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1.

The Basics of Wood Pellet Grill Cooking

Your wood pellet grill will enable you to produce mouth-watering dishes of all types, from steaks and burgers to poultry and seafood—even breads, pizzas, and cakes. But to get the very best results, it’s important to learn how the grill works and how it is different from traditional charcoal and gas barbeques. That’s why I urge you to take the time to read this chapter and to also familiarize yourself with the owner’s manual that came with your grill. Once you get the hang of cooking with this wonderful device, you are sure to find that every meal is a new “best” and that “same old” is a thing of the past. Because of the amazing versatility of the wood pellet grill, a single food can be prepared in a variety of ways—using different cooking techniques and different aromatic hardwood pellets—with deliciously different results.

This chapter begins by explaining what wood pellet grilling is and why it is so unique. You’ll learn how to use your grill and how to maintain it so that it will continue to serve you throughout the years, producing one delicious meal after another. I then briefly explain the different types of cooking that your wood pellet grill can handle to perfection, including smoking, barbequing, grilling, roasting, braising, and baking. You’ll learn about some of the different types of wood pel-lets that are available to fuel your grill and flavor your food, and finally, you’ll discover how to determine when every food you prepare is done to perfection.


HOW DOES A PELLET GRILL WORK?

Cooking with wood pellets is not new, but if this is your first wood pellet grill, you may be wondering how this cooker works and why it produces such superior results. To understand this, it’s helpful to first take a look at conventional grills.

Conventional barbeques typically make use of direct heat that’s produced by burning charcoal or gas directly beneath the food and cooking it from the bottom up. Owners of gas and charcoal grills sometimes attempt to imitate an indirect method of cooking by moving the heat source over to one side of the grill and the food to the opposite side, where the heat is more gentle. Nevertheless, there are inherent hot spots in these grills, and this tends to make cooking uneven and fairly difficult to control.

Like a charcoal or gas grill, your pellet grill has a heat source—in this case, wood pel-lets, which are burned in a fire pot that’s located in the center of the grill. But that’s pretty much where the similarity between pellet grills and other outdoor cookers ends. When you start your wood pellet grill, the electrically charged heater rod becomes red hot for only a few minutes, just long enough to ignite the pellets. The grill then turns the rod off, leaving the pellets smoldering. An electronic circuit and auger feed the pellets into the fire box at a rate that is determined by the selected temperature. This circuit constantly compares the desired temperature to the actual temperature of the cooking chamber, and modifies the rate at which the pellets are fed into the box accordingly. If the temperature is too low, the pellets are fed into the box at a faster rate; if it is too high, the pellets are fed more slowly. At the same time, a fan located under the pellet reservoir circulates the air inside the cooking chamber, which is above the fire box. Just like the fan in a convection oven, this creates an even temperature throughout the grill, preventing hot spots from forming. In fact, the temperature is so consistent that you don’t have to turn your food to ensure even cooking. When the recipes in this book direct you to flip meat or vegetables over, it is done only to create appealing grill marks on the surface or to make it possible to baste the second side.

But wood pellet grills are far more than outdoor convection ovens. By selecting the desired temperature, which can range from very low and “Smoke” to well over 475°F, you will be able to smoke a variety of foods; grill hot dogs, steaks, vegetables, and other fast-cooking dishes; barbeque briskets and other large cuts of meat; make wood-fired pizzas; and even bake cakes, breads, and cookies. This makes the wood pellet grills far more versatile and exciting than your standard charcoal or gas grill.

Wood pellet grills also have another distinct advantage over conventional grills. As meats cook on a charcoal or gas grill, fats and juices drip onto the heat source, causing carcinogens (cancer-causing substances) to form. When the juices evaporate, carcinogen-laden smoke rises, and the harmful substances are deposited on your food. When meat is cooked on a wood pellet grill, however, the story is very different. In this case, the juices and fats drip into a tray that directs them away from the heat source so that carcinogens don’t form on your food.
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The Wood Pellet Grill. Although every wood pellet grill has a slightly different design, all of these grills have certain key components in common. If you look at the diagram above, you’ll see that the wood pellets are loaded into a pellet reservoir. From there, an auger—which is a rotating screw-type blade—conveys the pellets to the fire box, which is located under the cooking chamber. When more heat is desired, the auger delivers the pellets at a faster rate. When the temperature is too high, the auger feeds the pellets to the box more slowly. At the same time, the fan found under the pellet reservoir circulates the heated air through the cooking chamber so that an even temperature is maintained throughout the grill. Any fat that drips from the meat falls into the drip tray, which leads to a container for disposal. The smoke is vented through a smoke exhaust. The grill door must be kept closed during cooking so that the proper level of heat can be maintained at all times.


Wood Pellet Grill Safety Tips

Wood pellet grills were designed with safety in mind. Nevertheless, whenever you are dealing with hot surfaces and any type of food, it is wise to take certain commonsense precautions, both to prevent burns and to avoid contaminating your meal. The following tips will help ensure that your grilling experiences are as safe and trouble-free as they are rewarding.
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	□ If you want to prevent foods from sticking to the grill, brush, rub, or spray cooking oil on the grate before you start the grill up. Never spray the grill while there is a fire in the pot as this can cause a flare-up.

	□ Invest in a pair of long-handled tongs for turning meats and long-handled spatulas to turn burgers and fish. The longer handles will keep you a safe distance from the heat source, preventing possible burns. Don’t use forks for turning, as they will pierce the meat and cause flavorful juices to run off.

	□ To prevent cross-contamination, use one platter for uncooked meats and a different platter for cooked meats. Another option is to wash the “raw food” platter in hot soapy water before using it to serve the cooked dish.

	□ To avoid cross-contamination, use a different utensil to spoon or brush each basting sauce and marinade on your food.

	□ Keep hot foods hot (above 140°F) and cold foods cold (below 37°F).

	□ Once you have turned on the grill and it begins heating up, do not leave it unattended. There are too many opportunities for guests—especially “small grillers”—to come into contact with hot surfaces.

	□ Wear closed shoes, not sandals, to protect your feet from hot grease and any hot foods that may fall from the grill.








OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE BASICS

Be sure to follow your owner’s manual when assembling your grill so that it operates properly. Because every grill is a little different, your best course of action is to pay close attention to the manufacturer’s instructions. However, I do suggest that during assembly, you cover the drip tray with heavy-duty aluminum foil so that it can be more easily cleaned after meal preparation.

When you use your grill, you should, once again, carefully follow the step-by-step instructions that came with the appliance. Basically, you will fill the pellet reservoir with your wood pellet selection and then use the temperature control to start the grill. Some manufacturer’s recommend starting the grill in the “Smoke” mode so that the pellets feed slowly into the fire box at first. If the pellets are fed too quickly, the fire box will fill to capacity and may waste fuel and cause an unnecessary amount of smoke. When you’re ready to cook, you will reset the temperature control according to the directions in your recipe, and wait until the grill reaches the desired temperature, a process that may take from twenty to thirty minutes, depending on the weather conditions. Now you can start cooking. Remember that after you place your food on the grill grate, you must close the door of the grill in order to maintain the correct temperature. Never use your wood pellet grill with the door open.

After you have used the grill a few times, you may want to clean it so that it will remain in good working order and the flavor of your foods will not be affected by the remnants of previous meals. Following the start-up of the grill, use a wire brush to remove any burned food particles and grease from the grate, and allow the heat from the burning pellets to sterilize the grate. Most of the time, this will be all that is required to get the grill ready for food preparation.

If deeper cleaning is required, remove the grill grate, the drip collection tray, and the fire pot diffuser found beneath the tray. Discard the used aluminum foil from the drip tray, and remove any caked-on grease, foil, or ash debris. Next, take the leftover pellets out of the reservoir, being sure to also remove the sawdust that has accumulated at the bottom. If you have a shop vacuum on hand, you’ll find that it works well to eliminate the sawdust and ash residue from the fire box and the cooking cavity of the grill. If you don’t have a shop vacuum, you can use a number of other simple tools—a whisk broom and small shovel, a garden trowel, or a dust pan—to remove the ash and dirt. Smoke and grease removal from the inside of the grill requires a little more work, but this usually needs to be done only three or four times per year, depending on how often your grill is used. I have to thoroughly clean mine at least every month, if not more often, since we use the grill nearly every day of the week.

To reassemble your wood pellet grill, start by reinstalling the fire pot diffuser. Then wrap the drip tray in heavy-duty aluminum foil and install the tray over the diffuser. After the drip tray has been installed, replace the grate in the cooking chamber. Thoroughly wipe down the door and the exterior of the grill with some warm soapy water and a little elbow grease. Make it look good because it’s almost “show time”!


Important Facts About Wood Pellet Cooking

If you are new to wood pellet grilling, you’re in for a treat, as this is one of the most versatile cooking tools you’ll ever use. In addition to grilling, it smokes, roasts, braises, barbeques, and more, and it does it all beautifully. For best results, though, you’ll want to understand a few important facts about outdoor cooking in general and wood pellet cooking in particular.


	□ Unlike a standard charcoal or gas grill, your wood pellet grill does not use direct heat. If you think of your grill as a convection oven that runs on wood, you will have a much better sense of how it works. The fact that this wonderful appliance uses even, indirect heat makes it able to handle a wide range of jobs, from grilling chicken wings to baking cakes and slow-cooking beef briskets and ribs. However, it also explains why tasks like toasting rolls are better accomplished in the broiler of your conventional indoor oven.

	□ Every time you open the door of the grill, heat escapes and the temperature in the grill falls. Since it takes time for the grill to again reach the desired temp, this can have a very real effect on your cooking time. For that reason, you’ll want to keep the grill closed whenever possible, and, when it is necessary to open the grill door, you’ll want to close it again as quickly as you can.

	□ Environmental conditions can have a real effect on outdoor grilling. When you use your grill on a cold, windy day, the grill may have a little more trouble reaching the desired temperature. The final results will still be spectacular, but the cooking time may be longer than it is on a day that is warm and calm.

	□ Sweet marinades and barbeque sauces can burn at high temperatures. Therefore, when using them in your cooking, you’ll want to follow the recipe directions regarding both the level of heat used and the time at which the sauces are added to the meat.

	□ The lower the temperature, the more smoke will come in contact with your food. If you love the complex flavors and aromas of smoke, choose those recipes at which the food is cooked—at least for a while—at 180°F to 225°F. Higher temperatures produce less smoke.








THE MANY USES OF YOUR WOOD PELLET GRILL

Some people purchase separate smokers, outdoor grills, and outdoor ovens so they can prepare a range of foods in different ways. But with a pellet grill, you can smoke, grill, roast, slow-cook, and bake with one beautifully designed device. What’s the difference between these cooking methods? In the following pages, you’ll learn about each type of cooking and how you can accomplish it—easily and deliciously—with your wood pellet grill.


SMOKING

In smoking, wood is burned so that its aromatics are deposited on and penetrate the food, enhancing its flavor—including any spices or marinades that were used—and adding a distinctive and delicious aroma. To smoke food in your grill, the temperature control is set to “Smoke” or a low temperature (180°F to 225°F) so that the pellets are fed into the fire box at a slow rate. This causes the wood to burn slowly and produce smoke, which is released into the cooking chamber. Usually, food is smoked for a long period of time, often many hours, depending on the cut, size, and type of food being prepared. For example, a beef brisket is generally a tough piece of meat. When exposed to low heat (180°F) for twelve to fourteen hours—first uncovered, so that it comes in contact with the smoke, and then covered, to finish the cooking process—the fats melt into the muscle fibers, developing the flavors and tenderizing the meat; and the aromatics from the smoke penetrate as far as possible, further enhancing flavor and aroma.

There are at least two types of smoking: cold and hot. Because cold smoking should be used only by trained professionals, this book focuses on hot smoking, which takes place between 180°F and 225°F. It is generally used to flavor and cook raw meat, poultry, and fish, but it can also be used to add a smoky flavor to cooked seafoods and meats, as well as breads and even vegetables. The choice of specific wood pellets is especially important when smoking foods, as it will greatly influence the flavor and aroma of the finished dish. (See page 11 for information on the different pel-lets that are available.)

Whenever you use your wood pellet grill, but especially when you’re using it to smoke food, keep in mind that opening the grill access cover can lower the temperature inside the grill. The wider the crack, the cooler the temperature. Since this will create more smoke but a smaller temperature increase in the meat, you should not allow the temperature of the grill to fall below 160°F.




BARBEQUING

Barbequing is similar to smoking in that the temperature is low—between 180°F to 300°F, in this case—and the meat cooks for hours. This “low and slow” method of cooking is used for large pieces of tough, high-fat cuts of meat, such as beef brisket, beef and pork ribs, and pork shoulder. The process slowly breaks down the fibers, melts the fat away, and evenly cooks even large roasts




GRILLING
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ROASTING AND BRAISING







BAKING







CHOOSING THE WOOD PELLETS
















QUICK GRILLING TIMES
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JUDGING COOKING TEMPERATURES AND DONENESS









	1. Open the grill door to gain access to the food.

	2. Insert the thermometer probe about 2 inches into the thickest part of the food, without touching any fat or bone. If you’re preparing meat patties, insert the thermometer in the patties sideways.

	3. Wait for several seconds—it may take up to 15 seconds, depending on the model—and read the dial or digital readout. If the food is not done, remove the thermometer, close the grill door, and test again after a few minutes.

	4. After each use, wash the probe of the thermometer in hot, soapy water.










	Cut or Type
	Desired Level of Doneness
	Appearance and/or Texture
	Internal Temperature





	BEEF AND VEAL



	Brisket*
	Medium
	Dark pink in center; slightly juicy; crust on exterior.
	135°F to 145°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Dark pink in center; slightly juicy; crust on exterior.
	145°F



	Medium Well
	Tan with pink center; some juice present.
	145°F to 155°F



	Well Done
	Tan to brown center.
	180°F to 190°F



	Ground‡
	Medium Well to Well Done
	Brown with no pink visible; juice on surface.
	160°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Brown with no pink visible; juice on surface.
	160°F



	Ribs*
	Well Done
	Deep tan to brown in color; tender meat falling off bones; bones protruding from meat; juicy.
	180°F to 190°F



	Roasts & Steaks
	Rare
	Purple exterior with deep red color at center; very juicy.
	120°Fto 130°F



	Medium Rare
	Red to dark pink in center; juicy; slight crust on exterior.
	130°F to 135°F



	Medium
	Pink center; less juicy; heavier crust on exterior.
	135°F to 145°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Pink center; less juicy; heavier crust on exterior.
	145°F



	Medium Well
	Slightly pink center; less moist meat.
	145°F to 155°F



	Well Done
	Pink to gray; dry meat.
	155°F and greater














	Cut or Type
	Desired Level of Doneness
	Appearance and/or Texture
	Internal Temperature





	CHICKEN AND TURKEY



	All Cuts
	Well Done
	No pink visible; clear juices.
	165°F and greater



	USDA Recommendation
	No pink visible; clear juices.
	165°F and greater



	FISH



	All Cuts & Types
	Rare
	Interior appears raw.
	110°F to 120°F



	Medium Rare
	Similar to rare, but lighter in color.
	120°F to 130°F



	Medium
	Slightly translucent; flaky.
	140°F to 145°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Slightly translucent; flaky.
	145°F



	Medium Well
	Firm; opaque.
	145°F to 155°F



	Well Done
	Flakes easily; opaque.
	155°F and greater



	PORK



	Ground‡
	Well Done
	Brown, with no pink visible.
	160°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Brown, with no pink visible.
	160°F



	Ribs
	Well Done
	Pale to white interior; meat falling off bones; bones protruding from meat; juicy.
	180°F to 190°F



	Roasts & Chops
	Rare
	Pink to pale at center; juicy.
	120°F to 130°F



	Medium Rare
	Slightly pink to tan; juicy.
	130°F TO 135°F



	Medium
	Tan; clear juices.
	135°F to 145°F



	USDA Recommendation
	Tan; clear juices.
	145°F



	Medium Well
	Tan; firm texture; clear juices.
	145°F to 155°F



	Well Done
	Dry; tough meat; clear juices.
	155°F and greater



	Shoulder
	Well Done
	Falling off the bone; brown; juicy.
	180°F



	 








CONCLUSION













Resources

When cooking on your wood pellet grill, high-quality herbs and spices are needed to create distinctive rubs, seasoning blends, and barbeque sauces. Many of these products can be found at your local supermarket, but an even wider range is available through the companies listed below. Also included below are a number of sources for grilling tools and accessories. All of the following companies can be contacted by phone or through their websites.


HERBS, SPICES, AND FLAVORINGS


McCormick and Company


18 Loveton Circle


Sparks, MD 21152


Phone: 800-632-5847


Website: www.mccormick.com


Founded in 1889, McCormick is a great resource for herbs, spices, spice blends, barbeque spice blends, recipes, and information on seasonings.


My Spice Sage, Inc.


5774 Mosholu Avenue


Bronx, NY 10471


Phone: 877-890-5244


Website: www.myspicesage.com


This company offers over 400 spices, herbs, and seasoning blends at wholesale prices. The website fills you in on each product’s country of origin and other helpful information.


Spice Barn


762 Carle Avenue


Lewis Center, OH 43035


Phone: 866-670-9040


Website: www.spicebarn.com


Spice barn provides high-quality herbs, spices, and seasoning blends, including unusual ingredients such as Worcestershire powder. Spice jars and labels are also available.


GRILLING COOKWARE AND ACCESSORIES


Chefs


5070 Centennial Boulevard


Colorado Springs, CO 80919


Phone: 800-338-3232


Website: www.chefscatalog.com


At Chefs, you’ll find a huge selection of kitchen tools, grilling pans and baskets, and other items designed for use on the grill.


Cooking.com


4086 Del Rey Avenue


Marina Del Rey, CA 90292


Phone: 310-450-3270


Website: www.cooking.com


In addition to a long list of kitchen items, Cooking.com offers a good selection of grilling tools and cookware.


Kitchen Fantasy


27576 Ynez Road, Suite H1


Temecula, CA 92591


Phone: 951-693-4264


Website: www.kitchenfantasy.com


A small business offering high-quality goods at reasonable prices, Kitchen Fantasy sells cookware, kitchen gadgets, cutlery, and cooking utensils and tools.


Sur La Table


P.O. Box 840


Brownsburg, IN 46112


Phone: 800-243-0852


Website: www.surlatable.com


Sur la Table offers a wide range of grilling pans and accessories, including grill baskets, woks, and pans; basting pots and brushes; rib racks; vertical roasters; grill tongs; and more.


Williams-Sonoma


Phone: 877-812-6235


Website: www.williams-sonoma.com


This company sells a full-line of grill-related products, including skewer sets, tongs and other grilling tools, thermometers, and grilling cookware.








METRIC CONVERSION TABLES


COMMON LIQUID CONVERSIONS




	Measurement
	=
	Milliliters





	¼ teaspoon
	=
	1.25 milliliters



	½ teaspoon
	=
	2.50 milliliters



	¾ teaspoon
	=
	3.75 milliliters



	



	1 teaspoon
	=
	5.00 milliliters



	1¼ teaspoons
	=
	6.25 milliliters



	1½ teaspoons
	=
	7.50 milliliters



	1¾ teaspoons
	=
	8.75 milliliters



	



	2 teaspoons
	=
	10.0 milliliters



	1 tablespoon
	=
	15.0 milliliters



	2 tablespoons
	=
	30.0 milliliters



	



	Measurement
	=
	Liters



	



	¼ cup
	=
	0.06 liters



	½ cup
	=
	0.12 liters



	¾ cup
	=
	0.18 liters



	1 cup
	=
	0.24 liters



	



	1¼ cups
	=
	0.30 liters



	1½ cups
	=
	0.36 liters



	2 cups
	=
	0.48 liters



	



	2½ cups
	=
	0.60 liters



	3 cups
	=
	0.72 liters



	3½ cups
	=
	0.84 liters



	



	4 cups
	=
	0.96 liters



	4½ cups
	=
	1.08 liters



	5 cups
	=
	1.20 liters



	5½ cups
	=
	1.32 liters








CONVERTING FAHRENHEIT TO CELSIUS





	Fahrenheit
	=
	Celsius





	200–205
	=
	95



	220–225
	=
	105



	245–250
	=
	120



	275
	=
	135



	



	300–305
	=
	150



	325–330
	=
	165



	345–350
	=
	175



	370–375
	=
	190



	



	400–405
	=
	205



	425–430
	=
	220



	445–450
	=
	230



	470–475
	=
	245



	500
	=
	260








CONVERSION FORMULAS





	When You Know
	LIQUID
Multiply By
	To Determine





	teaspoons
	5.0
	milliliters



	tablespoons
	15.0
	milliliters



	fluid ounces
	30.0
	milliliters



	



	cups
	0.24
	liters



	pints
	0.47
	liters



	quarts
	0.95
	liters



	



	When You Know
	WEIGHT
Multiply By
	To Determine



	



	ounces
	28.0
	grams



	pounds
	0.45
	kilograms
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