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Notes


• Both metric and imperial/US cups are included. Work with one set of measurements only and do not alternate between the two within a recipe. All spoon measurements given are level: 1 teaspoon/tsp = 5 ml; 1 tablespoon/tbsp = 15 ml.


• FOOD SAFETY Keep raw meat, poultry, fish and their juices away from other food. After cutting raw meats, wash cutting boards, utensils and countertops with hot, soapy water. Cutting boards, utensils and countertops can be sanitized by using a solution of 1 tbsp of unscented, liquid chlorine bleach in 4.5 litres/1 gallon of water.


• TAKE CARE Whenever you are cooking with live fire, remember that any nearby surfaces will get hot, sparks can fly, and hot liquid and fat may spill onto your skin. Always have a first-aid kit, as well as a fire extinguisher and fire blanket, close to where you are cooking. Always supervise children near a barbecue or fire.
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INTRODUCTION




The idea for this book came to me out of the classes I run at the UK BBQ School from my home here in sunny Devon. I’ve taught so many beginners how to cook barbecue and helped them start their own journey into live-fire cooking. This meant I quickly found out what interests people the most, and grilling skewers over hot coals is something plenty of them have been keen to learn more about.





Is there some residual primeval instinct in all of us that loves sitting around a fire with a chunk of meat hanging from a pointed stick? I like to think so… Most of the recipes in this book involve simple ingredients and techniques for doing just that – cooking food over fire on sticks – and for most people embarking on their journey into live-fire cooking, skewers provide the obvious next step beyond a beginner’s uninspired offerings of burgers and sausages. That said, there’s actually something very involved about cooking food on skewers – possibly more so than any other types of barbecue cooking. You stand over the embers with your hands close to the coals and allow the aromas from the cooking food to act as your guide to the correct time to turn the skewers and take the food off of the heat. Sadly, more often than not, there simply isn’t enough heat to properly char your skewers and bring out the best in them, so my aim here is to arm you with some recipes, techniques and tips to make your skewers sizzle.


This book will take you on a taste journey when you read it. You’ll find plenty of familiar flavours with a twist and some new delicacies from far-flung places to try. It is also a journey for me as I’m very fortunate to have travelled to many countries and have some wonderful taste memories. These were brought back to me as I cooked up with the recipes and was transported to Moroccan souks, Thai beach-food stalls and clifftop tandoor restaurants in Southern India. My hope is that my delicious and colourful recipes will brighten up your own barbecue cooking experience.


I haven’t strived to make these recipes authentic and they are not set in stone. Instead, I’ve used my own experiences of these fantastic foods to bring you ideas that are flavour-packed and fun, but that can also be used as a starting point for your own skewered creations. Enjoy!


PREPARATION & TIPS


SETTING UP YOUR GRILL


Skewered food requires cooking over direct heat. One of the biggest reasons for failure when grilling skewers over charcoal is not getting the right sort of heat to them: too little and the food just dries out, or too much and it flares up and burns. The key to success is to tailor both the heat source and the proximity of your food to the heat source to suit what you are grilling.


You can control both these things by adjusting the amount and type of charcoal you use, and by the type of grill you set up. Some grills have a small and intense direct heat zone, such as a Japanese Konro (teriyaki) grill, whilst others can offer a more gentle even heat, such as a lidded kettle barbecue. I picked up a couple of inexpensive grills online that proved to be perfect for many of the skewer recipes in this book. They are made of stainless steel (albeit very thin) and have a couple of grates. The grates are quite narrow at around 30 cm/12 inches but 50 cm/20 inches long, and even come with a set of skewers that bridge the gap of the width. These narrow grills are common in many parts of the world and you only need a small amount of charcoal to cook various styles of skewers very easily. Another bonus is that you don’t always need to use a grill grate and can balance the skewers directly over the coals, eliminating any chance of delicate foods, such as seafood, sticking to grill grates. The proximity (closeness) of the food on your skewers to the coals has a direct impact on how the food cooks, and gives you room for adjusting the way the food cooks. I’ll cover this in more detail later on.
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TYPES OF FUEL


I’m mostly a charcoal man myself for the majority of my cooks and use the best lumpwood charcoal I can lay my hands on. A high quality lumpwood charcoal will give you a serious amount of heat if you keep the coals together, or you can spread them out for a more even, solid heat. I also like to change things up by cooking over wood and wood embers and use cherry wood and apple wood in this book. That said, this is probably one of the most challenging ways of live-fire cooking and you need to have mastered good fire control to give you the required heat before using wood.


If you cook with gas, that’s fine as well – modern gas grills can kick out a serious amount of heat and give you a good char on your food, but sadly you’ll miss out on the full experience cooking with charcoal will give you.


LIGHTING YOUR GRILL


How you light your grill will affect how your cook goes. Do you start off with a small amount of lit charcoal, or a lot of charcoal raging like the surface of the sun? The answer is, you have to think about the length of cook you’re after and then tailor how much charcoal you use to that. Most skewer recipes will cook pretty quickly, so you probably don’t need very much charcoal – I advise you to go with a small amount of lit charcoal in a pile that can be spread out over the grill for a lower temperature.
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You can light your charcoal with a natural wood wool firelighter, or in a chimney starter. I use an electric charcoal starter; it’s definitely cheating, but makes my life easier (I light a lot of fires). Avoid unnatural starters, such as paraffin cubes and lighter fluid, and never use petrol.


TEMPERATURE CONTROL


There are three main factors controlling the heat of your grill when cooking your skewers: the amount of fuel, the amount of air, and the proximity (closeness) of the food to the lit fuel.


Simply put, the more fuel (in most cases here charcoal, or it could be gas burners if you choose to use a gas grill) you have lit, the hotter the grill will be. If the amount of air that can get to the charcoal/fuel is then restricted, for example by a lid on a barbecue, then the temperature will reduce. But as most of the skewer recipes in this book are cooked on an open grill, moving the coals together or spreading them out is a great way to focus or dissipate heat to achieve more intense or gentler cooking, as required.


You can really ramp up the temperatures quickly to get searing by using some kind of fan. In the Far East, they use a handheld fan mostly, but I have seen Japanese yakitori (Konro) and Middle Eastern mangal grills that have an electric fan fitted. A blast of oxygen will quickly get the charcoal to red hot and allow some awesome searing. I’ve been know to sometimes use a barbecue chimney starter or even a hair dryer to give the coals a quick blast of hot air to reach the desired charcoal temperature when I need it. As the coals ash over, the temperature will reduce, so a quick blow of air removes the ash to expose the lit charcoal to the air, increasing the temperature. The extreme version of this I’ve seen occasionally is the use of a leaf blower, the results are startling.


The final way of controlling heat is the proximity (closeness) of the food to the hot charcoal. Basically most of the recipes in this book involve direct heat grilling: the closer the skewers are to the coals, the hotter the cook will become. You can vary which area of the grate you cook on depending on the result you want, and think of ways in which you can adjust the height of the skewers above the charcoal – a brick, for example would work well for close cooking, add another couple of bricks on top to create a bit more distance.
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On page 16 you find a guide to Estimating the Cooking Temperature of a charcoal grill ready for cooking. It’s not an exact science but my chart is based on years of experience of barbecue


CHOOSING YOUR SKEWER


The choice of skewer is an important factor. With a bit of thought and careful selection, you can make your skewer-grilling experience that much better. Here are some general guidelines.


METAL SKEWERS


Metal conducts heat better than wood, so it can be useful to use metal skewers where you want the inside to warm up quickly. They also won’t burn so you don’t have to worry about pre-soaking. A fine metal skewer will work for most recipes. Using a flat-blade skewer ensures food won’t slip and slide around so can be useful for larger chunks of heavy meat. A sturdy double-pronged skewer is great for very large pieces of meat or fish (as you can turn the food over the heat without it spinning), for securing chicken wing flats, or for folding strips of meat over on themselves. I was sent some needle-thin, very sharp metal skewers that are popular in Japan. They are perfect for delicate foods, such as mushrooms, which a wider flatter skewer might break. At the opposite end of the scale, I have some 1-m/3-ft long churrasco skewers that I love to bring out to add some food theatre!
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WOODEN OR BAMBOO SKEWERS


The most common wooden or bamboo skewers are the 30-cm/12-inch ones that are good all-rounders. Some of my more elegant recipes, such as Japanese yakitori, lend themselves the smaller 15-cm/6-inch ‘gun’ sticks (the ones with little flags) or cocktail sticks/toothpicks can be used. Unlike metal, they will catch and scorch or even burn over hot coals so pre-soak them in water for 10–30 minutes before use.


SOURCING SKEWERS FROM NATURE


As a bay skewer warms up and chars, it will add a wonderfully fragrant flavour note to your food. Whittle the ends of the woody shoots to a point so that you can push them through the meat or fish – the points need to be relatively sharp. Trim off any leaves or twigs. Woody rosemary stalks also work well, as do the young shoots of hazel trees. See what you can find but always check it is food safe before use and pre-soak (as above).


SKEWER CONSTRUCTION


There are a number of things you need to think about when constructing your skewers, starting with spacing. Ideally a little space around the food allows for an even cook, but sometimes it’s good to pack things together to load up extra levels of flavour. Also, consider the size of the pieces of food. If the cubes are too small they may dry out, or if they are too big, may take ages to cook. As a general rule, large chunks of meat work better for slower, lower temperature grilling, but delicate ingredients such as seafood that just require a quick blast of heat will work best as smaller pieces. Think about what you combine on a skewer. Are they foods with flavours and textures that complement each other? Just placing a few random bits of veg onto a meat skewer isn’t going to give it the wow factor.
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GADGETS TO MAKE SKEWER CONSTRUCTION EASIER


There are plenty of gadgets out there to make skewer construction easier, especially useful if you have a large number to make or they have a complex construction.


The easy kebab/kabob maker (pictured below) makes cylindrical kebabs of minced/ground meat. You simply fill a tube with the prepared meat and seasonings, place a wooden skewer in the top and then put pressure on the body, squeezing out a good-sized kebab/kabob. I find them easy to use but a little messy with a bit of wastage. But if I am making lots, it’s invaluable.


A brochette maker is a tall square metal box that you load up with meat and vegetables in layers (pictured below). Simply insert skewers vertically from the top, then run a sharp knife down the openings in the sides to cut nice sharp-edged brochettes. It works really well, and it certainly is a useful aid when you are making lots of skewers and want them to be neat.


There are other various kebab/kabob assemblers such as a plastic skewer-maker box (pictured below) that are worth trying though I find construction by hand easy enough.
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MARINADES, BASTES & SAUCES


A marinade is a liquid that you place the food in before the cooking starts. I’m mostly not a big fan as I find marinating often makes food go a bit soggy, but I have included a few yogurt- or coconut-based marinades in this book for you to try. I’m much more of a fan of basting, which is the technique of applying liquid during cooking, mostly towards the end of the cook. This allows you to build up the flavour of the sear on the meat, and then start increasing levels of flavour, rather than just searing the sauce. Sauces tend to be applied at the end of a cook or are there for dipping. They have their uses but tend to be more of an additional flavour rather than one that has been cooked in.


Hopefully you enjoy the range of marinades, bastes and sauces included in my recipes in this book, feel free to tweak them with your own combinations and have fun – that’s what barbecue cooking is all about after all.


And there is nothing wrong with a ready-made barbecue sauce so if you enjoy a particular brand don’t be afraid just to use that! As long as you enjoy the food, that’s what matters.


DRY RUBS


A dry rub adds flavours early on in a cook, and cooks in nicely instead of a marinade which, as I’ve said previously, can often make food a bit too wet. There are a number of dry rubs used in the book from simple salt, to more complex combinations of herbs and spices. I’ve tried to keep things very simple here, so there’s not a huge long list of ingredients which can be quite off-putting. Feel free to swap out with any other preferred rubs you like for some of the recipes. There are some great ready-made barbecue rubs out there so shop around and find one you like.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


By all means read this book as a whole and skip from chapter to chapter. I’ve pulled together a group of recipes for each world region, all of which can be enjoyed alone but I’m hoping that you’ll pick a region and then cook a couple of the skewers from that part of the world, maybe add a side dish or two and enjoy them as a whole feast. The main thing is for you to get outdoors, cook some tasty food and have fun.
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