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Dedication

To my vegetable-loving wife, Kristin, and my meat-loving boys, Aidric and Nash, you are my motivation and inspiration. I love you so much!

To Poppa G, you showed me what family, service, community, and a damn good tailgate are all about. Without you, none of this happens. “30 Up!” GO BIRDS!
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My Story
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Many chefs tell the heartwarming story of how their passion and excitement for food began in their mother’s kitchen. They have tear-jerking memories of learning family secrets, tasting new flavors, and eventually being entrusted with handwritten recipes scribbled on scrap paper and passed down from generation to generation.

That’s not how my story goes.

My memories of food as a kid involved either takeout or delivery. On a nightly basis, my dad, brother, and I would choose either pizza, Chinese food, or a bucket of fried chicken. Don’t get me wrong, it was every kid’s dream, and I wouldn’t have changed a thing. But my story of falling in love with food began much later in life and not in my mother’s kitchen, but in an empty Philadelphia parking lot at 6 a.m. on a Sunday.

My obsession for outdoor grilling started with tailgating at Eagles games. I took command of planning the menu, shopping, prepping, and packing the coolers with food so it was ready to hit the grill. I proudly served breakfast, followed by some finger foods and appetizers, culminating in charcoal-grilled tomahawk steaks or slow-cooked baby back ribs. I was the master of the grill and would make it my mission to feed everyone in the parking lot. However, it wasn’t until I was gifted my first smoker from my father-in-law that my love of BBQ truly ignited!

The very next morning after receiving the smoker, I was up before the sun and had my new smoker filled with every type of meat I could find. In those first few months, I smoked everything you could imagine. I had some victories and many defeats. Sometimes the result was a perfectly executed, tender, and juicy pulled pork. Others, it was a tough, rubbery brisket. There were a few tears, but every time, I learned. After months of watching from a distance, my wife, Kristin, decided it was time for me to learn from a master. Ironically, my sweet vegetarian wife surprised me with a weekend trip to a BBQ class by Myron Mixon, the winningest man in BBQ. I can look back on that weekend as the moment that BBQ went from being my hobby to my lifestyle.

At this point in my life, I was a high school physical education teacher of fifteen years. While Kristin and I were busy raising our two young boys, Aidric and Nash, I always had several side hustles going to help make ends meet. I waited tables, coached basketball, and risked life and limb teaching inexperienced teenagers how to drive. I constantly heard “It must be so nice to have summers off,” knowing full well I never did.
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But the more I cooked in my backyard, the better my BBQ got. And the more people I fed, the more they kept coming back. Before I knew it, people were paying me for what I was cooking. Finally, I had a side hustle that I was not only passionate about, but that also paid some bills.

In a matter of a few years, I went from being a teacher practicing and hustling BBQ out of my backyard, to owning a thirty-foot BBQ rig and cooking at festivals for thousands of people, to shaking hands with Gordon Ramsay on the set of Next Level Chef. It’s pretty unbelievable—and still feels pretty surreal. If you’re wondering how this kind of leap is even possible, well, the answer lies in just two words: SOCIAL MEDIA! When I started my grilling journey, TikTok didn’t exist, YouTube was only long-form video, Facebook was for “old people,” and Instagram was a platform for photography. Thankfully, I was starting to make good-looking and delicious food, so I started taking pictures and sharing them with my modest following. Not long after those initial posts, I discovered that BBQ had a very loyal and committed community, and I began amassing more and more dedicated followers each day. However, I didn’t realize exactly HOW loyal and life-changing social media communities could be until my high school students helped my wife and me through a very difficult time. We had just suffered our last of five miscarriages. I missed some time from school. When I returned, I sat down with all of my students and very openly explained the situation my wife and I were dealing with. It was actually a very teachable moment, considering I was teaching Health Education at the time. A couple days later, before class, I was greeted with a card, two 76ers tickets, and a note:

“We know you are in a very tough place right now and we want to show our thanks for you using this situation as an example and teaching us to keep your head up even when life hits rock bottom. Here’s two tickets for you and your wife, hope this takes your mind off things for a bit.”

It was easily the kindest gesture I’d ever experienced, and it was from a group of teenagers.

I’m sure you can relate to the metaphor about momentum and how things can “snowball,” but for the sake of our BBQ theme, let’s say that things “caught fire” at this point. As their teacher, I was incredibly proud of their kindness, and I wanted to share what they had done with the community. I posted the brief story alongside a photo of the card, and it went viral! Before I knew it, the Philadelphia 76ers reached out, and with their help, we turned the game into a field trip and my entire class came with us. The story was subsequently picked up by all local news stations, flooded social media platforms, and went national. Soon, my inbox blew up with messages from people across the country sending love and praising my students.
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One very special email came from a meat wholesaler in California, Premier Meat Company. They reached out and offered to fund a BBQ for my whole school—so a BBQ is exactly what we did! I had one stipulation. I asked if we could turn it into a fundraiser and donate the proceeds to charity. Thanks to my students and the support of my new BBQ community, we organized my first fundraising event and donated over $3,000 to charity. After starting Groark Boys BBQ as a means to run this fundraiser, many more followed, and in my first year of business, we ended up donating over $30,000 to charities such as Operation Smile (our son Aidric was born with a cleft lip and palate), the MS Foundation, and Epilepsy Research, along with several veteran organizations. All of this stemmed from a single act of kindness from my students.

After this explosion of popularity and media attention, figuring out how to juggle my teaching career and a newfound BBQ business became a challenge. I was busy catering for parties, bringing my food truck to events, and continuing to feed first responders in my community. Then a new social media platform made its debut and changed my life forever. In December 2018, I posted my first video on TikTok. Months went by without much traction, until I posted a video about making “The Perfect Steak,” and it went viral! I was blown away by the response, but as far as the comments were concerned, not all were nice. This was my first true lesson in social media. Comments are not always supportive and at times can be downright brutal. If you do “go viral,” it’s usually because your comments are being flooded with negativity and a whole lot of people who obviously know more than you do. But I didn’t let it stop me, and I continued to make videos and post content.

My following was increasing by the thousands and then the millions. And the more people started tuning in to my content, the more inspired I was to not only help teach people how to cook delicious food, but to feed them delicious food as well. Before I knew it, I had an agent and multiple brand deals and signed contracts with major food-based corporations across the country and beyond. My BBQ side hustle had become a full-time career in food!
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It was more than I could have ever asked for—but little did I know that the true pivotal moment in my career was yet to come. In the fall of 2023, I received life-changing news: I was selected to compete with seventeen other chefs on Gordon Ramsay’s Next Level Chef on FOX! Here I was, a teacher and dad from New Jersey, who fell in love with BBQ in his backyard, now competing on a cooking television show created by the biggest food celebrity in the world. To top it off, the show premiered right after the Super Bowl. And you can guess who was playing—the Philadelphia Eagles, of course! Unfortunately, we didn’t win, but wow, to think about my beginnings in a Philly tailgate parking lot at 6 a.m. to following the Eagles in the Super Bowl on prime-time TV.

Fast-forward to today and that “side hustle” is now a successful BBQ brand where I get to cook, feed, and create content for over five million of you across platforms! Not only that, but my school district asked me to make the jump from PE teacher to culinary arts instructor, which, you can imagine, combines the best of both worlds for me. Figuring out how to teach full-time, sell BBQ, create content, and spend quality time with my family sometimes seems like an impossible task. But I’m continuing to figure it out. It’s also why you’ll see that many of the recipes in this book are quick, easy, and VERY approachable, so you can enjoy BBQ with your family, friends, and community without losing hours of time by the smoker.

These recipes are the beginning of a tradition that I never had growing up. So much of my time in the kitchen or backyard is with my family and friends and now my students! Whether it’s creating a vegetarian-friendly meal with Kristin, grilling the perfect steak with Aidric and Nash, or learning a new recipe and experimenting alongside my students, my time spent around food is always filled with so much joy. I hope you can find that same joy from these pages as creating them has brought me! While my journey is not a traditional one, it stands as a testament to the power of hard work, passion, and a healthy dose of motivation provided by one of the most amazing communities there is. The most exciting part? I may be a teacher, but I would not be here without also being a great student. You see, the learning never ends when it comes to food, so I’m encouraged that our story together is just beginning!

My Food Philosophy: Food, Fun, Family!

Through my twenty-year career as a high school teacher, the best interests of my students are at the forefront of every decision I make. The weekly and sometimes daily transition from high school teacher to Meat Teacher can at times be exhausting and challenging. However, when wearing both hats, I embrace the role of educator. Every recipe I cook, every event I serve, and every video I post is done with my reader, customer, and viewer in mind.

My hope is that this book lays a very solid foundation for that lesson and encourages you to get in your backyard and behind your grill to begin bringing out the best that food has to offer you and your community.
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Period 1

Homeroom

Grilling 101
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“Fail to Prepare, Prepare to Fail”

I have carried this quote with me throughout my teaching career, and I do the same when cooking. If you walk into a classroom of thirty-plus high school kids without a plan, you will fail. The same goes in the kitchen or behind the grill. Now, being unprepared is very different from making a mistake. Mistakes happen, and at the end of the day, we learn from them. I learn EVERY DAY!

As a teacher, first period is always the most important part of my day because it sets the tone. The list below will set the tone for your backyard BBQ journey. And remember: There will be mistakes along the way, but you will be prepared!

Must-Know Vocabulary


	Pitmaster: The sweaty, greasy, meat- and smoke-smelling badass who presides over the fire to create the perfectly charred and tender protein of your dreams!

	Indirect or Direct, Two-Zone Cooking: Possibly the most important cooking technique you can learn on the grill. This method involves dividing your cooking surface into a direct cooking area (HOT ZONE) and an indirect cooking area (LESS HOT ZONE) in order to maintain more control of the temperature and cook the interior and exterior of the meat separately.

	Bark: The dark, outer layer that is formed by the combination of spice rub and slow smoking. This layer is extremely flavorful and sometimes is also referred to as the “crust.”

	Carryover: When meat is cooked and removed from the heat, the cooking process continues because the exterior of the food is hot and the heat continues to carry over and cook the interior. As a rule, a thick piece of meat will continue to carry over for approximately 15 minutes and increase internal temperature by 5 to 10 degrees.

	Rub: The combination of spices used to season your meat!

	Binder: This can be a contentious topic, as some are of the opinion that binders are unnecessary. A binder is used on meat to help the rub adhere. The most common binder I use for barbecuing is mustard. It doesn’t add flavor but does wonders in helping the rub adhere and to create a beautiful bark. Other binders include oil, mayo, and hot sauce, to name a few.



Backyard Supply List


	Smoker: A smoker is used to cook meat, fish, and other foods slowly, at a low temperature, typically for several hours. Smokers are designed to impart a smoky flavor to the food by burning wood chips or chunks.

	Grill: Typically used outdoors, a grill uses direct heat to cook food. Grills are most commonly used for barbecuing and grilling. They can use various fuel sources, such as gas, charcoal, or wood pellets.

	Lighter: In order to start a fire in a grill or smoker, you’ll need a lighter to ignite a flame. If you want to level up a little, look into a torch such as the Grill Gun or Rocket Fire Torch.

	Meat Thermometer: This tool is used to measure the internal temperature of meat and other cooked foods. It helps ensure that the food is cooked to the desired level of doneness and is safe to eat.

	Charcoal: Charcoal is a black, porous substance made by burning wood in the absence of oxygen. Thanks to its high heat output and long-lasting burn, it’s commonly used as a fuel source for grills and smokers.

	Wood: In the context of outdoor cooking, wood refers to specific types of hardwoods or fruitwoods that are used to generate smoke and flavor when cooking on a grill or smoker. Different types of wood will impart different flavors to the food.

	Heat-Resistant Gloves: Unsurprisingly, things get pretty hot when you’re grilling and smoking. Heat-resistant gloves are protective gloves designed to withstand high temperatures and are crucial when you’re handling hot grates, pans, or other objects in outdoor cooking to prevent burns and injuries.

	Tools (spatula, tongs, etc.): There are various utensils and tools used for cooking on a grill or smoker. Spatulas are used for flipping food, tongs are used for gripping and turning food, and other tools such as brushes and skewers may be used for specific cooking tasks.

	Trash Bags: Outdoor cooking can get messy, so make sure you have trash bags on hand to collect and dispose of waste such as food scraps and packaging.

	Aluminum Foil: Thin, flexible, and easy to use, aluminum foil is commonly used in outdoor cooking to wrap food for grilling or smoking to create a sealed environment, which helps retain moisture and flavor.

	Grill Brush: A grill brush is a cleaning tool used to remove food residue, grease, and debris from the grates of a grill. The only one I use and recommend is the BBQ DADDY by Scrub Daddy.



Safety First


	First-Aid Kit: A good old-fashioned home kit will be perfect. Make sure you have burn gel and gauze. Grilling can be a dangerous and risky game, so you want to prepare for everything.

	Extinguisher: When playing with fire—even in your own backyard—it’s a good idea to have one on hand. A class K extinguisher will offer the most control for cooking fires involving grease.

	Grill Cleaner/Degreaser: A clean grill is a safe grill. The more you cook on your grill, the dirtier it will get. Built-up grease and grime are a dangerous thing, as it increases your chances of having flare-ups. I recommend cleaning the grates after every cook and making sure grease traps and deflectors are cleaned at least every other cook. A grill covered in food and grease is not “a well-seasoned grill,” it’s a dirty and dangerous one!

	Sunscreen: BBQ and grilling are obviously done outdoors, so be sure to take care of your skin. I credit this recommendation to my wife!

	Bug Spray: Not typically something you would think to have handy while working the grill, but I promise you will thank me later.
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Basic Meat Temperature Chart



	MEAT

	TEMPERATURES




	Steak/Beef/Elk/Lamb/Veal

	



	Rare

	120ºF–125 ºF (48.9ºC to 51.6ºC)




	Medium-rare

	130ºF–135ºF (54.4ºC–57.2ºC)




	Medium

	140ºF–145ºF (60ºC–62.8ºC)




	Medium-well

	150ºF–155ºF (65.5ºC–68.3ºC)




	Well done

	160ºF (71.1ºC) and above




	 

	 




	Chicken

	165ºF–175ºF (73.9ºC–80ºC)




	Pork

	145ºF (62.8ºC)




	Fish and Shellfish

	145ºF (62.8ºC)




	Reheated Leftovers

	165ºF (73.9ºC)




	Holding Temperature for Cooked Food

	140ºF (60ºC)





BBQ Tips Everyone Should Know


	Smoker: Every smoker is different, so make sure you’re familiar with yours. Identify the hot spots. You can do this by performing the “biscuit test.” All you need is a roll of biscuits and your grill. Spread the biscuits around the cooking surface, leaving some space between them. Make sure the entire surface of your smoker is covered, including the center, sides, and any additional racks. Set your smoker to 250°F and set a timer for 30 minutes. When time is up, open your grill and observe the differences in the biscuits. Biscuits in hotter areas will be darker and more cooked, while lower sections may be lighter and undercooked. A few degrees can make a difference during cooking, so note these spots and adjust your process accordingly.

	Direct vs. Indirect: Here’s my simple rule of thumb when deciding on a direct or indirect cook: If the food takes less than 20 minutes to cook, use direct heat. If it is a longer cook, use indirect heat. Let’s use chicken as an example. If I’m cooking chicken thighs, I’m using direct grilling, while a whole chicken will be cooked with the indirect method.

	Homemade Grill Brush: No grill brush and a dirty grill? No fear. Grab a few sheets of aluminum foil and crumple them into a ball. Use a pair of tongs to hold the foil and scrape it across the grill to remove any unwanted nasty bits!

	Let It Rest: In all honestly, if I grill a steak and I’m starving, I eat it immediately. But when I can help it, letting meat rest is the way to go. As a general rule, the bigger the steak, the longer the rest. A 1-inch ribeye should be rested between 5 and 10 minutes. A 3-inch-thick cut bone-in ribeye should be rested for 10 to 12 minutes. A whole chicken should be rested for 15 minutes. Prime rib gets 45 minutes to 1 hour. The resting time gives the juices time to redistribute throughout the meat.

	Know Your Temperatures: This goes for your grill and your food. For searing and achieving that coveted char, you’ll want a high heat (around 450 to 500°F). For more delicate items like fish and veggies, aim for medium heat (around 350°F). And for low and slow cooking (think BBQ), stick to a lower heat (around 225 to 275°F). As far as your meat temperatures, different proteins have different recommended temperatures: see the Basic Meat Temperature Chart.

	Smoke ’em if ya got ’em: Add smoke to a cook regardless of what you are cooking on. If using charcoal, add wood chunks on top. If cooking on a gas grill, you can use a tube smoker or a pouch of foil with wood chips and holes poked in the top. Regardless of what you are cooking on, you can always add that smoky flavor!
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Period 2

The Big Three

Pork, Beef, and Chicken
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The morning after my father-in-law gifted me my first smoker—also known as the day that my real BBQ journey began—I headed straight to the grocery store and loaded my cart with an array of meats. I didn’t know where to begin, and my knowledge of smoking meats was rudimentary at best, but I knew enough to focus on what I now affectionally call the “Big Three”: pork, beef, and chicken.

The Big Three represent the heart and soul of BBQ—from pulled pork, to brisket, to smoked chicken, these meats are the mouthwatering building blocks of any grilling adventure. Mastering the Big Three was no easy feat, but each rubbery brisket and too-dry chicken taught me valuable lessons. Soon enough, I learned how to control all the different BBQ variables, like temperature control, wood selection, timing, and marinades.

As the Meat Teacher, I knew I had to kick off this cookbook with a crash course on the staples. In Period 2, you’ll find the tips and tricks I’ve learned (along with my favorite recipes, of course) so you can master the Big Three, too!
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