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INTRODUCTION


IF YOU ARE NEAR A FIRE, YOU CAN COOK!


Barbecuing is a primal technique for cooking food; there is often nothing simpler. You don’t always need fancy gadgets, just food and fire. By cooking directly in the embers of a fire, you take the simplest of foods and turn them into something special. You only need good embers, quality lumpwood charcoal, or the embers of a hardwood or fruitwood fire. You can then simply place the food straight in the embers… That’s it. Here, I look at the simplest of barbecue techniques that use a minimal amount of kit, meaning anyone can achieve delicious results.


I love cooking in this way and I am massively inspired by proponents of this style, such as chefs Francis Mallmann, Adam Perry Lang, and Niklas Ekstedt. For certain ingredients there is no better way of cooking them—the exposure to direct heat caramelizes food like no other way. It is also a way of life—to appreciate food cooked outdoors, to experience lots of big bold flavors, to use your hands to eat, and to enjoy life to the full.


I grew up in front of the fire. On cold nights, my large family would sit in front of the flames and together we would cook honest, simple food in the embers of the fire. Jacket potatoes with charred crisp skin were the family favorite, a slab of butter melting into the middle. Toasting chestnuts in the embers was another prized activity and these taste memories are locked into my soul now. I then started to work in many far-flung places, where I was exposed to different flavors and new food cultures. I traveled extensively and learned to cook many new styles, constantly expanding my flavor palate. Visits to Morocco, Thailand, India, and Africa were all a huge influence on me.


When I moved to a house in rural Devon, southwest England, I started to cook more and more in the garden: campfires, smokers, and wood-fired ovens all started to appear. This has built to an all-encompassing passion that is unbelievably versatile. On the one hand I cater for 12-course feasts, cooking over fire and smoke and serving my creations on long, elegantly dressed tables. On the other, I love to delve into the world of street food, dishing up humble but exciting creations inspired by grilling cultures around the world. One of my proudest moments was being crowned King of Meatopia at the inaugural London Meatopia, one of the UK’s biggest barbecue events. You’ll find my winning recipe for a Dirty Tomahawk Steak on page 27.


I love to show people what is possible with flame— from basic fire control to creating feasts— and explain how to cook on anything from simple fire pits to hi-tech pellet grills. This has led me to run a busy Facebook Group—CountryWoodSmoke—where people learn and share various artisanal techniques, such as bacon curing, smoking, and bread making. Alongside this I run the UK BBQ School, where I teach everyone from beginners to chefs looking to learn new skills. I also regularly host and demonstrate at outdoor cooking events, with whole weekends spent teaching butchery, fire control, grilling, smoking, and barbecuing. On top of that, I’m a barbecue judge at popular events including Grillstock, Qfest, and Pengrillie, and I am a Kansas City BBQ Society Certified BBQ Judge. You could say my passion for food and fire is all-encompassing.


For me, now, all of the best times spent with family and friends are in front of a fire, be it drinking whisky round the firepit with good mates, or sitting in front of the woodstove with my children, toasting marshmallows and chestnuts. I look forward to sharing some of these moments and the passion I have for food and fire with you.


TECHNIQUES


The life of a fire


This may sound rather deep for this book, but I’m a great believer in viewing a fire as you would a person’s life. You have the inception, or the spark of fire that starts things off, the noisy crackle of an infant flame, and the youthful exuberance of a raging inferno. Things then calm down and you reach a plateau (which is the best time to cook), before settling into a comfortable, stable bed of embers and gradually dwindling away to ashes.


I see every time I light a fire as a huge opportunity to cook some wonderful food. If you make good use of the different stages of a fire’s life, then you can maximize those opportunities to turn out memorable meals. For example, do you need the high searing heat of peak red-hot embers or a more sedate cinder bed for slow mellow cooking?


A fire is a simple thing of three parts:


Fuel – Air – Heat
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If you remove one of these parts, the fire will go out. However, if you understand how these parts relate to each other, then you will be able to control the heat on a barbecue. The most important part of a fire to maintain is what I call the “heart”— always have a portion of the fire where there is new fuel and a pile of embers to maintain the heat of the fire’s heart. As soon as you spread out the embers, you lose the heart of the fire. You can always draw the embers out from the heart of the fire and cook over these. If you think a fire is cooling prematurely, then it may have lost its heart, so pull together some of the embers to create more heat and add more fuel.


A lot of people choose a gas barbecue because it’s quick and the heat can be controlled easily by turning the dials. I see the control of heat on a wood or charcoal barbecue in a similar way. The first stage in managing a fire is controlling the amount of fuel you light; this is your primary temperature control. If you have too much lit fuel, then you will have a raging-hot fire (although this may be what you want, of course). Once you have a good feel for the amount of lit fuel that will provide different temperatures, you can tweak these temperatures using the air vents on the barbecue.
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An air inlet on the base of most charcoal barbecues lets in air, while a vent on the top lets out heat and exhaust gases from the fire. I like to have the vent on the top just about fully open and then I control the air getting to the coals with the air inlet. In a closed, airtight barbecue, the air going in must equal the air going out. It is very much like driving a car: I see the bottom inlet as the accelerator (the more open it is, the hotter the coals get) and the top vent as the brakes— if you close this vent down, the exhaust gases build up in the barbecue and cause the coals to cool down. When I’m driving a car, my preference is to control the speed by using more or less gas, rather than tapping the brakes. There are other ways to control the heat of a barbecue and hit certain temperatures, but these are my preferred techniques.


I advise you to get a feel for your own barbecue equipment, and the amount of fuel and air-inlet settings that will give a specific temperature zone. Try not to adjust the vents all the time... just relax, take your time, and the temperature will probably settle anyway. You’ll find that you come into a special kind of relaxed state when you’re in charge of your fire.


Setting up the coals in a kettle barbecue


I think a 22-inch (57cm) kettle barbecue is just about the best place to start as a barbecue novice, as it will provide you with a good opportunity to learn your fire-control techniques. Below are some charcoal configurations for cooking on a barbecue. Please note: none of these involves covering the entire base of the barbecue with charcoal. There is always a safe zone with no charcoal underneath the grill. That way, when the fat starts to render out of the food and drip onto the charcoal, you have somewhere to move the food so it doesn’t flare up. This area is the indirect cooking zone.


Two-zone cooking
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Set up around one-third to a half of the cooking area with hot coals underneath, so you have a direct zone (above the coals) and an indirect zone with no coals underneath. When you cook with a lid (which you should if you have one for your barbecue), the indirect zone is a wonderful place where you can cook larger pieces of food with less danger of burning them. When beginners are shown this technique in my barbecue classes, it can be a bit of a mind-blowing revelation for many. Banking the coals up to one side can give you even more space for indirect cooking. Some recipes, such as the Barbecue Peach and Pork Balls on page 96, require a little direct heat to sear the food first before being cooked/smoked in the indirect zone with the lid on.


“The snake”
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This charcoal configuration is for the long, low, ’n’ slow style of cooking. If you set up the snake correctly, it will hold a temperature of around 230–2500F (110–1200C) in the barbecue smoke zone for many hours, to allow for the slow smoking of ribs, pork butts, and even brisket. Bear in mind that you may need to add a few more coals to keep the fire going to cook a full brisket.


Down the middle
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This is a great way to get a nice even cook without worrying too much about turning the food halfway through the cooking time. It’s a great setup, but you need to make sure the coals contain enough heat to keep a good heart. You can get special baskets that hold the charcoal together and keep it burning nicely to maintain heat.


Lighting the fire


There are myriad ways you can start a barbecue fire, and I truly believe that how you start the fire sets the tone for the whole fire to come. Please avoid unnatural starters, such as paraffin cubes and lighter fluid, and certainly never use petrol. Products such as these will taint any fire and the food you cook in that fire. I think remnants of these remain long into a fire’s life. Instead, buy a natural firelighter, which is great, and use some kindling to build up the fire. A chimney starter is a great way to get the coals going very quickly—you can be cooking within 10 minutes. A nice little cheat if you have electricity near your barbecue is to use an electric charcoal starter. This definitely feels like cheating, but you can have a charcoal barbecue or wood-fired oven roaring hot in a minute or two.


Going up through the gears


There will be lots of smoke at first, until the fire hits a critical point where the heat combusts the gases (i.e. the smoke) coming off the fuel. You will have a great deal of white smoke at this stage. This is dirty smoke. It is produced because the fire isn’t hot enough and therefore not good to cook with. Once the fire hits a certain temperature, the smoke combusts and you have flame and a clean, thin, blue smoke. This is what you are aiming for. Usually, it’s better to have a smaller, hotter fire with less smoke than a fire made with plenty of wood that you are trying to hold back, which creates more white smoke. You need air to take the fire up quickly through the heat gears toward the point where embers are forming and the fire can be more or less self-sustaining for a while—try a good few puffs from a pair of strong lungs, a fan, or an electric air blower (hairdryers are always popular). This will get your fire raging hot within minutes.


Move closer


Another way of controlling the temperature of a cook, which is frequently overlooked, is actually the simplest one. Barbecuers often only think of direct or indirect heat, but there is a wonderful middle road where the fire can “see” the food (even though it is still indirect heat). You achieve this heat by moving the food closer to the coals, which increases the cooking temperature, and moving it farther from the coals to reduce the temperature. Heat often travels in paths and eddies, but will mainly follow the easiest route of escape, so bear in mind where the vent for your barbecue is on the lid, as this can ramp up the temperatures underneath the vent more to the sides.


Temperature control


Temperature control is key when you are trying to elevate your cooking from good to great. Here are some points to consider.
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Estimating the cooking temperature


The quickest way to estimate the cooking temperature is to put your hand very carefully around 6 inches (15cm)—conveniently, the height of a soft drinks can— above the cooking surface. The longer you can hold your hand there, the cooler the cooking temperature. This works for grills, wood-fired ovens, and firepits. Note: Please do this very carefully—I don’t want you burning yourself and getting me into trouble… Here are the number of seconds you will be able to hold your hand above the cooking surface and the approximate temperatures to which these times equate:








	Red hot

	Less than 2 seconds/ instantaneous

	6600F (3500C) +






	High

	2–3 seconds

	530–6600F (280–3500C)






	Medium hot

	4–5 seconds

	350–4500F (180–2300C)






	Moderate

	6–8 seconds

	300–3500F (150–1800C)






	Low to moderate

	9–10 seconds

	250–3000F (120–1500C)






	Low

	11–14 seconds

	150–2500F (65–1200C)












I don’t get too stressed about what temperature I’m cooking at, preferring to think of outdoor cooking in terms of temperature zones instead, as follows:


+Hot smoking


(140–2120F/60–1000C)


You’re looking for a slow smoke to cook food gently, so the fat doesn’t start rendering; this is ideal for fish, such as hot-smoked salmon.


+Indirect barbecue smoking


(212–2650F/100–130-ish0C)


You want the meat to smoke slowly for a long time, but the fats and collagen to render.


+Smoke roasting


(320–4000F/160–2000C)


You want the food to crisp up and brown without charring. This is the golden zone where golden crispy chicken skin develops, for example.
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