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A CARDBOARD SMOKEHOUSE 
By Walter A. Rust ~~~ 

An inexpen.si ve smokehouse made from a cardboard cart on or cart ons can be 
built by any individual who can use a knife, 
saw, and hammer. I t can be set up in the back 
yard or on a campsite, or it can be folded 
flat and transport ed to a ny locality, It has 
the advantages of being eff icient and easy 
to operate. The construct ion and operation 
of the smoker and the preparation of the fish 
for smoking are expl ained i n detail in this 
article, 

CONSTRUCTION: A carton whi ch is approx
imately 30 inches square and 48 inches high is 
deSirable, Although othe r sizes may be use d , 
the minimum size shoul d be not l e ss t han 24 
i nches in width or depth, nor le s s than 40 
rnches inheight. One end of the carton should 
be removed by cut ting a long the edge fol ds, 
and this opening used as t he bot tom. At t he 
other end, which is to be the t op, t he flaps 
shoul d be unfa s t ened so tha t they can be bent 
back and fo lded together again t o make a cover . 

W IRE 
2.-

HOOK 

I f the box is weak and t her e i s a tende ncy toward buckl i ng when pressure is 
appl ied at the top, it ca n be strengthened by t acki ng a t hree-quarter inch strip 
of wood vertically on the outside at each corner. Large-head roofing nails (three
quarter inch) should be dr i ven i nt o the strips f rom the i nside . Four more strips 
should be nailed hori zont all y on t he outside, on opposite sides, in the same manner 
as for the corner pieces. TWJ of these shoul d be nailed 4 inches from the top 
and the other 2 , 20 inches from t he bottom. A door 10 i nches wide and 12 inches 
high should be cut in the cen t er of 1 side at the bot tom for stoking the fire. 
It can be made by 2 -cuts, 1 vertical and 1 horizontal . The door can then be bent 
out, the cardboard on t he uncut side acting as a hinge. 

Old broom or mop handl es, bamboo poles ; iron rods, or sticks that wil l not 
sag can be used for rods. Seven are necessary for the 30- inch size carton. They 
should# be long enough to extend at least 2 inches beyond t he outside of the carton. 
Three of the rods support t he fish, 2 hold t he tray , and 2 keep the flaps from 
sagging. Holes should be cut through the ca r dboard just above the wood strips 
to enable the rods to rest on the strips. The holes for the rods whi ch support 
the flaps are just below the fold. The rods should be space d far enough apart 
that the fish do not touch when hung. The 2 outside holes a r e 6 inches from the 
*Clle~ist, Fishery Technological Laboratory, Boston, Mass. 

Note: '!his leaflet supersedes Sap . 141 , a rep r i nt from Commer cial Fisheries Review, 
July 1946, pages 1-4. 
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corner , and the 3rd i s in the center, an equal distance fro.'1l each of the 8i e holes. 
Smaller cartons requi re onl y 2 such rods unle ss the f i sh a r e so smal l that 3 can 
be used. I f trays are u sed , additional strips of wood should be tacked 4 inches 
below the top strips, the holes corresponding with those above. Trays can be ma e 
with one-half or one - f our th inch mesh har dware l~th , cut t o f it ins i e the box, 
the edges bent over and h~ered down flat. 

Hooks can be made f r om pieces of 8- or 10- guage steel ire 14 inches long. 
Each piece should be bent in the middle around a hammer han le or br oom stick, 
and the hook end bent the same way, to fonn a goose - neck. The opening 0 t he hook 
must be large enough to permit it to slip easily over the rod , and the en must 
be bent so that it will not slip off the rod during the smoking pr ocess . Heavy 
wire coat hangers can be used to make t he hooks. 

ilien a single carton of the above dime nsious is unavailable, 2 cartons of 
equal size, at least 24 inches or more in height or idth, can be subs it ed . 

On 1, the top and bottoc should 
be comple ely removed , re t ain 
ing the sides . The 0 he box 
bottom sho Id be cut away and 
the top flaps tel escoped over 
the other until he desired 
heigh is obtained . Strips of 
wood should be t acked on t he 
outside of all the side s of 
the overlapping space to insure 
against fur the r tel escoping 
and to make a s eal to prevent 
an ndue l oss of smoke . 

The s i ngl e car on smoke 
house can be fl a t ened and 
transpor ted t o any place de 

sired. Its sole disadvantage is that it cannot be e xposed to rain. A 30-inch 
square house has a capacity. of about 60 pounds of "butterfl i ed" or split fish . 

From 5 to 6 hours are required to smoke fish ready to eat, the exact period 
depending upon the size of the fish. The carton will not catch fi r e i f t he venti
lation is controlled properly by sufficient suffoca tion of the f ire to make smoke 
instead of a blaze and if too much wood is not placed on the fire a t any time . 
Should too large a blaze devel op , it can be smothered with sawdust or reduced by 
removing a por tion of the blazing wood. 

OPERATION: A fire should be built on a l eve l plot of ground with the wood 
appropriat e f or smoking. The wood pieces should be about 8 i nches long and 1 
inch in diame t er. Semi-dry, non - resinous woods such a s oak, hickory , beech, and 
sweet bay, i n combination with 1 or more of the f ol lowing : river mangrove, us
tralian pine , palmetto roots , button wood , a ppl e, citrus, and leeched drift wood 
give excellent flavor . Corn cobs, coconut husks, sawdust, and chips of the above 
woods are also used. Sawdust burns slowly and makes a good smudge . However , too 
heavy a smoke over-emphasizes the smoke f l avor . Any wood containing pitch or simi
lar material should never be used. 

Whi l e the fire building is in progress, the carton can be brought nearby and 
made r eady. First, t he 2 bottom rods should be placed to support the tray that 
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will catch any fish which drop during the smok ' i! . Then the rous from which the 
fish are hung should be shoved i n place. The prepared, split fish should be woven 
on the hook by entering the, flesh side just below the collar -bone, out through 
the skin on the other si de, back again into the flesh and as near to the back 
bone as possibl e. This process should be repeated, having t he hook come out of 
fhe flesh side below the other collar bone. If done properly, the hook will not 
pull through the flesh during the smoking period. Preparation of fish in this 
manner holds them flat, inc r easing the capacity of the smokehouse and shortening 
the time for smoking. The fish should be hung on t he rods and spaced so that 
they do not touch. If there are a few large fish, too large for ~he hooks, they 
should be placed on an oiled or greased tray. After the rods have been hung with 
fish, the tray containing the large fish should be placed on top of the rods ( a 
tray can always be used to increase the capacity of tlre smokehouse). ' The 2 top 
flap supporting rods should then be inserted and the top of the carton closed by 
folding the flaps together. After the fire has been started, the smokehouse can 
be lifted over it so that the fire is in the -center of the house and the door is 
not on the lee side. All holes that do not have rods through them should be filled 
or covered. I f the flaps do not fold together properly, allowing smoke to escape, 
a piece of cardboard shoul d be laid over the opening and weighted down with a 
stone or other handy material. The door should be tightly closed. The &uokehouse 
should not be completely airtight, howe ver, but enough air allowed to enter to 
keep the fire smoldering. Dirt should be pushed up against the side at the bottom 
to prevent undesirable drafts. 

The fire must be stoked about every half hour. For the first 4 or 5 hours, 
the temperature should be held at about 1000 F., or below then increased to be
tween 1800 to 2000 F. for about an hour to cook the fish. The progress of the 
smoking can be observed by lifting the flaps. The first observation should be 
made 2t to 3 hours after the house is set over t he fire; thereafter, every half 
hour until the fish are ready to take out . The cooking is completed when the baclc
bone of the f ish separates from t he meat. Then the smokehouse should be lifted 
f roD the fire and the fish e i
ther left in the smokehouse to 
cool and dry or lifted onto a 
strip of hardware cloth laid on 
a table in such a manner that 
air will come in contact with 
all surfaces of the fish. To 
keep insects away from the fish 
while they are cool ing and dry
i ng, cover with mosquito net
ting. 

This aforementioned method 
is cal l ed the hot smoke process. 
The cold smoke method, on the 
other hand" does not require a 
high temperature. Fish treated 
by the latter process have to be reheated again before eating. For either method, 
after the fish are dry, they may be wrapped individually in waxed paper or cello
phane and placed in a refrigerator or other cool pl ace, or they ma y be f rozen or 
proce.ssed in tin cans or glass jars . When processed or frozen, they can be stored 
as any other fishery product. 

The hot smoke method imparts a delicious flavor t o the fish and leaves the 
texture succulent. 



4 

Preparation of tne Fish for Smoking: Fish which are to be smoked should be 
scaled and the heads:removed, leaving the collar bones attached. The belly should 
then be cut . and the intestinal material removed. A round fiber brush is desirable 
for r emoving all blood and other undesirable materi8J. from the fish. The fish 
should be split to the back skin but not t.hrough it, washed thoroughly, and placed 
i~ a bri.ne compos~d of one-half cuP' of salt to 1 ga).lon of water. The brine con
tain-er can ~be eith~r wO'od, enamelwar e, -I'br ' ~ stoneware crock. It is desirable 
t o keep the fish in the brine until all of them have been cleaned and split. If 
the fi sh are cleaned in the afternoon or evening, too late to smoke the same day, 
they should be drained on a draining board or on a piece of ,hardware ' cloth and 
then salted on both sides and i nside. The salt should be of a good grade, con
taining less than 1 percent impuri ties, without driers or iodine. A handy salt 
shaker can be made from a half or 1 pint size salad dressing jar. The fish should 
be laid f l at, f lesh side up, i n an enameled pan or crock . After they are all 
salted, t hey should be c~vered with waxed paper and put in a refrigerator or other 
cool place over night. In t he morning they should be placed on t he hooks and hung 
in the smokehou se. I f they cont ain exce ss mOisture , t hey should be allowed to drip 
for 15 minutes before the smokehouse i s set over t he fire. 

When the cleaning and smoking of t he fish are t o be undertaken the same day, 
t ne same prelimi nary cleaning preparations should be complet ed t o t he point where 
the f i sh a re sal ted. Instead of be ing sal ted and held overnight, they should be 
placed in a br i ne made of. 4 cups of .salt and 1 gal l on of water . The fish should 
remain in t he brine f r om one-half to 1 hour , depending on their size and thickness . 
They should be removed fran the br ine, ri~sed i n cold l f resh wat er, drained for 10 
::ninutes a nd allowed t o hang in a cool , br eezy place for about an hour, or until 
t he surface has a shiny appearance , They are t hen ready for the smokehouse . 
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