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			Welcome to America’s Test Kitchen

			This book has been tested, written, and edited by the folks at America’s Test Kitchen, where curious cooks become confident cooks. Located in Boston’s Seaport District in the historic Innovation and Design Building, it features 15,000 square feet of kitchen space including multiple photography and video studios. It is the home of Cook’s Illustrated magazine and Cook’s Country magazine and is the workday destination for more than 60 test cooks, editors, and cookware specialists. Our mission is to empower and inspire confidence, community, and creativity in the kitchen.

			We start the process of testing a recipe with a complete lack of preconceptions, which means that we accept no claim, no technique, and no recipe at face value. We simply assemble as many variations as possible, test a half-dozen of the most promising, and taste the results blind. We then construct our own recipe and continue to test it, varying ingredients, techniques, and cooking times until we reach a consensus. As we like to say in the test kitchen, “We make the mistakes so you don’t have to.” The result, we hope, is the best version of a particular recipe, but we realize that only you can be the final judge of our success (or failure). We use the same rigorous approach when we test equipment and taste ingredients.

			All of this would not be possible without a belief that good cooking, much like good music, is based on a foundation of objective technique. Some people like spicy foods and others don’t, but there is a right way to sauté, there is a best way to cook a pot roast, and there are measurable scientific principles involved in producing perfectly beaten, stable egg whites. Our ultimate goal is to investigate the fundamental principles of cooking to give you the techniques, tools, and ingredients you need to become a better cook. It is as simple as that.

			To see what goes on behind the scenes at America’s Test Kitchen, check out our social media channels for kitchen snapshots, exclusive content, video tips, and much more. You can watch us work (in our actual test kitchen) by tuning in to America’s Test Kitchen or Cook’s Country on public television or on our websites. Listen to Proof, Mystery Recipe, and The Walk-In (AmericasTestKitchen.com/podcasts) to hear engaging, complex stories about people and food. Want to hone your cooking skills or finally learn how to bake—with an America’s Test Kitchen test cook? Enroll in one of our online cooking classes. And you can engage the next generation of home cooks with kid-tested recipes from America’s Test Kitchen Kids.

			However you choose to visit us, we welcome you into our kitchen, where you can stand by our side as we test our way to the best recipes in America.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Join Our Community of Recipe Testers

			Our recipe testers provide valuable feedback on recipes under development by ensuring that they are foolproof in home kitchens. Help the America’s Test Kitchen book team investigate the how and why behind successful recipes from your home kitchen.
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			START THE FIRE

			There’s a primal pull toward cooking food over flames. Enticing wisps of smoke beckon you to the heat; the sizzling sound of fat dripping onto hot coals gets your juices flowing; the dark stripes of char against a bright green pepper, rosy pork tenderloin, or tawny pizza crust signal that you’re about to enjoy something special. The intense heat and kiss of smoke make for outsize texture and flavor contrasts as well; think of crackling-crisp mahogany chicken skin giving way to moist, perfectly seasoned meat. Cooking outdoors transforms an ordinary meal into an all-senses-engaging feast.

			The Outdoor Cook shows you how to cook outside with panache, whether your fuel of choice is charcoal, gas, or wood and whether your equipment is a grill, a fire pit, a flat-top grill, or a smoker. We tested these recipes extensively using all kinds of grilling and smoking gear so that whatever your setup, you’ll find recipes that work for you. What’s more, many of them can be easily converted between different pieces of equipment.

			To help you make the most of your outdoor cooking experience, we show you how to set up an outdoor prep station so that you can minimize trips back and forth to the kitchen—meaning you can turn out everything from speedy dinners such as Grilled Steak Fajitas or Grilled Chicken Thighs with Butternut Squash and Cilantro Vinaigrette to entertaining-worthy showstoppers like Rotisserie Leg of Lamb with Cauliflower, Grape, and Arugula Salad without leaving your family and friends on the patio. There’s also plenty of information on how to maintain your equipment and build your fires for peak performance.

			We’ve also expanded the notion of what’s possible to achieve outdoors by developing methods for adapting traditionally “indoor” dishes, from Grilled French Toast (cooked right on the grate) to Smoked Nachos to Fried Rice with Ham, Gai Lan, and Mushrooms. Maybe you’ve never considered firing up a grill to make dinner rolls, quesadillas, or Philly cheesesteaks, but we’ve got the recipes to convince you it’s well worth it.

			There are practical reasons for cooking outdoors—it lets you avoid heating up the house, it cuts down on pots and pans to wash, it opens up more breathing room for entertaining friends and family—but those pieces don’t tell the whole story. There’s just something about the magic of fire that attracts us and draws us together. Outdoor cooking is more exciting than cooking indoors. At the same time, it’s relaxing: Even when you make the most of the latest gear, you can still unplug, enjoy being outside, and focus on the here and now. So let these recipes spark your desire to keep the fire, and the fun, going.

			GRILLING 101

			Gas Grills

			Gas grills give you an outdoor cooking experience with a generous side of convenience: Just turn a couple of knobs and you’re good to go. Gas grills heat up quickly and, as long as you have enough propane, they maintain a consistent temperature whether you’re cooking for 20 minutes or 2-plus hours. A large gas grill with multiple burners provides plenty of space to cook for a crowd. For quickly grilled foods, such as boneless chicken breasts, there’s little to no difference in flavor between gas and charcoal. Finally, they’re easy to clean—no ashes to dispose of.

			Gas grills can be pricey, but you don’t have to spend a fortune to get a sturdy, reliable model. You want a solidly built grill with powerful burners—three are better than two—and a generously sized cooking grate. Also important: a cast-iron grate, metal heat diffusers (“flavorizer bars” in manufacturers’ lingo), a tight-fitting lid, and sturdy wheels. We like the Weber Spirit II E-310, which has a heavy-duty cookbox of thick cast aluminum and enameled steel with just one narrow vent across the back, helping to maintain steady heat and distribute smoke.

			
				Best-Practice Tips for Gas Grills

				Check Your Fuel

				Check your propane level before you start cooking by pouring hot water down the side of the tank. Propane is both a liquid and a gas; the liquid sits at the bottom of the tank, and the gas portion is at the top. Because gas doesn’t conduct heat well, the part of the tank holding gas will feel warm when hot water is poured over it. The liquid in the bottom will make the tank feel cool to the touch. The more of the tank that feels cool, the more grilling time you have.

				Don’t Skip Preheating

				Gas flames don’t produce much radiant heat, so metal bars, ceramic rods, or lava rocks are positioned between the flames and cooking grate. It takes about 15 minutes for these items to convert the heat of the flames into radiant heat to get the grate searing hot.

				Keep It Clean

				Always scrape down the preheated grill grate and oil it to prevent sticking (see this page). Many gas grills have grease traps underneath, which should be thoroughly cleaned a couple of times a year.

				Keep It Covered

				Directions for grilling foods with gas often call for closing the grill lid. Gas grills don’t burn as hot as charcoal grills, and an uncovered gas grill loses a lot of heat; only the side of the food facing the flames gets hot. This is OK for faster-cooking foods such as burgers, but for many dishes, trapping heat by keeping the lid down makes for more efficient cooking.
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			Charcoal Grills

			Admittedly, there’s more of an art to cooking with charcoal than with gas, but once you get the hang of it, you’ll appreciate its versatility. Charcoal grills can achieve much hotter temperatures than most gas grills, leading to enhanced color and char. The smoke from the charcoal and from the sizzling drippings of the food on the grates adds flavor and aroma to whatever you cook.

			Charcoal grills are basic in design, but details make a difference. An ample cooking surface is important, not just for food capacity but also so that you can create different heat zones. The lid should fit well and be domed enough to accommodate a large roast. Top and bottom vents should effectively draw smoke over cooking food and be easily adjustable.

			We love the classic Weber Original Kettle Premium Charcoal Grill. With a 22-inch diameter, it’s an expert griller and maintains heat well, and its well-positioned vents allow for excellent air control. It has a sturdy ash catcher and a secure leg attachment system, and it’s fast and easy to assemble and move.

			If you want the convenience of gas plus the flavor of charcoal, the Weber Performer Deluxe Charcoal Grill is a worthwhile (albeit pricey) upgrade. Built around a 22.5-inch kettle is a roomy, easy-to-roll cart with a pullout charcoal storage bin; a lid holder; and, most significant, a gas ignition system that lights coals with the push of a button.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Best-Practice Tips for Charcoal Grills

				Fire It Up

				A chimney starter heats coals evenly and efficiently. Fill the bottom of the chimney starter with two sheets of crumpled newspaper, set it on the lower charcoal grate (make sure the bottom vent is open), and fill the top with charcoal. Allow the charcoal to burn until the top briquettes are partially covered with a thin layer of gray ash. The ash is a sign that the coals are fully lit and ready to be turned out into the grill. Don’t pour out the coals prematurely; you’ll be left with unlit coals at the bottom of the pile that may never ignite, as well as a cooler fire.
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				Keep It Clean

				To ensure that food will release with ease, scrape the heated grate clean and then oil it (see this page). Clean the inside of the grill lid regularly by scrubbing it with steel wool and water to prevent the carbon buildup from flaking off onto your food.

				Dispose of Spent Coals

				After grilling, cover the grill and close both the bottom and top vents; let the coals and ash cool for at least 48 hours. For quicker disposal, pour them into a metal bucket with 2 inches of water in it (be careful of steam); add more water to cover the coals and ashes and stir until cool. Dump into a doubled trash bag.

			

			
				Gas and Charcoal Fire Setups

				Single-Level Fire

				Heat level

				Low, medium, or high for gas; medium (½ chimney) to high (full chimney) for charcoal

				Purpose

				Delivers a uniform level of heat across the entire cooking surface

				Good for

				Small, quick-cooking pieces of food such as sausages, burgers, fish fillets, and some vegetables. Try Blistered Shishito Peppers (this page), Grilled Turkey Burgers with Spinach and Feta (this page), or Grilled Shrimp, Corn, and Avocado Salad (this page).
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				Gas Method

				After preheating grill, turn all burners to desired heat setting (low, medium, or high).
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				Charcoal Method

				Distribute lit coals in even layer across bottom of grill.

				​

				Two-Level Fire

				Heat level

				High / medium

				Purpose

				Creates two cooking zones: a hotter area for searing and a slightly cooler area for gentler cooking

				Good for

				Thick chops, bone-in poultry pieces, and recipes with multiple foods that require different heat levels. Try Lamb and Summer Vegetable Kebabs with Grilled Focaccia (this page), Grilled Caesar Salad with Salmon (this page), or Paprika and Lime–Rubbed Chicken with Grilled Vegetable Succotash (this page).
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				Gas Method

				After preheating grill, leave primary burner on high and turn other burner(s) to medium.
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				Charcoal Method

				Evenly distribute two-thirds of lit coals over half of grill, then distribute remainder of coals in even layer over other half.

				​

				Half-Grill Fire

				Heat level

				High / low

				Purpose

				Creates two cooking zones with a greater difference between heat levels than the two-level fire, with one side intensely hot and the other side comparatively cool.

				Good for

				Large cuts of meat such as porterhouse steaks and pork tenderloin, bone-in poultry pieces, and foods that need both searing and gentle cooking. Try Tacos al Pastor (this page), Sweet and Tangy Barbecue Chicken Thighs with Sweet Potatoes and Scallions (this page), or Grilled Stone Fruit (this page).
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				Gas Method

				After preheating grill, adjust primary burner as directed in recipe and turn off other burner(s).
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				Charcoal Method

				Distribute lit coals over half of grill, piling them in even layer. Leave other half of grill free of coals.

				​

				Banked Fire

				Heat level

				Low

				Purpose

				Similar to a half-grill fire, except the heat is concentrated in an even smaller area. The large flame-free or coal-free area can accommodate a pan of water to prevent food from drying out.

				Good for

				Large foods such as brisket, pulled pork, or whole poultry, as well as foods that need both browning and gentle cooking. Try Smoked Bourbon Chicken (this page) or Rustic Summer Fruit Tart (this page).
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				Gas Method

				After preheating grill, adjust primary burner as directed in recipe and turn off other burner(s).
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				Charcoal Method

				Bank all lit coals steeply against 1 side of grill, leaving rest of grill free of coals.

			

			
				Gas and Charcoal Fire Setups

				Double-Banked Fire

				Heat level

				High / Low

				Purpose

				Sets up a cooler area between two heat sources so that food cooks evenly without having to rotate it; it’s also the ideal setup when using a rotisserie.

				Good for

				Whole poultry and small roasts. Try Pollo a la Brasa (this page), Rotisserie Leg of Lamb with Cauliflower, Grape, and Arugula Salad (this page), or Glazed Rotisserie Pineapple with Salted Rum Butterscotch Sauce (this page).
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				Gas Method

				Requires at least three burners, preferably running front to back. After preheating grill, turn primary burner and burner at opposite end of grill to desired heat level and turn off center burner(s).
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				Charcoal Method

				Divide lit coals into 2 steeply banked piles on opposite sides of grill, leaving center empty. (Disposable pan is sometimes placed in center to catch drips and keep coals banked.)

				​

				Concentrated Fire

				Heat level

				Very high

				Purpose

				Creates a contained area of intense heat to sear quick-cooking foods

				Good for

				Stir-fries, burgers, and scallops. Try Grind-Your-Own Sirloin Burgers (this page) or Stir-Fried Cumin Beef (this page).
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				Gas Method

				After preheating grill, leave all burners on high.
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				Charcoal Method

				Poke holes in bottom of disposable aluminum roasting pan and set in center of charcoal grate. Pour lit coals into disposable pan.
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				How to Clean and Oil a Grill Grate
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				1. Preheat grate thoroughly and scrub it with grill brush until bars have been stripped of any old food residue.
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				2. Using grill tongs, dip wad of paper towels in vegetable oil and rub it along bars of grate.

				​

				Make It Nonstick

				For delicate foods that are prone to sticking, such as fish, create a nonstick surface by repeating step 2 with well-oiled paper towels until the grate is black and glossy, 5 to 10 times.

				HOW TO MEASURE CHARCOAL
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				We find that a large, 6-quart chimney starter is the best way to get a charcoal fire going. But if you don’t have a chimney starter, you can measure the amount of briquettes or hardwood charcoal you need by volume. A quick way to do this is to use a clean, empty half-gallon milk or juice carton, which holds about 2 quarts.

				​

				
					
							
							Mounded chimney starter

						
							
							7 quarts, or 115 briquettes

						
					

					
							
							Full chimney starter

						
							
							6 quarts, or 100 briquettes

						
					

					
							
							Three-quarters full chimney starter

						
							
							4½ quarts, or 75 briquettes

						
					

					
							
							Two-thirds full chimney starter

						
							
							4 quarts, or 65 briquettes

						
					

					
							
							Half-full chimney starter

						
							
							3 quarts, or 50 briquettes
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			Flat-Top Grills

			Cooking on a flat-top grill is the closest thing to bringing your stovetop outdoors, but with more surface area and more firepower. The intense heat on the carbon steel surface gives foods a great sear, and the griddle becomes seasoned and more nonstick over time. And because of its large size, you can double or even triple recipes, making this a primo way to cook for a crowd. The multiple burners of flat-top grills mean multiple heat zones, so you can cook foods at different temperatures at once. However, because of their flat surface, these grills cannot be used for barbecuing or smoking foods, nor for items where you’d want grill marks, such as grilled pizza.

			Our favorite flat-top grill, the Nexgrill 4-Burner Propane Gas Grill in Black with Griddle Top, is easy to use, simple to clean, and produces great results. It easily accommodates enough food to feed a crowd and has distinct hotter and cooler zones, making it possible to successfully sear burgers and gently toast burger buns at the same time. Side and back walls make it easy to flip and contain food.

			
				Best-Practice Tips for Flat-Top Grills

				Fire It Up

				Heat all the burners on medium-high heat for 10 minutes; this helps minimize any hot spots and creates an even initial heat. (User manuals for many flat-top grills warn to never preheat over high, as it might warp the surface.) After the initial preheat, you can adjust to the specified cooking level; the heat will adapt quickly.

				Keep It Clean and Seasoned

				The best time to clean and season your flattop is right after cooking, letting the griddle cool for 5 to 10 minutes first. We find the best cleaning tool to be a bench scraper (or a metal fish spatula). Be careful not to pour too much water onto the griddle, as a sudden temperature drop can actually crack the nonstick patina finish that you’re trying to build up. Besides rubbing it with oil after cleaning, one of the best forms of seasoning is simply cooking on your flattop. The more you use it and build up the patina, the fewer hot spots and the better heat conduction you’ll get.

			

			If you want to enjoy some of the advantages of a flat-top grill without investing in one, try a cast-iron plancha (see this page), a portable griddle that lets you sear foods such as Blistered Shishito Peppers (this page) or Gambas a la Plancha (this page) on your grill or over an open fire. While it doesn’t offer the surface area of a flattop, a plancha is a great way to expand your grilling repertoire.
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				How to Clean and Season a Flat-Top Grill
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				1. Squirt small amount of water onto any built-up residue on hot griddle; it will steam and bubble.
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				2. Gently scrape water and residue into dripwell or remove it using scraper.
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				3. With cooking surface still hot, turn heat to medium and lightly coat cooking surface with vegetable oil.
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				4. Wipe griddle clean with paper towels and tongs. Once finished, turn off grill and let it cool down.

			

			OPEN-FIRE COOKING 101

			Fire Pits

			Using a fire pit is a full-on embrace of the outdoor cooking experience that engages all your senses; plus, it’s a lot of fun. Open-fire cooking is less predictable and more improvisational than other methods. Approach it with a sense of adventure and you’ll be rewarded with unique flavors and justifiable pride in your accomplishment.

			Freestanding fire pits have made this style of outdoor cooking much more accessible. They come in several shapes; one of our favorites, the Solo Stove Bonfire 2.0, resembles a sleek, stainless-steel washing machine drum. About 20 inches in diameter and 18 inches tall, the Bonfire is big enough to gather around but small enough (25 pounds) to still be portable. To cook using the Bonfire, you’ll need to buy a two-part attachment: a “hub” or metal crown that goes atop the fire pit and a cast-iron grill grate that rests on the crown, about 8 inches above the fire. (Solo also sells a griddle and a wok, which both fit on the crown.)

			Another fire pit we like, the Kudu Open Fire Grill, consists of a 2-foot-diameter ceramic-coated heavy-gauge steel fire pit base on legs that hold it about 32 inches off the ground. Two vertical bars attach to the base; one holds a stainless-steel grill grate and the other a cast-iron pan. Both can be adjusted to different heights and can swing out of the way of the flames. The Kudu is sturdy, spacious, and versatile. The long legs are removable, leaving 4-inch legs that bring the pit closer to the ground. The Kudu weighs about 75 pounds, but handles on both sides make moving it manageable for two people.

			Establishing proper airflow to maintain a hot fire in the Kudu can be more challenging than it is for a Solo stove, since the former doesn’t have a perforated bottom. The Solo stove’s fixed grate sits farther from the coals than the Kudu’s grate, but the Solo’s chamber insulates the heat and funnels it to the grate. The shallow sides of the Kudu allow heat to dissipate, but its cooking grate can be set quite close to the coals. So despite their differences, you can get great results cooking with both fire pits.
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				Best-Practice Tips for Fire Pits

				Fire It Up

				Get your fire going early. The wood needs to cook down to mostly coals before you can put the food on, and this takes 30 minutes to 1 hour. (For more about firewood, see this page.)

				Keep It Clean and Seasoned

				While the stove and grate are heating, use a pair of tongs to dip a wad of paper towels in vegetable oil and brush the grate (or pan). After cooking, clean the hot grate while it’s still on the fire pit, using a grill brush. Then oil the grate again, leaving it to heat on the fire pit to let the oil create a seal. This seasons the grate, making it more nonstick over time and discouraging rust. If rust does occur, do this the next time you use the stove: While it’s preheating, brush the surface with a grill brush to remove debris and then rub it well with paper towels soaked in vegetable oil. The grate will look glossy and black again in no time.

				Check the Temperature

				Place your hand 2 inches above the grate and count until it feels too hot to keep your hand there.

				
					
						
								
								Hot fire

							
								
								2 seconds

							
						

						
								
								Medium-hot fire

							
								
								4 seconds

							
						

						
								
								Medium fire

							
								
								6 seconds

							
						

						
								
								Medium-cool fire

							
								
								8 seconds

							
						

						
								
								Cool fire

							
								
								10 seconds
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				How to Set Up a Fire Pit

				Building a 3-Layer Log Cabin Fire
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				1. Arrange small bundle of tinder in center of grill. Lean thinnest pieces of kindling against each other over tinder to form cone shape. Continue leaning larger pieces of kindling on top, making sure to leave gaps for air to circulate. Arrange 2 largest pieces of fuel wood on either side of cone, parallel to each other.
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				2. Stack next 2 largest pieces on top of and perpendicular to the first two. Repeat once more with next 2 largest pieces to create log cabin shape. Ignite tinder and let kindling and logs catch fire.
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				3. As fire burns, use fire tongs or poker to concentrate burnt logs that begin to break down into center. Allow to burn until most logs have carbonized and broken down into large coals.
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				4a. Single-Level Hot Fire Spread coals evenly into 1-inch-thick layer over grill. Arrange any logs that have not broken down on perimeter of fire.
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				4b. Half-Grill Hot Fire Spread coals evenly into 2-inch-thick layer over half of grill. Arrange any logs that have not broken down on perimeter of fire, away from cool side.

				
					To maintain fire, use fire tongs to pull fresh coals created by burning logs onto spent coals and feed in fresh logs through space between pit and cooking grate. Flames should be no more than 3 inches below cooking grate.

				

			

			COOKING WITH SMOKE 101

			Smokers

			Smoke when you’re cooking outdoors is not only OK, it’s sometimes the main goal. Barbecued foods are beloved for their smoky goodness—the mark of a good batch of Texas-Style Smoked Beef Ribs (this page) is that pink smoke ring you find when you take a bite.

			A charcoal or gas grill can certainly get the job done (and we’ll show you how), but if you love barbecue and make it often, you could invest in a dedicated smoker. In contrast to grills, which smoke foods at 275 to 325 degrees, most good smokers can maintain a significantly lower temperature range: from 225 to 250 degrees. (You don’t necessarily need to go that low, though; see our Best-Practice Tips on this page.) In addition, most smokers allow you to maintain temperatures more consistently and precisely than you can on a grill. Many also have larger fuel capacities (and some models are electric or propane-fueled), so you won’t have to worry much about running out of heat during long cooking times.
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			While there are many types available—including vertical smokers, horizontal smokers, and pellet smokers—broadly speaking, they all work similarly. The fuel provides the smoker with heat, turning it into a vented oven. You add wood chunks or chips directly on top of that fuel or contain them in metal pans suspended over the heat. The wood heats up, producing that signature smoke that is essential to barbecue flavor.

			We like the Weber Smokey Mountain Cooker Smoker, a charcoal-fueled vertical smoker that’s easy to assemble. It has a large charcoal basket that lets you cook for many hours, and it’s simple to add more briquettes or wood as needed to maintain the cooking temperature. The largest model is 22 inches and has two grates arranged one over the other, so you can smoke multiple racks of ribs, many pork butts, and at least two spatchcocked turkeys at a time.

			Whichever variety of dedicated smoker you have, always follow the manufacturer’s instructions to maintain the temperature given in our recipes; that way, the cooking times we provide will line up across different models.

			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Best-Practice Tips for Vertical Charcoal Smokers

				How Low Should You Go?

				While barbecue experts say 225 to 250 degrees is the optimal smoking temperature range for turning large, tough cuts of meat tender without drying them out, there is a tradeoff: very long cooking times. We found that briskets cooked for 8 hours at 290 degrees turned out just as good as those cooked for 14 hours at 230 degrees. Our recipes are designed so that you don’t need to wake up at 3 a.m. to start your smoking project.

				Make It a Charcoal Copycat

				You can modify a low-and-slow charcoal grill recipe for your dedicated smoker. For grill recipes that use a charcoal “C” (see this page), add an extra single row of briquettes on top of your two double rows. This gives you a more hands-off setup so that you need to tend your smoker only once or twice during a long smoking project. Be sure to use a disposable aluminum roasting pan rather than the smoker’s water pan. For grill recipes that use a half-grill or banked fire, use the same coal and wood setup, but add an extra 1 quart coals and extend the cooking time to the suggested range in the recipe’s smoker conversion.

				It’s Good to Vent

				The smoker’s vents give you an easy way to modify the heat level: More open means more air flow, leading to a faster burn and a higher temperature. More closed means less air flow and a lower temperature. If you notice a fluctuation in temperature while smoking, try simply adjusting the air vents on the smoker to regulate the heat before adding more coals or removing the lid.

				Check It Out

				Keep tabs on the temperature inside the smoker by using a probe thermometer set at the cooking grate level. (The temperature gauge in the lid can be inaccurate.) And if you’ve got our winning smoker, you can use the side door to check the coal and wood situation and quickly add more fuel if needed, without moving the food or grate.

				Keep It Clean

				It’s a good idea to scrape and wipe down the cooking grates after use while they’re still warm. If you’re using the water pan, clean it out to get rid of any rendered fat. Unlike a charcoal grill, a vertical smoker doesn’t have an ash collector; instead, you lift the upper section off the bottom to empty the ashes.
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				How to Use Your Grill for Smoking

				Use Wood Chip Packets
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				Wood chips (see this page) deliver deep, smoky flavor to ribs, brisket, salmon, and more. Charcoal grills can use wood chips or chunks, but if you grill with gas, a foil packet of chips is the way to go.

				• For 45 minutes to 1 hour of smoke, you’ll need about 2 cups of chips. If you prefer to weigh your chips, 2 cups equals about 4.75 ounces.

				• We don’t usually soak wood chips when smoking food; soaking delays the onset of smoke, since the wood can’t smolder until the water is driven off.

				• A foil packet measuring 8 by 4½ inches is just the right size to fit under the grates of most gas grills and won’t risk blocking too much heat from the burner. Make sure you don’t use so much foil that you need to fold it in more than two layers. Multiple layers, with air trapped between them, end up insulating the chips from the heat so they don’t get hot enough to smoke.

				• Cutting slits in the packet is the key to wood chips that smolder but don’t ignite. Two 2-inch-long slits should let in just enough oxygen for a steady smolder but not enough for the chips to burn. If the chips aren’t smoking, insert the tip of a paring knife to gently widen the openings just a little at a time. (And make sure that the slits aren’t blocked by the grate’s bars when the packet is on the burner.)

				Make a Charcoal “C”

				You can make truly magnificent barbecue on a kettle grill, including Texas-Style Barbecue Brisket (this page), with the help of a charcoal snake, a formation in the shape of the letter C.
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				1. Open bottom vent completely. (This maximizes airflow so that the charcoal and wood chunks burn cleaner, producing better smoke flavor.)

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				2. Arrange 2 rows of briquettes around perimeter of bottom grate, overlapping slightly, to form “C” shape. Leave at least 8-inch gap between ends. Top each row with second layer of briquettes. (The completed “C” will be 2 briquettes wide by 2 briquettes high.)
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				3. Place wood chunks at even intervals on top of charcoal. (These will smolder to infuse your food with smoke flavor.) Place disposable aluminum roasting pan in center, running lengthwise into gap of C. Pour 6 cups of water into pan. (This will keep the temperature more consistent.)
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				4. Light chimney starter filled with 15 briquettes. When top coals are partially covered with ash, pour them over 1 end of charcoal C. (Use tongs as needed to arrange the coals so they touch only 1 end.) Set cooking grate in place. Cook food covered, leaving lid vent completely open.

			

			FUEL FOR THE FIRE

			Charcoal

			Charcoal is an extremely efficient fuel source for outdoor cooking: It’s lighter and more portable and burns more evenly than firewood. Charcoal produces a lot of radiant heat (produced by the frenetic motion of charged particles in the air around the food), which enables superior browning.

			There are two types: lump (aka hardwood) and briquettes, both of which produce great-tasting food. Lump resembles the wood it comes from. Briquettes, the most common form, are compact pucks made from sawdust and other materials. Both briquettes and lump charcoal are great for direct, fast grilling (think steaks, chops, burgers, and hot dogs). If you’re grilling something that takes more than 40 minutes to cook or you’re planning to grill several items over a period of time, go for briquettes, since they stay hot longer. In our testing, a chimney full of briquettes kept grill temperatures above 300 degrees for 2½ to 3½ hours, whereas a chimney full of lump charcoal lasted 40 minutes to 2 hours before temperatures dipped below the 300-degree mark.

			If you’re cooking multiple foods and need to extend your grill time, you can light another chimney of charcoal (make sure you do this on a safe surface, such as concrete) and add it to your grill when the top coals are partially covered with ash. Remove any food on the grate and then carefully remove the grate and add the lit coals in your desired configuration. This method allows for more consistent heat than adding unlit coals.

			There are many excellent products on the market, including Kingsford Original Briquets, B&B Competition Oak Briquets, and FOGO Premium All-Natural Lump Charcoal.
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			Wood for Open-Fire Cooking

			Open-fire cooking requires a hot, clean-burning fire, achieved with dry, seasoned wood. Green wood will burn poorly, creating excess smoke and unnecessary pollution. The ideal wood for a cooking fire is hardwood such as oak, ash, birch, or maple. All of our open-fire recipes use split logs about 12 inches long. We prefer to split all fuel wood into smaller 2-inch-thick pieces in order to quickly create usable coals. If you don’t have your own source of dry hardwood, you can often buy precut fuel wood bundles from the grocery store or loose logs from your local landscaping store.

			In addition to fuel wood, you need tinder and kindling to build a fire. Tinder is what you’ll light first to get your fire started, so it can be anything that catches fire and burns quickly and easily. A small bundle of crumpled newspaper works well, as do combustible items such as wood shavings, dryer lint, or torn-up cardboard egg cartons. Kindling helps bridge the gap between the burning tinder and the larger logs. Kindling needs to be able to catch fire easily and keep burning for a while. Small sticks between ½ and 1 inch thick work best.
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			Wood Chips and Chunks

			We use wood in two different forms on the grill: chips and chunks. Wood chips can be used on gas grills and charcoal grills, while wood chunks are used only on charcoal grills. Chips are smaller and burn faster than chunks and thus are better for giving flavor to foods that cook more quickly. It’s typically not necessary to soak them in water before use: Just place them inside a foil packet with slits cut into it for ventilation (see this page). Since wood chunks are bigger (most are roughly the size of a tennis ball), they work well for long-cooked foods. Wood chunks are placed directly on the coals for long, slow-smoking Southern-style recipes such as brisket or ribs. We don’t typically soak wood chunks when using them on a charcoal grill or in a dedicated smoker.

			
				Flavor Guide to Wood Chips and Chunks

				There are many varieties of wood chips and chunks out there for cooking, and each type provides a uniquely flavored smoke to flavor your food. Here are our tasting notes on some of the most common types.

				Fruit (Apple, Cherry, Peach)

				Produces lightly sweet, mild smoke. Great for seafood and poultry.

				Hickory

				A balanced though intense smoke that works with almost any food.

				Maple

				Relatively mild and tasty smoke good for pork and poultry; some tasters found it “resiny” on salmon.

				Mesquite

				A potent smoke that works best with stronger-tasting cuts of beef, pork, lamb, and game.

				Oak

				A nutty and well-balanced smoke. The traditional choice for many pitmasters.

			

			FAN THE FLAMES: EQUIPMENT

			Your outdoor cooking space doesn’t have to be fancy, but a choice selection of efficient cookware, tools, and gear will give you better end results and make getting there a lot more fun.

			Chimney starter
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			Charcoal chimney starters light charcoal in a controlled manner and are our top choice for charcoal grilling. The Weber Rapidfire Chimney Starter features a roomy charcoal chamber, an insulated handle, and a helper handle to make it easier to precisely distribute the lit coals.

			Plancha
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			Popular in Spanish cooking, a plancha is a flat griddle that fits on top of a gas or charcoal grill grate. Its flat surface puts a good sear on meat, chicken, or fish and also prevents smaller foods from falling through the grate. We use the Lodge Pro-Grid Reversible Grill/Griddle, which is 20 by 10½ inches and made of seasoned cast iron.

			Dutch oven
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			For outdoor cooking, we like to use non-enameled cookware. Lodge seasoned cast-iron Dutch ovens come in a range of sizes. You can successfully use enameled Dutch ovens on the grill, though outdoor cooking may be a bit rougher on them than indoor cooking.

			Cast-iron skillet
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			Our choice for outdoor cooking is the Lodge 12 Inch Cast Iron Skillet. You may already have this in your kitchen, but if not, you’ll need to follow the seasoning instructions before using it on the grill.

			Wok
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			Relatively lightweight woks with stay-cool wooden handles and a generous flat cooking surface work the best for stir-frying on the grill. We favor carbon-steel woks for their efficient heat transfer, which sears foods more effectively than woks made of stainless steel or clad materials or nonstick woks. Carbon steel gradually acquires nonstick seasoning through regular use. Taylor and Ng Natural Nonstick Wok Set; Joyce Chen Classic Series 14-Inch Carbon Steel Wok with Birch Handles; and IMUSA 14″ Non-Coated Wok with Wood Handle, Silver are all good choices.

			Grill rotisserie
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			We fell head over heels for rotisserie grilling after discovering how easy it was to produce extra-juicy, crispy-skinned chicken and beautifully roasted, juicy lamb with the Weber 2290 22-inch Charcoal Kettle Rotisserie. It has a powerful motor and well-designed food-securing forks so it rotates smoothly and holds food in place.

			Grill brush
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			With short metal bristles and a triangular head, the Weber 12″ Three-Sided Grill Brush makes it easy to clean grill grates by sweeping the top of the grill or by holding the brush at an angle and wedging it between the bars. And for the occasional deep cleaning, the tough-scrubbing pumice block on the GrillStone Value Pack Cleaning Kit by Earthstone International works well.

			Sheet pans
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			Rimmed baking sheets have a host of uses for outdoor cooking prep. Use them as a tray to carry ingredients out to the grill or dirty utensils back indoors, as well as to hold cooked ribs or roasts. Our winning sheets, Nordic Ware Naturals Baker’s Half Sheet and Nordic Ware Naturals Quarter Sheet, are sturdy and warp resistant.

			Disposable aluminum roasting pans
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			Positioned beneath the grill grate on a charcoal grill, a pan acts as a drip tray, cutting down on flare-ups; it holds water to add humidity; or it corrals a pile of lit briquettes for a concentrated fire. You can use them to braise food on the grill, such as Grilled Beer Brats and Onions (this page). On a flat-top grill, they serve as easy-to-maneuver lids for melting cheese on top of Philly-Style Cheesesteaks (this page) or cooking the eggs-in-a-hole in the Diner-Style Breakfast (this page). We like 13 by 9-inch moderately deep pans.

			Skewers
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			For most jobs, we prefer metal skewers, which are flameproof and reusable. Thin, flat Norpro 12-Inch Stainless Steel Skewers support thick kebabs, can be threaded through delicate foods without tearing them, and turn easily. Plus, their looped handles cool quickly. For certain tasks, such as holding butterflied chicken flat on the grill, slender, disposable wooden or bamboo skewers work better; 12 inches is a good, versatile length.

			Tongs
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			You’ll need long tongs to safely move food around the grill. We like the OXO Good Grips Grilling Tongs, which have just the right combination of light but tough construction, precise pincers that can grip asparagus spears or racks of ribs, and an easy locking tab.

			Spatulas
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			You’ll want more than one of these in your outdoor kitchen; using two spatulas helps a lot with controlling and moving/flipping food, including delicate fish fillets. We love the Char-Broil Comfort-Grip Spatula for its flared shape that fits into tight spaces and its comfortable, rounded handle that lends the griller agility, a sense of control, and confidence. Particularly when the grill is really packed, this is your spatula.

			FAN THE FLAMES: EQUIPMENT

			Bench scraper
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			A bench scraper can help you transfer food to and from a flat-top griddle (think piles of chopped peppers and onions for fajitas) and scrape down a flattop to clean it. The textured polypropylene handle of the Dexter-Russell Sani-Safe 6″ x 3″ Dough Cutter/Scraper is thick enough to provide a sturdy grip and is easy to grab onto even when slick.

			Plastic squeeze bottles
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			Beyond their uses storing barbecue sauce and burger condiments, squeeze bottles allow you to easily dispense controlled amounts of oil or water onto a flattop for seasoning and cleaning. TableCraft Widemouth Squeeze Bottles are made of flexible plastic that’s very easy to squeeze and won’t deform.

			Instant-read thermometer
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			The ThermoWorks Thermapen ONE has a large, grippy handle; a rotating screen with large, highly legible numbers; and a backlight that goes on when viewing conditions are dim. As its name indicates, it takes just 1 second to measure a temperature.

			Probe thermometer
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			A probe thermometer tells you when your food is ready without having to lift the grill lid and thus slow down the cooking process. It consists of a probe that’s inserted into the food you’re cooking and connects by a thin wire to a base that sits outside the grill. The base displays the readout so you can monitor the food’s temperature. Clip-on probe thermometers are useful only as long as you’re
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			KEEP YOUR COOL: SETUP AND SAFETY

			Outdoor Kitchen Setup

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			FIRE UP THE MEAL: MENUS

			
			Gas Grill Glory

			
				
					
						
						
					
					
							
							
						
							
							
							
							
						
					

				

			

			
				
					
						
						
					
					
							
							
						
							
							
							
							
							
						
					

				

			

			
				
					
						
						
					
					
							
							
						
							
							
							
							
							
							
						
					

				

			

			Charcoal Cred
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			Open-Fire Improv
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			Flattop Flair
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			GRILL IT, YOU’LL LIKE IT!

			
				10 Unexpected Outdoor Recipes

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				5 Dishes to Feed a Crowd
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				5 Meals in Under 45 Minutes

				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				5 Superfun Recipes to Make on a Flattop or Plancha

				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				5 Showstoppers

				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				5 Must-Cook Open-Fire Dishes
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