesn’t mean you have to spend eighteen hours watching over a barbecue pit tending the heat, wood, and meat. Adding smoke to something delicate like a scallop so it has a hint of apple wood sweetness is just as rewarding—and far less time-consuming.


In this book, you’re going to learn how much fun adding smoke to your foods can be. Smoking foods doesn’t require fancy equipment. You can smoke something with a couple of charcoal briquettes and some wood chips wrapped in foil. There is a good chance most of the tools you need to start smoking a variety of foods are already in your pantry, garage, or patio. You can even use a stovetop smoker to create delicious smoked foods indoors!


Whether it’s with a coffee can and a couple of hot briquettes and wood chips or a giant mobile barbecue pit that costs as much as a car, the techniques for creating smoke are not much different. Heat, wood, and just a little oxygen are all you need to make smoke.


The recipes found in this book demonstrate a variety of smoking techniques and equipment, from tea smoking using a wok to low-and-slow cooking in a backyard smoker. Remember, these techniques and flavors are easily mixed together. Use these recipes as a guide—mix and match different wood smoke flavors, spices, herbs, and other ingredients. Experiment with different combinations of meats, vegetables, marinades, rubs, and sauces. Try different techniques and woods to create your own signature smoke flavor. When it comes to smoking your own foods, there really should be only one rule, and that is: have fun with it!



CHAPTER 1
Introduction to Smoked Foods


Smoke adds a layer of flavor to foods that, for many people, is the essence of comfort. What was once an essential technique for preserving foods has evolved into a cooking process that is now, for the most part, done to please your taste buds. Smoking is one of the easiest ways to add flavor to foods and can make even the most inexperienced cook look and feel like an expert.

The History of Smoked Foods

The technique of smoking foods can be traced back to the time when people lived in caves. As hunters hung meat in the cave to dry, they learned that the meat hung closer to a fire would absorb the fire’s smoke. The meat that dried closer to the fire would be better preserved than meat hung farther away—and it tasted different as well.

As mankind moved out of caves and into huts or tents, food preservation became more important. A nomadic lifestyle meant meat might not always be readily available, and keeping spoilage to a minimum was vital to survival. Smoking helped solve this problem. For example, the Native Americans of the Pacific Northwest have smoked their annual salmon catch for years by tying the fish to cedar boards and drying them over an open fire. Drying and smoking the salmon gave them the ability to store their fish for the long winters.
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Is there really a difference between barbecue and grilling?

Technically there is a difference, from a traditional standpoint. Barbecue is cooking with indirect heat using a low-and-slow method, while grilling is high-heat cooking directly over the heat source. But if you’re in your backyard grilling steaks and want to call it a barbecue, go right ahead!







Eventually, as curing meats in salt and brines became more popular, the combination of salt and smoke was used to increase the effectiveness of meat preservation. When the refrigerator was developed and then combined with modern transportation modes, salting, curing, and smoking became less of a need. Instead, smoking is now used to enhance the flavor of food. Additionally, smoking meats is a popular way to tenderize cheaper, tougher cuts of meat.

Evolution of Smoking Styles and Tools

The ancestry of the modern-day smoker can be traced back to the invention of the Torry Kiln, which was built at the Research Center Torry in Aberdeen, Scotland, in 1939. The Torry Kiln made large-scale smoking possible. Prior to the development of the Torry Kiln, smoke moved through the smoker using natural draft, meaning the air moved from the bottom of the smoker to the top, with no way to control humidity. Instead, the Torry Kiln used a series of motor-driven fans, heaters, temperature sensors, and air diffusers to control the amount of smoke.

It is not known where the term barbecue first came from, but there are plenty of educated guesses. For example, the ship logs of Christopher Columbus contain several references to the natives on the island of Hispaniola cooking over open fires. They referred to this style of cooking as “barbecoa.”

This style of cooking eventually made it to the southern region of America, where slaves used the techniques imported from the islands and combined them with the spices and flavors they brought with them from Africa. At around the same time, the open-pit method of cooking became popular along the Mexican border, using the spices and flavors of that country. Just as the United States is considered a “melting pot,” barbecue is a “melting pot” of flavors, cooking styles, and spices from all around the world.
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Another theory regarding where the word barbecue came from is that the term originated from the French phrase “barbe a queue,” which means “from head to tail.”







Smoking Is Hot Right Now

Thanks to television, smoking is now one of the hottest food trends in the United States and abroad. American-style barbecue has become a comfort-food staple in many European countries. You can even find American-style barbecue restaurants in Japan and China.

Some of the most popular TV cooking shows feature smoked foods. There are barbecue competition shows and reality shows, and shows featuring chefs who use modern-day smoking techniques to infuse mild smoke flavors into their foods—all of which can easily be recreated in the home.
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BBQ Pitmasters on Destination America Network is one of the more popular barbecue shows. This competition show demonstrates the talents of some of the best restaurant and competition barbecue circuit pit masters in the United States and Canada.







In addition, the competition barbecue circuit has never been more popular. The Kansas City Barbecue Society has almost 2,500 team names registered and sanctions over 200 competitions a year. Almost every state or region in the United States has its own barbecue association. And some of the most passionate and talented smoked food enthusiasts live in European countries. Teams from Denmark, the Netherlands, and England have been successful in some of the most prestigious barbecue competitions all over the world.

The trend only seems to be growing. Websites and blogs dedicated to smoking foods are some of the most popular websites on the Internet. Barbecue forums, where members trade recipes and teach each other techniques and skills for smoking, are popular destinations for new and experienced chefs alike.

The Temperatures of Smoke

There are three temperature ranges for smoking foods. Keep in mind that the temperature mentioned isn’t actually the temperature of the smoke, but more importantly, the temperature of the air that surrounds the food in the cooking chamber of the smoker, also known as ambient temperature. Smoke doesn’t cook anything. The heat that accompanies the smoke does. Why is this important to understand? Because there are some foods that you don’t want to cook while smoking. If you’ve decided you want to try your hand at making the perfect smoked Gouda or Cheddar for macaroni cheese, you don’t want to cook your cheese while smoking, so it’s important to know the ambient temperature.

What about the wonderful bacon you’ve taken the time to cure? Cooking it while smoking would just deny you the joy of frying up a pan of bacon on the stove and enjoying the aroma later. However, if you’ve got yourself a giant fifteen-pound brisket, you aren’t going to want to cold smoke it, because it would never reach the temperature you need to break down the collagens. Instead, you’ll want to put it on the smoker for eighteen hours at a higher temperature.

Cold Smoke

The technique of using cold smoke is employed primarily to add a light smoke flavor to foods without actually cooking it. Almost anything can be cold smoked to some degree: Pork, seafood, beef, poultry, vegetables, and cheeses are a just a few examples.

One of the best things about cold smoking is that it can be done at a relatively inexpensive price. You don’t need expensive equipment: A cardboard box or newly purchased five-gallon paint bucket from the local hardware store are all you need—along with the knowledge of how to create heatless smoke, of course.

It is possible to keep the cost down because you aren’t cooking the food with an open flame, just smoke.
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Only use cardboard boxes or plastic buckets for cold smoking. Since the temperature from the heat source doesn’t go above 85°F and there isn’t an open flame, you can safely use carboard and plastic.







The smoke used in cold smoking is either generated with equipment and techniques designed to provide an unheated smoke, or created through traditional methods and allowed to cool before it reaches the food. Cold smoking is normally done at ambient temperatures between 65°F and 85°F (20°C–30°C). At these temperatures, the food will take on the smoke flavor, but will not be cooked. It will stay moist and raw-looking. If the foods have not been cured prior to cold smoking, they will need to be cooked in some manner before eating.

Hot Smoke

Foods that have been hot smoked are usually fully cooked when the smoking process is completed. The foods may be reheated, grilled, or fried after smoking, but they are typically okay to eat without any additional cooking. Hot-smoked foods include popular things like hams and some sausages.

Smoking foods at temperatures in the 126°F–176°F (52°C–80°C) range allows the smoke to enhance the flavor of the food while keeping the food moist and without the shrinkage you would normally get from smoking foods at a higher temperature. At these mid-level temperatures, the flavorful fats will not render out of the meat. Fats in sausages, hams, and other similar products are vital to the flavor when cooking or reheating. Smoking the hams and other meats at these temperatures will allow the smoke to flavor the meat without rendering all the fat from the meat.

Smoke Roasting or Barbecue

Smoking at higher temperatures, typically above 200°F (93°C), is commonly known as barbecuing. When cooking at these temperatures you are roasting your food with heat, just as you would in your oven, except you have the benefit of the additional smoke flavor.

This method of cooking is normally done outdoors using a barbecue pit or smoker of some type. However, it can be accomplished indoors with proper ventilation and the correct tools. Smoking foods in a conventional oven should only be done in a well-ventilated area to avoid carbon monoxide poisoning.

In many parts of the world barbecuing and grilling are the same thing, but they are different processes. Grilling is normally a “hot-and-fast” method, while barbecuing is considered “low-and-slow.” For example, if a whole chicken is grilled over direct heat, it will take somewhere in the neighborhood of 30 minutes. If the same chicken is barbecued “low-and-slow,” the cooking time jumps to between 3 and 4 hours, depending upon the size of the chicken. You can add smoke flavor while grilling using wood chips, pellets, or wood planks.

Direct Heat versus Indirect Heat

Generating smoke outdoors can be accomplished using several different methods. Whether you choose to smoke your foods on a grill, smoker, or some other device, you will use either a direct or indirect heat source. Knowing whether to use direct or indirect heat to smoke your food is an essential part of being a great cook.

Direct Heat

Direct-heat cooking is the easiest and simplest of all cooking methods. Foods are cooked directly over the heat source. The best example of direct-heat cooking is grilling. When you grill, foods are placed on grates directly above the hot charcoal or gas flames. This is the way most people cook hamburgers or a juicy rib eye steak. Because the food is quickly seared, direct-heat cooking is the least effective method for adding smoke flavor to your foods. In order for smoke to penetrate the meat, it needs a surface that will allow the penetration. When the meat is seared, the charring of the skin or meat surface forms a barrier to the smoke. You certainly can smoke the meat after searing, but your smoke flavor will be only on the surface of the meat.

Although it’s not impossible to do, adding a smoke flavor to grilled foods using direct heat can be challenging. Combining the great flavor of direct-heat-cooked foods with the enhanced flavor of smoke can be accomplished by combining two cooking techniques. Try cold or hot smoking your foods before grilling. This will impart the smoke flavor while giving you the ability to get the great taste of grilled foods.

Indirect Heat

Indirect cooking uses radiant heat to cook the food. Radiant heat is the most common form of heating. Simply, it is the act of heating the air around you or something else. For example, the oven in your kitchen cooks using indirect radiant heat. The heat is circulated around the food, which in turn cooks the food from all sides at the same time. Indirect heat is great for smoking foods. Since the food is cooking more slowly with an indirect heat source, the food has time to pick up more smoke flavor.

Indirect-heat cooking is accomplished outdoors using an offset smoker or barbecue pit. With this equipment, the heat source is located in the fire box, which is normally shielded from where the food is placed. This allows greater control over the fire, while also allowing the food to cook with hot air.

You can accomplish the same thing using your charcoal or gas grill by piling your charcoal up on the sides of the grill, leaving the center empty. With a gas grill, turning on one set of burners at the opposite end of the grill from where the food is cooking will also give you indirect heat.

The Four Regional Barbecue Styles and Flavors

Barbecue! For many people, this cooking method is synonymous with smoked foods. The combination of wood smoke, seasonings, and sauce perfectly illustrates why adding smoke to one food can enhance and complement the other foods on your plate.

Even though there are many different regional styles of barbecue depending on where you might be in the world, it is widely accepted that there are four main styles of American barbecue. Most other styles are a combination of these or are adapted to fit local food and flavor choices.

Texas

Texas-style barbecue is probably best known for its beef—especially beef brisket. Actually, Texas is big enough to have two very different barbecue styles.

Central Texas

During the 1800s, German, Czech, and other European immigrants settled in the central Texas area that now includes the cities of Lockhart, Luling, and Taylor. This is where the tradition of serving smoked meats out of meat markets on plain butcher paper was started. Although the tradition of serving the food on butcher paper continues, the railroad and other workers are no longer required to go to the back door of the restaurant to receive their lunches of beef brisket and beef sausage.

In Central Texas barbecue, the meats are seasoned simply, with lots of salt and pepper and maybe a few herbs or spices, and are smoked in old-fashioned brick-pit ovens. This style of barbecue is all about the meat, so much so that the meat is served on trays covered in butcher paper, sometimes with a few slices of white bread and maybe a fork. Pickles, jalapeños, onions, and carrots are usually served on the side as well.

The sauce, if it’s served at all, is put on the side for dipping the meat into. Central Texas barbecue sauce is usually a thin, tomato-based sauce with just a slight amount of sweetness and spice. In this region, the sauce is not as important as the flavor of the meat.

East Texas

Unlike the barbecue in the Central Valley of Texas, which is mainly beef and sliced, East Texas barbecue is usually pork or beef that is chopped and served on a bun with a thick, sweet sauce. The East Texas style of barbecue is closest to other Southern styles of barbecue and is the most popular in the bigger cities of Texas.

The East Texas barbecue style is heavily influenced by African American culture. Beef and pork are usually chopped instead of sliced, and then served on a bun. Hot sauce also plays an important part in serving the chopped meat. There is a theory that hot sauce became popular because escaped or freed slaves had to eat cheaper, tougher cuts of meat, so they chopped up the meat to make it more edible and doused it in hot sauce to cover up the bad taste.

Memphis

Memphis-style barbecue, like other Southern barbecue styles, consists mainly of pork. Many of the restaurants in the Memphis area will also serve chicken and beef, but chopped pork and ribs are the most popular meats in Memphis-style barbecue.

Ribs cooked in the Memphis style are slow cooked on the pit after they have been seasoned with a rub made up of salt, paprika, cayenne, onion powder, and other spices. The ribs can be served “dry”—right off the pit with no sauce. “Wet” ribs are slathered with a little sauce before serving. Traditionally, Memphis-style barbecue is served without sauce. However, due to tourist demands, many Memphis-style barbecue restaurants will now serve sauce on the side. When sauces are served, they are usually a thinner version of the sweet, tomato-based sauces found in other parts of the country.

Carolina

You might be able to find smoked chicken and other meats in the Carolinas, but for the most part, Carolina barbecue means pork. Whole hogs are smoked with hickory and oak until tender and juicy. The meat is pulled or chopped and served with a tangy barbecue sauce made with a vinegar or mustard base.

In many parts of the country, pulled pork usually refers to meat served in a sandwich. That isn’t necessarily the case in the Carolinas. Although pulled pork sandwiches are quite popular, you just as likely to see people eating their pulled pork with a fork.

One of the best example of Carolina-style barbecue is Smiley’s Lexington BBQ in Lexington, North Carolina. Smiley’s has been around in one form or another for over 60 years. The restaurant, and more importantly the “pit,” has changed hands and names several times, but the meat is smoked the same way it always has been. Coarsely chopped or sliced pork shoulder is served with a vinegar-based sauce and traditional sides. There isn’t anything fancy about the food, but people come from miles around to give it a try.

Kansas City

Kansas City barbecue is a mixture of a variety of different barbecue cooking styles, but Henry Perry is credited with starting what is now known as the Kansas City barbecue style. Perry was born in a small town outside of Memphis, Tennessee, in 1875. He spent much of his life working in riverboat restaurants as the boats churned up and down the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers.

Later, in 1908, Henry was living in Kansas City and selling barbecue out of a sidewalk stand. For a quarter, workers and passersby could get smoked meats like ribs, beef, possum, woodchuck, and racoon wrapped in newspaper.
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Kansas City barbecue sauce is a sweet, tomato-based sauce with a little spice and often times a good dose of molasses.








CHAPTER 2
The Science Behind Smoked Foods


The art of smoking foods is not an exact process like baking. Where normally meats are cooked to a particular temperature, with smoked foods you’re cooking to a particular “feel” the meat will have. There is a temperature range that is associated with each “feel,” but you can’t depend on it being the same each and every time. Learning to recognize the right “look” and “feel” of properly smoked meats is part of the challenge of smoking foods. Understanding the science behind smoked foods will help you to determine what meats look and feel like when they’re done.

Why Smoked Foods Taste So Good

Your sense of smell has a lot to do with why smoked foods taste so good. The aroma of smoke sets off a primal feeling in our brain that, for many people, equates to a sense of comfort. When you add seasonings and sauces to those foods, you create a complete aromatic sensation that your brain translates as “this tastes good.”

In addition, barbecued and grilled foods taste good because of the people you enjoy them with. Think about the best meal you’ve ever eaten. It’s likely when you reflect on that meal, the reason it was so good involved a combination of good food and great company. Yes, infusing the flavor of smoke into your foods complements most meals, but barbecue is essentially comfort food. And that comfort comes from the memories you are creating by gathering around the smoker, grill, or fire pit with your friends, family, and guests.

Chemical Reactions

Smoked foods taste good for the same reason foods cooked on the stove or in the oven taste good. It’s all because of a series of chemical reactions. Certainly knowing the combinations of proteins, herbs, spices, and other ingredients is very important, but without the chemical reactions of the ingredients when heat is applied, you’d just be eating well-seasoned raw food.

Cooked food tastes good, in general, because of a scientific chemical reaction called the Maillard reaction. The Maillard reaction is the technical term for browning. Whether it’s the browning on top of a baked loaf of bread or the browning of a steak when it hits the grill, it’s the Maillard reaction that transforms the look, feel, and taste of cooked food.
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The Maillard reaction is named after Louis-Camille Maillard, a French chemist and physician who, in 1912, discovered the chemical reaction while trying to recreate biological protein synthesis.







The Maillard reaction occurs when heat, amino acids, and sugars combine to create the browning effect you see in cooked foods. According to Modernist Cuisine, “The Maillard reaction creates brown pigments in cooked meat in a very specific way: by rearranging amino acids and certain simple sugars, which then arrange themselves in rings and collections of rings that reflect light in such a way as to give the meat a brown color.”

The Maillard reaction happens quickly at temperatures between 300°F and 500°F. Barbecue is usually cooked at temperatures below 300°F, but because of the long cooking times when smoking meats, there is enough time to create the chemical reaction necessary for the browning effect to occur.

Layering Flavor

Another reason smoked foods, especially barbecue and grilled foods, taste so good is because the process of cooking adds layers of flavor to the foods. Your taste buds, along with your brain, like to experience different flavors. The taste buds on different parts of your tongue sense flavors uniquely. Here is an example of the different layers of flavor found in a simple pulled-pork sandwich made with smoked pork butt:


	
Layer 1: The pork butt is loaded with pork fat, and pork fat tastes good.

	
Layer 2: A rub is then applied onto the surface of the meat. The rub adds salt, sugars, spices, and other ingredients. When combined, they add a layer of flavor on top of the meat.

	
Layer 3: Smoke and heat is added. The smoke adds the flavor of the wood, while the heat begins the Maillard reaction and changes the taste of the rub.

	
Layer 4: A sauce or glaze is applied. The sauce or glaze adds another layer that complements the taste from the rub and pork fat.

	
Layer 5: A toasted bun is used to get the pulled pork to your mouth. Toasting the bun adds a slight nutty taste.



Properly prepared smoked food is actually very complex. When you eat smoked food, your taste buds are able to put all these different layers of flavor together with the help of your brain, and suddenly, you have an appealing flavor combination. Your sense of smell also plays a big part in determining what tastes good. The smell of wood smoke, to most, when combined with the taste on your tongue, creates a unique combination.

Why Pit-Smoked Foods Are So Tender

The need to tenderize cheaper, tougher cuts of meat for many poor people in the South is likely why barbecue became so popular in the United States. At the same time, these techniques were being passed down from generation to generation in other parts of the world.

The desire to make meals that were not only edible, but also tasted good led to the creation of “low-and-slow” barbecue. Tenderizing meats, primarily pork and beef, requires a unique process that many novice pit masters find to be the opposite of what they do in their day-to-day cooking.

A beef brisket, as an example, is one of the most popular cuts of beef to smoke. The brisket is a cut of meat from the breast of a beef. This cut of beef is made up primarily of pectoral muscles. Because a beef doesn’t have a collarbone, the pectoral muscles support approximately 60 percent of the total weight of the standing animal. All this work makes these muscles into much tougher cuts of meat.

In order to tenderize a brisket, the connective tissues must be broken down through cooking. Connective tissues typically begin to break down when the internal temperature reaches between 190°F to 200°F. If you cook a brisket to well done at 165°F, you’ll have a very leathery piece of meat to contend with. Cook that same brisket to 200°F and it will melt in your mouth.
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Why do you call it a “beef” instead of a “cow”?

Technically female cattle are cows and males are called steers. Since you don’t always know whether the cut of meat you’re eating comes from a female or male, the beef industry refers to the whole animal as a “beef.”







Keep in mind, though, you can’t cook just any cut of meat to 200°F and have it be edible. Remember, the whole purpose of low-and-slow cooking is to turn the cheaper cuts of meat into something that can be easily eaten. The difference here is the cut of meat. Most cuts of steak, for instance, come from the muscles of the animal that don’t work as hard as other parts of the animal. Again, the brisket comes from the chest area of the cow/beef, and since the cow is constantly walking around and spends a lot of time standing up and sitting down, the muscles become stronger, therefore tougher, unlike the filet mignon cut of steak that comes from a part of the cow/beef that does very little work. The lesser working muscle groups don’t have as much collagen that needs to be broken down in order to be tender.
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The process of tenderizing meat with heat and smoke is similar in nature to braising. Braising is the technique of cooking tough cuts of meat in a liquid at low temperatures for a long period of time. When pit smoking instead of cooking in a braising liquid, the meat is seasoned or rubbed and then it’s cooked low-and-slow in its own juices. This process of low-and-slow cooking can make even the toughest of meats tender and moist.







The Time Challenge

The challenge for a lot of backyard pit masters is how much time it takes to smoke larger cuts of meat like a whole brisket or pork shoulder. Many hardcore pit masters will not consider any cooking method other than letting the heat and smoke of the barbecue pit cook the meat. This can be a time-consuming task and certainly isn’t for the impatient cook.

For example, an entire brisket can weigh in excess of fifteen pounds, and a pork shoulder can weigh close to that much as well. You should plan, on average, for around ninety minutes of smoking per pound of raw meat. Not every backyard cook has the time or the desire to man a smoker for twenty or more hours, so there are shortcuts that you can use to shorten the cooking times. For example, after approximately four hours on the smoker, meat stops taking on smoke flavor. Therefore, keeping the meat in the smoke is more of a personal cooking preference than a necessity. You could even move the meat to your indoor oven at this point and it won’t lessen the smoke flavor all that much.

Additionally, from the minute you place a large cut of meat on the smoker, the temperature rises at a steady rate. At some point, usually around 165°F, the brisket, pork butt, or other cut of meat will reach the point where the internal temperature stops rising. In barbecue circles, this is called “the stall” and is one of the most frustrating aspects of smoking meat. For thirty minutes to over an hour, the internal temperature doesn’t increase, and sometimes it may even drop a few degrees. During the stall, it doesn’t appear that anything is happening, but in reality a lot is happening inside the meat. This is the part of barbecuing where the tenderizing magic starts.

Muscles have a higher percentage of connective tissues, which is why it takes longer to break them down. Collagen makes up a good portion of the connective tissue, and turning the collagen into gelatin makes the meat tender. This process of breaking down connective tissues and collagen is what makes the final product so tender and juicy.

The breakdown of connective tissues will most likely be finished when the meat’s internal temperature reaches 190°F to 210°F. However, the final temperature isn’t as important a factor of “doneness” as tenderness. When you use your thermometer probe to check the temperature, you will also use it to check tenderness. When the probe slides into the meat as if it’s sliding into butter, your meat is done.

You can speed up the stall and lower the total time it takes to finish smoking the meat by removing the meat from the smoker and double wrapping it in heavy-duty aluminum foil. With the meat wrapped in foil, the remaining cooking time is dependent on heat. Since it’s wrapped in the foil, the heat source is not all that important. Wrapping your piece of meat in foil shortens the cooking time the same way a pot of water, on the stove, boils faster with a lid on than it does with the lid off. The meat retains the heat when wrapped in foil. You can leave the foil-wrapped meat on the smoker to finish, or bring it into the kitchen and finish in the oven. Either way, wrapping, although frowned upon by barbecue purists, is a good way to ensure your tough cut of meat reaches the temperature needed to tenderize it without you having to tend to your smoker for long periods of time.

Low-and-Slow, Hot-and-Fast, and Grilling

The only differences between smoking foods low-and-slow and hot-and-fast is temperature and time. For both styles of cooking the heat source is still indirect, which means the food being smoked is not directly above the heat source.

Traditionally, barbecue has been cooked at low temperatures, typically in the range of 225°F to 275°F. The exact temperature you use is often dictated by personal preference more than anything else. The lower the cooking temperature, the slower the meat tenderizes. This is where the term “low-and-slow” comes from.

Over the past few years, the way smokers are designed has changed, and pit masters now have the ability to cook with higher temperatures without drying out the meat. Raising the ambient cooking temperature to over 300°F greatly reduces the cooking time. Hotter temperatures and faster cooking times, or “hot-and-fast,” is becoming increasingly popular due to busy lifestyles.

As mentioned earlier, grilling is a completely different method of cooking. You could even consider grilling to be the “even hotter-and-faster” method of cooking. While you can still add smoke flavor to your meats while grilling, you won’t be able to break down the connective tissues and collagens. This is why when you are grilling, you typically use cuts of meat that don’t need to be tenderized, like steaks, chicken, fish, hot dogs, and hamburgers. While grilling is done with direct heat, at the same time, remember that your grill can be used for low-and-slow barbecue when it’s set up for indirect heat.

Bark, Smoke Rings, and Raw-Looking Chicken

Chemical reactions play an important role in creating tender, great-tasting smoked foods. They also affect how the meat looks. Because we also use our eyes as part of the eating experience, it is important to understand the different visual terms associated with smoking food.

Bark

Bark is the dark, crunchy layer of flavor that encases most meat that has been on the smoker for an extended period of time. It’s called bark because it resembles the appearance and texture of tree bark, but it tastes a lot better. For fans of brisket and pulled pork, this jerky-like layer is incredibly appealing. The crunchy texture of the bark complements the tenderness of the meat, while also providing additional bursts of flavor.

The bark is created when the Maillard reaction begins and the top layer of meat starts to dry out. As the water evaporates off the surface of the meat, it creates a crust. The rubs and spices on the meat don’t cause the bark to form, but they can help to deepen the bark and make it more flavorful. The creation of bark is not a process that is exclusive to cooking on a smoker or barbecue pit. Bark can form on meat when cooked in the oven as well. However, when combined with smoke, the color of bark deepens from a light brown in color to a deeper mahogany or darker color.

The flavor and texture of bark is so popular that some pit masters try to increase the bark that forms on smoked meats. One technique is to coat meat with ordinary yellow mustard before applying a rub or seasonings. The mustard combines with the sugars, salts, and other ingredients in the rub to create a harder bark. The taste of the mustard disappears as the meat is cooked, leaving behind a rich, dark bark.
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