


lesson 1:

direct vs.  
indirect heat
Your most important grilling 
decision is, of course, what  
to grill. Your second-most 
important? What type of heat 
to use. Choosing the right 
one—direct or indirect—can 
have a huge impact on how 
your food tastes, says Steven 
Raichlen. So what’s the big 
difference? With direct heat, 
you place small, quick-cooking 
items, like burgers, directly 
over the fire. When you use 
indirect heat, the fire is lit 
under only part of the grate. 
Slow-cooking food, like a  
rack of ribs, is placed over the  
unlit portion and cooked 
covered. “The effect is similar 
to roasting in an oven,” says 
Jennifer Chandler. 

lesson 3:

the trustiest 
tools
Forget novelty items, like 
meatball baskets and jalapeño 
grillers. These seven basics 
are all you really need.

basting brush
A long handle—at least 12 
inches—makes applying 
glazes and sauces a breeze.  

chimney starter
For charcoal grills only. The 
foolproof way to start a 
charcoal grill without lighter 
fluid. Look for one with a 
5-pound capacity—enough 
coals for about 45 minutes of 
grilling. (Available at hard- 
ware stores and where grills 
are sold, $10 to $20.)

disposable  
aluminum pans
Use the 9-by-13-inch version 
of these workhorses for 
transporting food to and from 
the grill and as drip trays.  
The 8-by-3-inch size can hold 
wood chips for smoking.

instant-read  
thermometer
Takes the guesswork out of 
deciding when your steaks 
are done. (For temperatures 
for specific cuts, turn the 
page.)

spring-loaded tongs
Use these instead of a fork  
to turn food. No puncture 
holes means flavorful juices 
stay inside meats, where  
they belong. Buy a pair at 
least 12 inches long to keep 
hands clear of the flames.

stiff-wire grill brush
An essential for removing 
stuck-on food from hot grates 
before and after grilling. 
Choose a brush that’s 18 
inches long with brass 
bristles, which won’t rust.

wide spatula
The go-to tool for flipping 
fish and burgers. It should be 
at least 14 inches long and 
have an offset handle.

getting fired up
You’ve been cooking outdoors for years. Yet all  
too often you end up with underdone drumsticks 
or charred hockey pucks (er, hamburgers). With 
the help of experts Steven Raichlen, the author of 
The Barbecue Bible, and Jennifer Chandler, the 
author of Simply Grilling, Real Simple put together 
this easy-to-follow guide to setting up your grill. 
Once you’re ready to bring the heat, turn the page 
to learn how to grill practically everything.

lesson 2:

flavoring  
the fire
The secret to robust flavor is not 
a robust pit-master—it’s wood 
chips. “They add a delicious smok- 
iness to all kinds of grilled foods, 
even quick-cooking items, like 
shrimp and boneless chicken 
breasts,” says Chandler. Here are  
a few to try.

apple: Match this sweet, fruity 
pick with poultry and pork.

hickory: A traditional rich 
southern flavor (think hickory-
smoked bacon). Stands up  
to pork chops, ribs, lamb, and 
poultry.

mesquite: Used in the South-
west to cook everything from 
chops to fajitas, this strong, earthy 
favorite pairs well with beef, 
poultry, and salmon. Stick with 
items that take 20 minutes  
or less—much longer and your 
food will start to taste bitter.

oak: The mild, woodsy scent is 
delicious with beef, pork, fish, 
and shellfish.

how to use  
wood chips
At least 15 minutes before grill- 
ing, soak a handful of chips in 
water or a flavorful liquid, such as 
apple juice or beer.

with a gas grill
Put the chips in a small dispos- 
able aluminum pan or a smoker 
box (available where grills  
are sold, $10 to $16). Preheat  
the grill and place the pan on  
a burner, below the grate. When 
smoke begins to appear, start 
cooking.

with a charcoal grill
Add a handful of soaked wood 
chips to burning coals just before 
cooking. When smoke begins  
to appear, start cooking.

how to set up  
a charcoal grill

for direct heat
After preheating the grill for 10 
minutes, rake the coals so they 
cover two-thirds of the bottom 
grate. The empty third is a safety 
zone, where you can move food 
that’s flaring up. Put on the top 
grate, place the food directly over 
the coals, and cook, uncovered.

for indirect heat
After preheating the grill for 10 
minutes, rake the coals into two 
piles on opposite sides of the 
bottom grate. Put on the top 
grate, position the food over the 
empty space between the coals, 
and cook, covered. If you’re 
cooking for more than an hour, 
place a disposable aluminum pan 
between the coals and add an 
inch of water to keep drippings 
from burning. il
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how to set up  
a gas grill
for direct heat
After preheating the grill for 10 
minutes, position the food 
directly over the lit burners and 
cook, uncovered.

for indirect heat
After preheating the grill for 10 
minutes, turn off one burner, 
position the food over it, and 
cook, covered.



beef
burgers
heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 3 to 5 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 140° F 
for medium.
tip: Don’t press down on the 
patties during cooking or you’ll 
squeeze out the delicious juices.

hot dogs
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 5 to 7 minutes, turning 
occasionally.

steaks, 3/4 to 1 inch thick
(such as flank and New York strip)
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 3 to 5 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.
tip: For the best sear, turn steaks 
just once halfway through.

steaks, 1 to 11/2 inches 
thick
(such as rib-eye and porterhouse)
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 3 to 5 minutes 
per side, then indirect for 4 to 6 
minutes.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.
note: For steaks 2 inches thick 
or more, increase indirect 
cooking time to 8 to 10 minutes.

fruit
citrus fruits
(such as oranges and lemons,  
cut in half or into wedges)
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 4 to 6 minutes, turning 
occasionally.

pineapple
(cut into rings or wedges)
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 2 to 4 minutes per side.

stone fruits
(such as peaches, plums,  
and nectarines, cut in half  
and pitted)
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 2 to 3 minutes per side.

kebabs
Soak wooden skewers for at  
least 15 minutes before thread- 
ing to prevent burning on the 
grill. For tastiest results (meaning 
nothing is burned or overcooked), 
make your kebabs with items 
that cook at the same rate— 
say, shrimp and cherry tomatoes 
(fast) or chicken, onions, and 
oranges (slow).

beef, pork, and poultry
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 4 to 6 minutes, turning 
occasionally.
tip: For best results, cut meat 
into 1- to 11/2-inch cubes.

shrimp and scallops
heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 1 to 2 minutes per side.

vegetables
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.

time: 4 to 6 minutes, turning 
occasionally.
tip: For best results, cut 
vegetables into 1- to 11/2-inch 
cubes.

lamb
chops, 1/2 to 1 inch thick
heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 3 to 5 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.

chops, 1 to 11/2 inches thick
heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 4 to 6 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.

leg, butterflied boneless, 
1 to 11/2 inches thick,  
3 to 31/2 pounds
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 4 to 5 minutes 
per side, then indirect for 15 to 
20 minutes.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.
tip: If you’re grilling a leg of lamb 
tied into a roll, increase indirect 
grilling time to 20 to 30 minutes.

rack of lamb, 1 to 11/2 pounds
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 3 to 5 minutes 
per side, then indirect for 10 to 
15 minutes.
internal temperature: 130° F 
for medium-rare.

pork
baby-back ribs
heat: Indirect (covered), 
medium-high, then direct 
(uncovered), medium-high.
time: Indirect for 25 to 30 
minutes, then direct for 4 to 5 
minutes per side.
tip: For a delicious caramelized 
finish and to prevent burning, 
apply barbecue sauce only during 
the last 5 minutes of cooking.

chops, 1/2 to 1 inch thick
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 3 to 5 minutes per side for 
bone-in; 2 to 5 minutes per side 
for boneless.
internal temperature: 145° F.

chops, 1 to 11/2 inches thick 
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 6 to 8 minutes per side 
for bone-in; 5 to 7 minutes per 
side for boneless.
internal temperature: 145° F.

loin roast, bone-in,  
4 to 5 pounds
heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 10 to 15 
minutes, turning occasionally, 
then indirect for 1 to 11⁄2 hours.
internal temperature: 145° F.

Ready, Set, Grill!
This primer covers everything from hot dogs to 
cherry tomatoes. As for seasoning, most foods 
will taste great if you add just a little salt, pepper, 
and olive oil beforehand. If you want even more 
flavor, try a rub or a marinade. (Find delicious 
options at realsimple.com/grilling.)

If your grill comes with a built-in thermometer, follow it. If not,  
use the hand test: Hold your open palm about 3 inches  

above the grill grate and count how many seconds you can keep it 
there before pulling away. Then check the chart below  

for the corresponding temperature. 

how hot is it? taking the temperature

high
medium-high
medium
medium-low
low

450° F to 500° F
400° F to 450° F
350° F to 400° F
300° F to 350° F
250° F to 300° F

1 to 2 seconds 
2 to 4 seconds
4 to 5 seconds
6 to 7 seconds
7 to 9 seconds 

temperature thermometer
reading

hand check

hot tip: once meat 
and poultry are off 
the grill, don’t forget 
to let them rest for  
at least 5 minutes so  
all the flavorful  
juices have time to 
redistribute.
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loin roast, boneless,  
3 to 31/2 pounds
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 10 to 15 
minutes, turning occasionally, 
then indirect for 30 to 40 
minutes.
internal temperature: 145° F.

sausage links
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 10 to 15 minutes, turning 
occasionally.
internal temperature: 145° F 
for pork; 165° F for chicken.
tip: To grill a sausage coil, run 2 
long skewers through it in a 
crisscross pattern, then cook as 
directed above, turning once.

tenderloin
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high, then indirect 
(covered), medium-high.
time: Direct for 6 to 8 minutes, 
turning occasionally, then 
indirect for 10 to 12 minutes.
internal temperature: 145° F. 

poultry
chicken breasts, boneless, 
skinless
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 5 to 6 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 160° F. 

chicken cutlets
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 2 to 3 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 160° F.

chicken pieces, bone-in
Heat: Indirect (covered), medium.
time: 40 to 50 minutes.
internal temperature: 165° F.
tip: For crispy skin, grill the 
pieces skin-side down over direct 
heat (uncovered) until golden, 6 
to 8 minutes, then transfer to 
indirect heat and cook skin-side 
up until cooked through.

chicken thighs, boneless, 
skinless
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 4 to 5 minutes, turning 
once.
internal temperature: 165° F.

chicken wings
Heat: Indirect (covered), medium.
time: 25 to 30 minutes, turning 
occasionally.
internal temperature: 165° F.

chicken, whole, 31/2 to  
4 pounds
Heat: Indirect (covered), medium.
time: 45 minutes to 1 hour, 15 
minutes.
internal temperature: 165° F, 
measured in the thigh.

turkey burgers
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 5 to 7 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 165° F.
tip: Don’t press down on the 
patties during cooking or you’ll 
squeeze out the delicious juices.

turkey cutlets
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 2 to 3 minutes per side.
internal temperature: 160° F.

seafood
The trick with seafood is to make 
sure it doesn’t stick. So coat it 
lightly with oil and check that the 
grate is clean and very hot. For 
fillets and whole fish, you can also 
try this foolproof (albeit more 
time-consuming) method: Place 
the fish on a soaked cedar plank 
or a lightly oiled piece of heavy-  
duty foil, then grill (covered), over 
medium indirect heat.

scallops
Heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 1 to 2 minutes per side.
tip: Thread on skewers for easy 
turning.

shrimp 
Heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 1 to 2 minutes per side.
tip: Thread on skewers for easy 
turning.

fish fillets or steaks,  
3/4 to 1 inch thick
(such as salmon, striped bass,  
and mahimahi)
Heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 3 to 4 minutes per side.

note: If grilling with a cedar 
plank or foil, cook over medium 
indirect heat (covered), 20 to  
30 minutes.

whole fish, 3/4 to 1 pound
Heat: Direct (uncovered), high.
time: 4 to 5 minutes per side.
note: If grilling with a cedar 
plank or foil, cook over medium 
indirect heat (covered), 20 to  
30 minutes.

whole fish, large fillets,  
or side of salmon,  
1 to 3 pounds 
Heat: Indirect (covered), 
medium-high.
time: 30 to 40 minutes.
tip: Because a large fish can 
tear when turned, cooking on a 
plank, on foil, or in a fish basket 
is necessary.

vegetables
asparagus
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 2 to 4 minutes, turning 
occasionally.

bell pepper
(cut into 2-inch strips)
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 4 to 5 minutes per side.

eggplants, summer squash, 
and zucchini
(cut into 1/2-inch-thick slices)
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 4 to 5 minutes per side.
tip: Slice the vegetables on 
the bias to expose the maximum 
surface area.

mushrooms
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 4 to 5 minutes per side.
tip: Mushrooms can also be 
cooked in a foil pouch; see 
Tomatoes, Cherry, for the method 
and times.

onions
(cut into 1/2-inch-thick rounds  
or wedges)
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 5 to 6 minutes per side.

potatoes
(slice, then cook in a pouch made 
of heavy-duty foil)
Heat: Indirect (covered), 
medium-high.
time: 25 to 30 minutes.
tip: New potatoes can be cooked 
whole, or halved if large.

scallions
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium-high.
time: 2 to 4 minutes, turning 
occasionally.

tomatoes,  
beefsteak or plum
(cut in half)
Heat: Direct (uncovered), 
medium.
time: 2 to 3 minutes per side.

tomatoes, cherry
(cook in a pouch made of 
heavy-duty foil)
Heat: Indirect (covered), 
medium-high.
time: 5 to 10 minutes.

grill easier, smarter, tastier
Before you head outside, go to 
realsimple.com/grilling for  
more cookout tips, strategies, and 
inspiration. there you’ll find:
•  a buying guide for choosing  

a gas or charcoal grill
•  step-by-step instructions  

for starting coals
• easy weeknight grilling recipes
• make-ahead entertaining menus
•  the most delicious store- 

bought condiments
•  and more!

Note: Internal grilling temperatures are 
listed only where applicable. The ones 
given here are the Real Simple test 
kitchen’s preferred temperatures (which 
are considered safe by many experts). 
For maximum food safety, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture recom-
mends 165° F for all poultry; 160° F 
for ground beef, lamb, and pork; 145° F, 
with a 3-minute resting period, for all 
other types of beef, lamb, and pork.
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