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Fish smoked at home
Smoked fish have been around ever since prehistoric peo-
ple contemplated ways to preserve the unused portion of
their catch. Today, smoked fish is regarded as a delicacy
by just about all who try it.

Any species of fish can be smoked, and nearly
everything that comes out of the smokehouse tastes good.
Species having a relatively high fat content, however, do
absorb the smoke flavor better and are less likely to
dehydrate than lean fishes. Salmon, catfish, trout,
sheepshead, and carp are among the favorites in the Lake
Erie region. White bass, white perch, and buffalo also
smoke very well.  Walleye, yellow perch, black bass,
crappie, and sunfish are better suited for the frying pan.

Smoking your own fish is relatively easy once you
have the basic equipment assembled. The four-step
process includes

1. cleaning and preparation,
2. brining,
3. smoking, and
4. proper storage of the fish.

Information on woods used for smoking and smokehouse
construction and its operation are provided.

Step 1
Cleaning and Preparation
Fish for smoking are usually not filleted. Instead, they
are gutted, thoroughly washed, and the kidney or “blood
line” along the backbone is scraped out. With the excep-
tion of carp, most fish are not scaled prior to smoking.
After cleaning, the fish may either be cut into chunks a
couple of inches thick to be smoked on racks, or left
whole to be suspended in the smokehouse on hooks.

Frozen fish may be used for smoking. For the best
quality, clean and wash them before freezing. Be sure the
fish have completely thawed in the refrigerator or under
cold running water prior to brining.

Step 2
Brining
Soaking the fish in a salt solution is one of the most 
critical steps in producing a safe and tasty product.
Remember that wood smoke has no preservative effect—
it is only a means of flavoring. A final salt content of 
3 1/2 to 5 percent water phase salt (WPS) is recommend-
ed; however, without chemical analysis, it is hard to tell
whether or not it has been achieved. That’s why proper
cooking and refrigerated storage are so important. A final
product that has a definite yet pleasant salt flavor has
probably achieved a 3 1/2 percent WPS.

A basic brine  is made by dissolving 4 cups of table
salt into a gallon of water. Avoid using iodized salt,
which can impart a bitter taste. One hour in such a brine
is sufficient for most fish. If this doesn’t produce a uni-

formly salty flavor in your product, try dissolving only 1
1/2 cups of salt into a gallon of cold water, but allow the
fish to soak for 12 hours at refrigerator temperature
(about 40°F). One gallon should be prepared for each
five pounds of fish. Large, thick pieces of fish will absorb
salt more slowly and may require longer brining time
than small, thin pieces.

After brining, rinse the fish in clean water and dry
them. Smoke will not deposit easily on a wet surface.
Drying also allows a shiny, skin-like pellicle to form on
the fish surface, which prevents the loss of natural juices
while smoking.

Step 3
The Smoking Process
Many portable smokers come with recipes for quick-
smoking fish at high temperatures, but to achieve
thorough penetration of the smoke flavor throughout the
meat, the fish must stay in the smoke for several hours. 
A smoking time of eight to ten hours in addition to the
cooking time should produce an excellent result.

For thorough cooking, fish must be held at an inter-
nal temperature of 180°F for at least 30 minutes. The
cooking temperature should be achieved sometime within
the first six hours of the process to prevent spoilage
while the meat is in the warm smoker. A long-stemmed
meat thermometer inserted into one of the larger chunks
through a hole in the smokehouse will allow easy moni-
toring of temperature without opening the door.

A 180°F internal temperature can usually be reached
if the smokehouse itself can reach temperatures ranging
from 200 to 225°F. If not, finish cooking the fish in an
oven. To reduce dehydration, during the remainder of the
smoking period the smokehouse temperature can be low-
ered to 140 to 150°F.

Step 4
Storage of Smoked Fish
S m o ked fish may be eaten while hot from the smoke r, bu t
most folks agree that the fl avor is enhanced when the fish 
is cold. The fl avor also seems to improve a day or two after
s m o k i n g, as the smoke perm e ates deeper into the fl e s h .

For storage, cool the fish thoroughly, wrap it in
waxed paper or plastic wrap, and store it in a refrigerator.
Smoked fish should be consumed within two weeks. 
It can be stored for longer periods in the freezer, but the
texture of the meat may become softer and moister.

If you’ve never tried smoked fish, your first batch,
if properly prepared, will be a surprising treat. A smoke-
house is a great equalizer; any fish species, no matter
how humble, usually tastes great when smoked. Or as
one Lake Erie smokehouse operator was heard to say,
“Sure, some fish smoke up better than others, but none 
of them are bad!”© The Ohio State University
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Choice of Woods
Although special brine recipes abound that use sugar
and spices, many experienced fish smokers feel that
flavor can be fine-tuned most easily by the proper
choice of hardwoods.

A sharp, pungent smoke is produced by woods
like hickory, beech, oak, birch, ash, and alder. Fruit
woods including apple, cherry, and pear produce
sweet-tasting smoke. Sassafras generates an extremely
sweet-spicy smoke; sugar maple combines pungence
with sweetness. Many smokehouse operators prefer to
mix hardwoods and fruit woods.

Avoid using softwoods like pine, spruce, and
cedar. Resins from these conifers will leave a very
unpleasant taste on the fish.

The size of wood chunks you will use depends
upon your smoker’s heat source. Sawdust or small
chips work best with electric hot plates. Firepans using
charcoal can accommodate tennis ball-sized chunks of
wood, which prolong the burning time and require less
tending. Wood for smoking is sometimes soaked in
water in an attempt to slow the burning rate, but many
commercial smokehouse operators bypass this step.

Smokehouse Construction 
and Operation
It seems that no two homemade smokehouses are
alike. But they all have the same essential components. 
A proper smoker must have

1. a controllable draft at its bottom,
2. a controllable vent or flue at the top,
3. a heat source,
4. a drip pan to keep grease out of the fire, and
5. racks or crosswires to hold the fish.

Useful smokehouses have been constructed from metal
drums, old refrigerators, plywood boxes, and many other
available materials. The accompanying diagram shows 
a sample of all of these components in operation.

The greatest poundage of meat can usually be
smoked in one session by hanging whole or split fish
from hooks on crosswires. Large fish may pull off the
hooks as they cook and fall into the drip pan. This can 
be prevented by trussing the fish in simple harnesses of
cotton string and then looping the hooks through the 
harnesses.

The hard woods in the fire pan should smolder but
not blaze. This is controlled by regulating the draft at the
top and bottom vents. Cooking temperatures can usually
be reached by regulating the draft to allow a few small,
flickering flames. If an electric hot plate is used as a heat
source, flames are unnecessary.
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