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Chapter 1




A Fire and a Stick
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It all starts with the fire.


Humans have been at this cooking business for a very long time — as long as 1.9 million years, according to a recent and brilliant reinterpretation of hominid development that positions cooked food at the crux of a major evolutionary watershed. Thanks to our capability of controlling fire and applying it to food, we developed a smaller digestive tract, and smaller mouths and teeth. More importantly, we saved hours a day in chewing time, freeing us up to do things like invent bread, pottery, beer, kebabs, bellows, tamales, accounting, and cheese.


One million, nine hundred thousand years. That’s hundreds of millennia we’ve been cooking, while adapting our understanding of fire and its interactions with food to all kinds of changing conditions. We humans have cooked our way into and through ice ages, deforestation and desertification, falling seas and rising seas, global migrations, mass extinctions of megafauna, the domestication of plants and animals, wars, displacements, and enslavement. And that’s all before written history began.


Archaeology hints at some of the rich culinary traditions and ingenious foodways practices of bygone cultures over the millennia. Among some living cultures, a strong oral tradition still preserves food techniques and knowledge a century or more old. But our earliest written recipes are only a few thousand years old, which means that most of the vast spectrum of past human cooking traditions is unknowable to us.





Back to Basics


In the first section of this book, we’ll consider using fire for cooking at its most elemental level, without the intermediaries of pots and pans, spits and grills, griddles and ovens. Just live fire and a stick.


Why cook without pottery and metal? First, it’s a great way to reintroduce yourself to fire. Spending some quality time with fire, while observing and manipulating it and its relationship with food without any technological barriers, is a great way to understand this primordial element. Regardless of what you cook, you pay attention differently when it’s just the fire and the food.


Plus, it’s fun; there’s a reason we liked to cook things on sticks when we were kids. Oddly, in our culture, it’s unusual for grownups to continue the practice. But, with the right group, it’s a very social experience. Everyone around the fire is involved in producing their own meal, often at a leisurely pace.


And last, it develops respect for the millions of cooks who have gone before: parching grains on hearths, cooking roots or eggs in hot ashes, roasting bits of meat on sticks. All of these techniques require skill and attention to perfect; once you can cook without tools, the rest is cake.


Ultimately, nothing beats taking on a fun cooking project with a bunch of friends or launching some crazy food production as an entertainment at a social event. But to nurture the relationship that makes all this possible, I recommend spending some quality time alone with fire first. Observe how it behaves in different settings with different fuels, and how it reacts to small changes you make to its arrangement, and then, how it works to cook your food. If you’ve done a lot of grilling, or are already really good at building fires, you may feel like this exercise doesn’t apply to you. But I feel that there’s always something new to understand and there’s never anything to be lost from the quiet, active contemplation of fire.




Making a Fire — Before You Start


This first series of exercises may be undertaken indoors at a fireplace, or better yet, outdoors on the ground.


Assemble everything you need at arm’s reach before you strike a match. For the fire I have in mind, that would be kindling (an armload of dry sticks and twigs of varying sizes), in an amount you can gather in a basket or box or bucket in five minutes’ time while wandering around the yard. If that doesn’t describe where you live, you may want to get in the habit of traveling with such a receptacle so that you can snag kindling as you cross its path. For the purpose of today’s exercise, pick up both hardwood and softwood materials; both have their place in firemaking and cooking. Later on in the exercise, you’ll need three or four pieces of split hardwood. You will find a sturdy, sharp knife handy. And, of course, you will need an igniter: matches, lighter, ember from another fire, magnifying lens, bow drill, or flint and steel.






Making a Fire: Materials


[image: ]

Hardwoods like these burn down to great coals for cooking, regardless of size. Material for kindling a fire may be produced from larger wood by carving or splitting off shavings or splints with a sharp, sturdy knife.









Hardwoods versus Softwoods


Softwoods, like pine, are generally more volatile than hardwoods, which is why they are usually preferable for fire starting. Hardwoods, like oak, maple, and hickory, are a denser source of carbon, the primary component of the coals that will be left on your hearth when the flames have died down. (Smokeless, very hot-burning natural charcoal is the almost-pure carbon material that remains when the volatiles are burned out of hardwood in an oxygen-poor environment.)


Thus, hardwood is preferred for most hearth cooking. It is the deep and even heat emanating from a pile of coals that roasts and grills, maintains a steady simmer in a pot, and blasts one thousand degrees of searing heat at your pizza. Even frying, which favors the quick heat from thinly split pine, benefits from the steadying effect of a bed of hardwood coals underlying the whole operation.


However, pine has its place and one unassailable advantage in that, due to its undesirability as fuel for woodstoves and other heating, it is often given away freely. I am quick to snag it and salt it away for kindling, for boiling and frying in cast iron, for recreational burning, and most of all for heating wood-fired bread ovens, a task at which it excels.







Kindling Your Fire


If you’re at an indoor fireplace, open the damper in the flue, and shove any andirons or any other unnecessary appurtenances out of the way. Indoors or out, have a quick look to make sure that flammable things are not contiguous to your fire zone. Dried-flower arrangements, the Christmas tree, a pile of leaves, your double-knit leisure suit . . . all these should be moved away from the fire area. I have seen each one of these items burn, and you don’t want to be surprised by that kind of sudden ignition.


There is no need to be dogmatic about a fire-making approach, except that you should expect to adapt your strategy to the materials at hand. This is a way that works for me, given the type of materials described above.


Bearing in mind that fire is composed of just as much oxygen as fuel, lay one softwood stick in the middle of the hearth and set another so that one end sits across the end of the first one. Where they cross, lean a number of very small sticks or twigs.


Take a sturdy knife and pare off some fine strips of softwood; or, shred up the inner bark from a cedar tree, or pull apart a chunk of white birch bark, or drop in a handful of dry pine needles. Top this puffy pile with a few more medium sticks to anchor it and give the fire something to catch on to.


Have a bunch of broken-up dry sticks handy to feed the fire, as well as the next size of fuel you plan to burn, in this case, just larger sticks, broken or sawn or chopped to a manageable length. If you have the proper tool — a big sturdy knife works — splitting dry sticks into smaller splints really increases the likelihood of their igniting easily.


Look at your fire setup. At its nexus should be something that looks like a little bird’s nest of puffy wood fibers; touch your match there to kindle your fire. When it appears to have caught, add a few more small pieces without collapsing your structure. Visualize oxygen coming up from beneath your little nest of fire, driving the flames into the fuel. Be patient and allow each addition to truly catch; introduce slightly larger pieces gradually and precisely. As this arrangement burns and collapses, it will ignite the foundation sticks below.






Step-by-Step


Kindling a Fire






	
1. Lean one piece of small, dry wood on another to establish an open foundation through which oxygen will be drawn to nourish the fire.
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2. Provide an airy, puffy nest of wood fiber — here just shavings pared from the same oak scraps we intend to cook with — and stick a match or other igniter in it.
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3. Have more small stuff at hand, both to stabilize and fuel the fire. Maintain the open structure so that air continues to flow from beneath.
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4. Gradually, without collapsing the fire’s structure, add more and larger fuel to help it gain strength. Keep an eye on its progress while resisting the urge to overtend.
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Firewood Storage


Whether hardwood or softwood, the most desirable characteristic in any of your fuel is dryness. Unless you live in a very arid environment, keeping firewood under cover is a must. Use an airy woodshed, a lean-to, a sheet of plywood over a stack — find some manner of keeping water from getting into your woodstack, while letting air circulate.


It pays to sort your fuels, too, as you store them. Short chunks of oak for roasting, long straight pine that splits easily for firing the oven or frying, nice dry apple for smoking — the uses of these woods are so specific that it’s silly to store them in a jumble. They are rarely interchangeable.


Be sure to have a separate and accessible pile of less-wonderful wood that’s just for non-culinary burning. When late-night enthusiasm takes hold of your guests, make sure the pyros have something expendable to burn.







Making a Coal Bed


If you have begun to add some hardwood sticks to your little fire, you’ve already taken the first step in getting a real cooking fire going — creating some coals. As inconsequential as these first tiny coals may seem, the success of most hearth cooking operations basically comes down to having the right volume of those glowing lumps of smoldering carbon in the right place at the right time. So let’s make some more. When you have an actively burning small fire composed of sticks that are large enough to support them, place a couple of pieces of split hardwood on the structure. They should be more or less parallel, and nearly touching, over the center of the fire, so that the flames and oxygen from below are forced to pass between them, hastening ignition of the new wood.


Experiment with this proximity phenomenon as you add more fuel and adjust the fire with a stick or poker. Notice what happens when you push things closer together or pull them further apart. You’ll find that there is an optimal distance, determined by a great many variables and worthy of an honors physics project, which provides for the most efficient combustion of fuel in any particular fire. No two fires will be exactly the same in this regard. Fortunately, you don’t have to resort to some sort of algorithm to calculate this factor. In fact, the knowledge is almost intuitive; some folks make absolutely perfect fires all their lives without even thinking about it for a second. I describe the phenomenon because it is the first thing to look at when a fire is not behaving to your liking. Wood piled too close together on an uncertain fire will tend to smother it, especially if the air flow from below is choked off. On the other hand, fuel scattered too widely deprives the fire of the intensity it should have; it’s as if you are nursing several small fires rather than enabling one focused act of combustion. When the wood is just the right distance apart, and oxygen is whooshing into it from beneath, your fire is burning optimally.






Step-by-Step


Making a Coal Bed






	
1. Start the transition from softwood to hardwood with twigs and sticks, or small split material.
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2. Coals will form from hardwood of any size. A big pile of small wood is a quicker route to a roasting fire than a small pile of big wood.
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3. As you add more hardwood, be sure to maintain an open structure to the fire, so that air can whoosh up through the fuel and feed the flames.
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4. New fuel goes to the back of the fire, coals come out from the front. Also, you can just push a well-established fire aside to access the coals that have formed beneath.
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Fire-Poking Caveats and the Sacrificial Fire


One thing you may discover in experimentally poking your test-fire is that the wrong kind of poking can just about extinguish a healthy blaze. In fact, more than once a certain dear friend has, in the course of telling an especially engrossing story, reduced a virtual bonfire to a scatter of smoldering logs before we wrestled her poking stick away. Now she surrenders it voluntarily when the narrative starts to get good.


Would that all guests had such self-knowledge. Once you have developed a sense of purpose about fire, you may find that you need to restrain well-meaning people from destroying your handiwork. Worse, still, than the accidental extinguisher is the zealot on the other end of the spectrum — the pyromaniac. The cook comes back from an errand in the house to find that an inferno has singed the roast, scorched the soup, and even cracked the pot. Sometimes the powers of these, usually macho, interlopers may be deflected toward the good — turning a roast on a spit, for instance. In the case of children, fearful parents are often allies (“Stop waving that firebrand before you put someone’s eye out!”). But I have found that the most effective and least painful way of preserving the integrity of a cooking fire at a large party is to set up a more attractive, purely recreational fire a little distance away. Everyone gets to have fun, and dinner gets cooked, too.








Getting Started: Roasting on a Stick


Artfully add a few more pieces of hardwood, and you have a cooking fire underway. It’s just a matter of time until a small coal bed forms beneath the logs, all ready to perform its alchemy on a dish of food. However, before we get to the sublime, let’s start with the ridiculous: the marshmallow. That’s right, the lowest common denominator of campfire cooking.


Well, the marshmallow, silly as it is, is a great learning tool. Its sugary ingredients make it highly responsive to heat, so that to toast one is like roasting real food on fast-forward. Yet it is rare to observe a marshmallow-cook, adult or child, who takes the task seriously. Most marshmallows go down in flames, an inevitable end for a ball of aerated sugars suspended thoughtlessly over a pine inferno. But every now and again I see a crafty and patient individual who firmly plants the confection on a greenwood stick, who scopes out the fire for a perfect little hearth of coals at its base, and who turns and turns the rigid gummy cylinder into a perfectly molten blob encased in a crisp, even, golden-brown skin. Meanwhile a dozen others nearby have been immolated over the fire with protests of, “This is how I like to do it!”


So, give it a try, if you’re not already one of the patient and crafty ones. Even if you do like marshmallows charred on the exterior and cold and hard at the core (and I am skeptical), accept the challenge of observing what you are doing when you cook them perfectly. Experiencing that process attentively will allow you to approach roasting anything — a chicken, a hog, an eggplant, a fish (things you really don’t want carbonized on the outside and raw in the middle) — with a refreshed understanding of the task.




Correct Heat, Sufficient Support


Here are a few technical aspects to consider when roasting the marshmallow, applicable also to more involved roasting projects:


The fire. People don’t make high-quality roasting fires to cook marshmallows, but that’s okay. Even the lamest campfire will have a spot that can cook the perfect marshmallow. Look around the base of any fire that has been burning for an hour or so. Even if the fuel is the nastiest green pine logs, eventually something like a coal bed, sufficient for marshmallows anyway, will appear.
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Sometimes the fire naturally furnishes a small cave of perfectly even heat.







The fire you just made for the foregoing exercise, though, is a high-quality affair. You may use some coals that spill out from it, or you may push the fire over a little to expose a nice coal bed for you to use easily, or you may take a fire shovel and scoop out a glowing heap of coals to put in a convenient place for your slow marshmallow-roasting pleasure. All of these approaches will serve you well in your future hearth cooking. And if you were setting about cooking some real food, a rabbit, say, you would make the same demand on your fire: coals, coals, coals.


The spit. When roasting marshmallows, use a greenwood stick. Make sure it’s long enough for your comfort and stout enough that the marshmallow won’t droop down into the fire. Whether or not it’s necessary, the time-honored Girl Scout way is to use a knife to skin the bark off of the thin end of the stick and put a bit of a point on it.


Cooking foods on sticks has a very deep, broad, and mostly unknowable prehistory. European visitors to the Atlantic coast of North America described skillful native cooks roasting whole fish, reptiles, and small mammals propped on sticks before a fire. Pre-modern and modern stick cookery in the European tradition has usually been of the do-it-yourself snack category; cheese, sausage, bacon, toast — recreational treats functionally not unlike the marshmallow, but made of actual food.


The greenwood stick is appropriate technology for the marshmallow, simple and disposable. A half-ounce confection doesn’t put a lot of strain on a device, so there is no need for anything more robust. And even if the flimsy tool should fail, the marshmallow’s expendability means its loss is not a culinary or economic tragedy. All of which points to the converse, that the roasting tools you select for any job should be able to support the weight of the food in both raw and cooked form. The size, thickness, shape, and density of the foods will help determine the hardware necessary.
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Peel and sharpen the end of a greenwood stick, long enough for your comfort and stout enough that the marshmallow will not droop down into the fire.







The sweet spot. Sometimes the fire naturally furnishes a small cave of perfectly even heat, a tiny inferno that seems just made to toast a marshmallow in jig time. One false move, though, or a second too long, can bring your exercise to a flaming conclusion. Or you may find that that little oven is just too hot, leaving a cold, hard marshmallow heart within a perfectly toasted exterior. Try these solutions: find a prop like a brick or chunk of wood to place several inches in front of the sweet spot. Use that fulcrum to keep your roasting stick still while you slowly spin it for the seconds it takes to crisp and brown. If the inside is “raw,” try a preliminary roasting over a few coals in a much cooler location, then finish it in the hot box.


If all this seems like a lot of mental effort for a lousy marshmallow, consider how helpful these skills will be when the stakes are higher. When you are setting up and troubleshooting a suckling pig or an heirloom turkey, you will want to have the resources and confidence to make small changes to get the effect you are after — the crispy delicious exterior and the perfectly done interior.
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Focus on Fuels


Cut and split cordwood is the typical commercially available firewood in America today, and it can be convenient and effective for cooking. But, like so many other things that have become standardized by industrialization, it is not the only way to go, especially if you are willing to take a hand in things yourself.


For example, I live in a reforested area of New England, surrounded by trees. When a subdivision goes in or an ice storm strikes or the power company trims around the lines, a massive pile of carbon-bearing biomass comes down around our heads. Sometimes it’s possible to divert the flow of all that useful wood from an ignominious end in the brush chipper to a useful afterlife cooking our food.


A hardwood treetop has tremendous cooking potential bottled up in it. Larger branch stock can be dealt with like cordwood, but the smaller stuff, the unruly small branches, merit different tools and skills — quiet, humane tools and practical, contemplative skills. Once tamed, wood of small diameter or quirky shape dries down rather quickly when stacked under cover. And it’s surprising how serious and effective a fuel the stuff can be. An armload burns down to make a decent bed of coals in no time.


Cooking on small wood like this connects us to many generations of pre-industrial cooks worldwide. Along with drawing water, gathering wood has ever been a precursor labor to actual cooking, drudgery for most of the people who did (or still do) it every day. Branches, deadfall, twigs, gorse, and straw were forms of fuel traditionally gathered in rural areas of pre-industrial Europe.


But commercial firewood also has a long history. Large establishments, like estates and monasteries, maintained woodlots, places where biomass was managed by coppicing, strategically pruning growth from standard trees on a set schedule. Town and city cooks relied on purchasing bundles of such wood, or professionally made charcoal in some places, to fuel their kitchens. As regulated commercial products, these loads of bavins or faggots (bundles of sticks) and billets (arm-size pieces) were ancestors to our modern American cordwood. But as the maple or hazel tree from which they were harvested lived to grow another batch of fuel to be pruned in another seven years, this system valued sustainability in a way that makes our current approach to our forests seem quite random, crude, and benighted.


Coppiced wood provided cooking fuel for densely settled Europe for centuries; getting in the habit of gathering branch stock is an easy way to experiment with a traditional and excellent fuel.


The stump. Cutting wood with any tool is safer and easier with a stable platform, such as a stump.


The heavy knife, kukri, billhook, koa. These tools are used for splitting small wood smaller, whittling cooking equipment, knocking branches off, and cutting small-diameter wood to length.


Machete and hatchet. These two tools have similar uses as the ones above, but they are larger. Adept handlers will use them for every job (depending on their cultural background), but that takes much caution and practice. I’ve seen a Costa Rican guy cut a lawn with a machete, and I’ve seen my husband cut the joinery for a house frame with a hatchet.


Axe. Different versions are used for cutting medium wood to length, felling trees, or splitting cordwood.


Crosscut saw. This saw is used for cutting wood of all sorts to length.


Loppers and pruners. Underappreciated tools, these can be used for reducing a treetop to quickly usable fuel.


Froe and club. These are used for splitting wood along the grain. (Useful for the occasional cooking task.)









Tools for Fuels
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Having a range of tools at your disposal makes it easy to accommodate all sorts of wood in a variety of sizes. Some implements excel at one task — pruners and loppers at snipping up brush, the combos of club/ froe and maul/wedge at splitting along the grain. Others are generalists; if I could only have one tool, I’d choose a small hatchet.








Toasting Cheese


Toasting cheese is good, low-maintenance, self-service, indoor/outdoor fun, and a smart step up for both adults and children who have mastered the marshmallow. The equipment requirements are flexible; pretty much any fire with a few coals will do for the heat source, whether in a hearth or campfire, a front-loading woodstove, or a chiminea. Cheese weighs considerably more than a marshmallow; if you are fashioning greenwood sticks for cheese-toasting, make sure they are sturdy and not too springy (lest you invent the hot-cheese-trebuchet). Small diameter skewers and long iron forks have also served us well; historic sources mention that both swords and knitting needles served as cheese toasters.
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Warning: making the transition from marshmallows to Double Gloucester is like removing the training wheels from your stick-roasting practice. Danger can strike just as the cheese reaches perfection. When cheese is molten, it doesn’t have the gluey traction of a hot marshmallow; instead it greasily drops into the fire and is an utter heartbreaking loss. So be ready with your toast at the first sign of slippage.


Yes, Double Gloucester is a cheese mentioned by nineteenth-century authors as being an English favorite for a toasted cheese supper, but there are many other options. In terms of successful toasting, the texture of the cheese is actually more important than the flavor, so that latter part’s up to you. Any cheese that is moist enough to be impaled without cracking, and that has a melting quality, should work. These characteristics do happen to describe most of the greater cheddar family of cheeses, but there are many other cheeses from other lands (Havarti, fontina, young Gouda) that are also splendid in this application.


Oh, and toast. Thin slices of bread may be toasted on the same implements before the same fire and kept warm and dry until the cheese beckons. Alternatively, if you can set up a little grill over some coals ahead and make a bunch of toast, your guests can concentrate on their cheese, for which they may be grateful.







Toasted Cheese, Old-School



4 servings, barring accidents




Today “toasted cheese” is British English for what Americans call “a grilled cheese sandwich.” But in the days before sandwiches were formally known and named as such, “toasted cheese” existed in a variety of guises. The earliest manner consisted of simply a chunk of cheese, impaled on the end of a stick or skewer (or sword, according to Shakespeare), and roasted, marshmallow fashion. The golden molten glob would be applied to a thin slice of crispy toast, if available.
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Ingredients




	8 ounces cheese, cut into 1- by 1- by 1-inch cubes, preferably at room temperature


	1 half loaf of favorite bread, sliced thinly, and toasted crisp







Optional Adornments




	mustard or chutney, thinly sliced onion







Instructions




	
1. Have ready a medium fire with a bed of coals.


	
2. Each cheese-toasting individual should carefully impale a cube of cheese upon an implement. Try not to run it all the way through. Unless the cheese is very elastic and forgiving, this abuse will tend to split it in half.


	
3. Use a fire shovel to pull some coals forward. Each guest may toast cheese to the degree favored by extending it over the coals. Turn it slowly for even exposure to the heat. No quick motions. Be attentive to slumping, and be ready with the toast.


	
4. Spread out the cheese on the toast, applying optional adornments to taste, and perhaps washing down with a glass of pale ale.













Raclette Supper


8 to 12 servings




If you were to use an Appenzeller cheese or other semi-hard Swiss cheese for your toasted-cheese project, you would be approaching the delicious Alpen idea of raclette, another leisurely combination of cheese and fire. Preparing raclette is a bit more formalized than the toasted-cheese free-for-all, at least in its classic form.


Not every American grocery store stocks Valais cheese for raclette, although some that employ a caring cheese manager may stock it during the winter holidays, especially if loyal customers talk it up. So be on the lookout for it, or buy it online, where both French and Swiss varieties are available. Alternatively, you might experiment with other types of cheese — semi-hard and a bit pungent, preferably — to see if you can get it to melt and brown à la raclette. It may not be 100 percent authentic, but how bad could it be?




Ingredients




	
1⁄4 wheel (about 21⁄2 pounds) raclette cheese


	4 pounds fingerling potatoes, scrubbed


	1 teaspoon salt


	1 jar of cornichons








Optional Adornments




	a green salad, cured meats







Instructions




	
1. Allow the cheese to come to room temperature.


	
2. Make a medium hardwood fire on a clean level hearth. Find a few clean bricks that can be used to support the cheese before the fire. If you happen to have a durable ceramic tile around, see if you can set that on the bricks under the cheese to make it easy to slide closer to and further from the fire. Set the cheese aside in a safe place until you are ready to start broiling it.


	
3. Cover the fingerlings with water in an iron pot; add salt and cover. Hang the pot up over the fire. When the potatoes begin to simmer, move to a cooler spot on the fire so that they cook without boiling over. When they are tender, drain them and return them to the still hot pot, setting them well to the side of the hearth to keep warm. Also, put the diners’ plates in a good place to warm up.


	
4. Poke the fire a bit and drag some coals out to the front toward where you intend to make the raclette. Feed the fire from the back to make sure you’ll still have plenty of heat coming up. Set up the cheese on the tile or directly on the brick pedestal. Let it broil in the heat of the coals and flames until the cheese is molten with a crisp golden brown exterior. Pick up the cheese and use a long knife to scrape off only the melted, crisped crust onto one of the plates. Let the diners help themselves to a potato or two and some cornichons to accompany the cheesy glob.


	
5. Continue broiling and scraping onto your guests’ plates, making adjustments to the cheese’s position as necessary.













Romani Bacon


6 to 8 ultra-casual snack-size servings




I am indebted to my friend Gabe Selak for introducing me to this elemental dish, which featured in his Hungarian-American upbringing in Pennsylvania. While its ingredients are few, this food-event requires plenty of slack time and some beverages and select good company. It takes the right kind of guests to want to hang out by the fire and roast their personal bacon slabs in a leisurely fashion. One recent convert describes it as “s’mores for grownups.”
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Ingredients




	2 Italian frying peppers, seeded and chopped


	2 Hungarian wax peppers, seeded and chopped


	1 large white onion, finely chopped


	Fat pinch salt


	1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar


	Freshly ground black pepper


	1 loaf rye bread or other rustic bread


	1 pound very best quality slab bacon, with rind







Instructions




	
1. Kindle a nice campfire with plenty of hardwood. Lots of small sticks are fine.


	
2. Locate some sturdy greenwood sticks to skewer the bacon — or better, have each guest find his or her own. A nice strong point needs to be whittled on one end. Emphasize to the diners that the safety of their bacon is in their own hands.


	
3. While your guests are distracted with fire-tending and stick-whittling responsibilities, prepare the accompaniments. Mix the peppers, onion, salt, vinegar, and black pepper in a medium serving bowl. Slice the bread in thick slices. Have all this stuff within arm’s reach of the fire.


	
4. Cut the bacon into oblongs of about 1- by 2-inches. Now you’re ready to go.


	
5. Demonstrate this next part for your guests. Carefully cut crosswise repeatedly into the meaty face of your piece of bacon, making parallel cuts about 1⁄4 inch apart; do not cut all the way through. Imagine that this chunk of bacon is a little book, and that the rind is the binding (see here).


	
6. Thread your skewer-stick through the bacon-book. Use a fire shovel or a stick to drag out some nice glowing coals in front of the fire; make a nice coal bed. (Don’t forget to keep feeding the fire so that you’ll have more coals later.)


	
7. Now everyone roasts their own bacon over the coals. It’s usually a bit slow to get going, and it cannot be rushed. Turn to cook all around. When it starts to sizzle and spit, spread some of the pepper salad on a slice of bread and keep it handy. The idea is to let the bacon drippings fall on the salad as they come. (This is where the patience comes in; lusty singing and wine drinking and stories of derring-do are all helpful during this procedure, as long as there are no sudden clumsy gesticulations.)


	
8. Some like to nibble on the greasy salad sandwich as the dripping comes along, and then devour neat the eventual crispy bacon nugget that remains, while others prefer to preserve the sandwich and drippings unmolested until the perfectly frizzled bacon may be pulled apart to eat on top.











Roasting in Ashes and Coals


What can you roast by a fire using no utensils whatsoever? Most ingredients I’ve had success with in this mode exhibit a few common characteristics. Self-contained, high-density items with moderate internal moisture (sweet potatoes, butternut squash) do well, because cooking by this method is low and slow and steady. It’s also good if the foods come equipped with a sacrificial layer that can be stripped away before eating (plantains, corn, garlic) since the cooking is done right down in the ashes, and some exterior charring and ash adhesion come with the territory.
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Finally, it’s best to select candidates that are abundant and inexpensive (peanuts, potatoes), since there is usually some shrinkage. This sort of minimalist roasting, it must be admitted, is not the easiest to control. Inadvertent and tragic contact is sometimes made between the food and very hot burning coals; it can be tricky to tell if the foods are perfectly situated to cook evenly. And occasionally — especially when it’s dark and the party’s running into the wee hours — a few things just get lost in the ashes or explode.


All that being said, the technique has a good deal going for it, and not only for the obvious reason that you don’t need any tools. Like the traditional on-a-stick projects, it can be a great way to amuse guests around a campfire and let them take a hand in their own hearth-cooking projects. Most of all, with a little effort and attention it can yield very intensely flavored foods.


There are basically two ways to go about roasting with this technique, both requiring a fire that has burned hardwood long enough to accumulate a heap of coals and ashes. In one method, you bury the foods directly in the hot ashes; in the other, you set the foods near enough to the heat of the fire, within the hearth, that they simply roast. Both methods are slow going, which is not necessarily disadvantageous, since other sorts of cooking or merry-making may be carried out on all sides simultaneously.


Sometimes I use this technique as an entertaining way to produce late-night snacks for people who ate a real meal a few hours before. For example, as you transition your cookfire into a campfire after supper, why not bury some treats — chestnuts, say — in the ashes for later?


And done indoors, where often a lot of BTUs are just bouncing around a masonry hearth to no particular end, this type of roasting allows you to take advantage of collateral heat without a lot of fuss — think about a line of roasting onions perched on bricks behind, or to one otherwise idle side of, the fire while you spit-roast, stew, fry, or broil dinner.




Specific Pointers
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For best results, choose foods that have a sacrificial outer layer, since the outside will scorch.







Potatoes. Scrub large potatoes clean, and towel dry. Bury them in a pile of hot ashes in a hot cooking hearth. After an hour turn them over and end-for-end, and rebury. From time to time you may lay a shovelful of new coals over the ashes, as long as they don’t make direct contact with the spuds. For very large russets, expect two hours’ baking. Smaller potatoes will take less time, of course, but are easier to lose.


To test, retrieve one potato from the ashes. Hold it in an old towel, and pinch it cautiously to feel for overall doneness. If it gives nicely, towel it clean, and repeat with the rest. A nineteenth-century cookbook author advises serving with cold butter, salt, and pepper.


Onions. Use large unpeeled onions. If you are cooking in an outdoor fire pit, you’ll need a fire of moderate size, preferably set down in the ground a bit, and with bricks (or stones) surrounding. Place the onions, pointy end up, so that they have the hot bricks at their backs and the fire in front of them, about 10 to 12 inches away. They may be sitting in a little bed of hot ashes or upon other hot bricks or stones. If you are cooking in a fireplace, set a row of bricks on edge near the fire, but out of the way, as a roasting pedestal for the onions. In both scenarios, rotate all the onions 90 degrees each time they begin to show some color (about every 15 or 20 minutes). If one side of your fire is much hotter than the other, switch them around after 45 minutes. These will take over an hour. One American cookbook of 1840 suggests parboiling the onions first, roasting them thus, and then peeling them to serve whole with just butter and salt, as a side dish. Incidentally, a roasted onion applied to the ear was about the commonest remedy for earache in nineteenth-century America.


Garlic. Follow the same method as with onions (not the parboiling option).


Sweet potatoes. You may use the potato method or the onion method. Cook until the potato oozes caramelizing juice. Peel after cooking if necessary for ash-free consumption.


Sweet corn. Here is an exception to the low-heat/long-cooking rule. Take whole ears of corn (no need to fuss with the husks or silk in any way) and lay directly on a hot coal bed. The outer husks will scorch, but no matter; in fact, it’s all to the good. Turn the ears over and end-for-end to get even heating, and in short order you’ll end up with perfectly steamed, succulent corn on the cob. Test for desired degree of doneness by pulling the husk back for a look. Optionally, leave them on the coals a bit longer for some smoky caramelization of the kernels themselves.


Chestnuts. To avoid explosions, use a small knife to make an incision in the shell of each chestnut. Bury in a hot hearth with hot ashes. Roast until nut is tender through, about 30 to 40 minutes.


Peanuts. Roast raw peanuts in the shell in hot ashes, stirring from time to time and testing occasionally, until the shells are brittle and the nuts crisp and tasty. Senegalese cooks roast peanuts submerged in hot sand for a nice even heat.


Winter squash. Set a whole butternut, acorn, or other hard squash on a moderately hot bed of coals and ash, turning it to roast evenly. When it is uniformly lightly charred, test it with a skewer or small knife where the flesh is thickest. When the squash is tender through, peel off the burnt exterior, halve it and seed it, mash or chop it, and season to taste or use in your favorite recipe. Or for rough fireside dining, simply halve or quarter the roasted squash, and scrape out seeds and stringy bits. Each diner adds a blob of butter and other seasonings and eats with a spoon.


Eggs. An entirely bygone food going back to at least the days of Rome, the roasted egg is a creature more of poetry than of cookbooks, a trope of Shakespeare, Pope, and Scott that seems meant to convey the idea of reason or skill hidden in an unlikely guise. However, it is, or was, a real food, and one that, homely and simple as it seems, has indeed taken me a few passes to achieve, let alone perfect. Although cookbooks omit coverage, very good egg-roasting instructions may be found in Thomas Boys’s memoir from the Napoleonic Wars, in which he describes “a jolly old Spaniard” who took an egg, “cracked it at one end, and stuck it upright in the hot embers.” Boys’s verdict? “I beg to state that a roast egg — so roasted, i.e., done slowly in the embers — not only is altogether a different sort of thing from a boiled egg, but beats it to sticks: especially if washed down, as mine were on the present occasion, with a cup or two of good sound Spanish wine out of a leathern bag.”


The Spaniard’s technique of perforating the small end of the egg is essential to successful egg roasting; as I happen to know they have a fatal tendency to explode if left intact. The other needful trick is plain old patience; for even cooking, the egg must be rotated on occasion in its ashen bed. Sir Walter Scott’s character Davie, an intellectually challenged innkeeper’s boy, was known as the best egg roaster in the highlands; he “lay with his nose almost in the fire, nuzzling among the ashes, kicking his heels, mumbling to himself, turning the eggs as they lay in the hot embers . . .”




A Few Takes on Ash-Roasted Vegetables




	Dress roasted onions with olive oil, balsamic vinegar, currants, mint, or oregano, and salt and pepper.


	Roast potatoes in the fire late at night, rescue from the ashes and set aside to peel for hash browns in the morning.


	Once you’ve pulled back the charred husks from your roast corn, gild the lily. Try dipping a lime quarter in tequila, rubbing the hot, well-browned corn ears with it, and sprinkling them with flavorful hot powdered red chile and kosher salt. Or for a dessert corn, brush the steamy ears with a mix of heavy cream and maple syrup. Grill over slow coals until golden brown and glazed.


	Serve roasted acorn squash halves with abundant garlic slivers fried in olive oil, chunks of goat cheese, chopped cilantro, and a sprinkle of salt.







[image: ]

















Baking Whole Fish and Birds in Raw Clay


Kerri Helme, a skilled Wampanoag potter and avid student of past technologies, blew me away with a fabulous striped bass cooked in raw clay. Here’s how, in her words:


“I usually start off with a hardwood fire, really hot. Let it turn to a big pile of red hot coals. When you first start the fire, take the fish and wrap it completely in a layer of clay about an inch and a half thick . . . After wrapping the fish, leave it out in the sun to dry while your wood turns to hot coals. Then take a rake and make a space under the coals for the fish, putting the fish in between the coals. After that, you cover the fish with coals completely for about 25 minutes. After you remove the fish, you can crack open the clay with a rock or anything, and it should be fine.”


“Fine” is an understatement. Scales and (for birds) feathers just come off with the baked clay, leaving tender, moist, perfectly cooked flesh. And, beyond the knife you need to gut the fish or bird, no utensils are really needed, so this is a great trick to know when you are roughing it. That being said, the results are so delicious that there’s no reason not to make this at home in your backyard.


Incidentally, Kerri remarks that upland birds are best cooked in this fashion, duck and goose being too fatty. See Resources, References, and Details, for more on baking in clay.








Baking Bread under the Ashes


Much like a potato, a disk of stiff unleavened dough may be baked under ashes and coals. Today this technique is still practiced by nomads of the Sahara, Sinai, and Negev deserts, but formerly was in very widespread usage globally among people on the move. In fact, back when “on the move” was the human condition, before agricultural commitments had made settlement profitable, it is quite likely that the first bakers converted their gathered wild or semi-wild grains into bread by this method.


Millennia later, in the sophisticated urban centers of Sumer, soldiers weary of the cushy life — eating professionally baked bread and consorting with concubines — expressed eagerness to return to the romance of kaman tumri, literally the “flat loaf in ashes,” the emblem of the manly, rough life of the battle campaign (at least in a poem, the Epic of Erra; many real soldiers were probably pretty happy to put up their swords, eat bread from a bakery, drink beer, and chill with the family back in Babylon).


The Roman-era version of bread under ashes was named panis focacius, after the hearth (focus) in which it was baked. In the post-Imperial era, these breads endured all over Europe, thinly veiled by aliases like fougasse, focaccia, fouäse, foisse, and others. Interestingly, by the early modern era, many of these names had come to refer to particular breads used by professional bakers to “test the heat of the oven” before clearing out the last of the fire and setting in the bread for customers, i.e., to make snacks for the bakery staff. (See chapter 5.)
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Baking a disk of dough under embers at a campfire or in a hearth requires almost no tools and makes a surprisingly tasty, if rather hard, bread. A swift thumping knocks the ashes right off.










Hearth Bannock


1 manly loaf




The English author of an 1828 baking manual described Scots cottagers using pea, bean, oat, or barley flour to make “hearth bannocks”: “A certain quantity of meal is taken and made into a very stiff dough; while the person is making and working the dough, a quantity of dried wood is burning on the hearth . . . As soon as the wood is consumed, so far as not to give forth any smock, the hearth is swept clean, the bannock put on it, and the glowing embers around and over it, and suffered to remain so until the bread is baken. All who have eaten of this bread give it an excellent character; but it is nothing the worse of a piece of good fresh butter to help it.”


I followed his directions, but used wheat flour like the Bedouin. If you should get your hands on some really fresh whole-wheat flour — or, better, emmer, einkorn, or spelt — this would be a good way to get in touch with some real antiquity.




Ingredients




	12 ounces bread flour


	4 ounces whole-wheat flour


	2 teaspoons salt


	About 11⁄2 cups very warm water







Instructions




	
1. Make a hardwood fire in a clean hearth (i.e., no residual heavy metals or glass from past fires), or on the desert floor, beach, or forest, for that matter. A large pile of brush or branches works great for fuel, leaving coals that are uniformly small. You’ll want to burn it for an hour or so.


	
2. As soon as your fire’s started, mix together all the ingredients, then knead briefly to make a very stiff dough. Keep the dough in an airtight container until your fire is almost ready, at least 30 minutes. Take it out and knead again for a few minutes on a well-floured surface. Round up into a nice ball and cover. Allow to rest another 10 minutes, then pat it out into a disk about 1⁄2 inch thick.


	
3. The Bedouin do all this work on a heavy cloth, and then use that to get the dough into the proximity of the fire; you can do the same or use a peel, a cookie sheet, or a cutting board. Use a stick or a shovel to push all the coals and ashes to one side. Lay the dough into the center of the hearth, and push the ashes and coals back over, completely covering the dough.


	
4. After 15 to 20 minutes, poke a stick alongside to find the disc. If it is rigid, pry it out, flip it over and re-cover. If not, try again in a few minutes. Bake 15 to 25 minutes longer, until pretty hard. Pry it out again and thump it briskly to jar loose any extraneous bits.


	
5. We enjoy it with olive oil and salt, in the mode of focaccia; ancient Sumerians loved rich broth and beer, if you’d like to reach further back in time for accompaniment ideas.













Pine-Needle Mussels


6 to 10 servings, as an appetizer




In October, the pitch pines and white pines around our house drop a beautiful puffy mat of russet needles. It takes but a few minutes to gather up the pile needed to have this kind of fun. This is an irresistible introduction for newbies of any age to both cooking with fire and eating shellfish.
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Ingredients




	About 4 or 5 pounds of fresh mussels in the shell







Instructions




	
1. Gather 1⁄2 to 1 bushel nice dry pine needles.


	
2. We like to set this up directly on an outdoor wooden table, but you can use a large board (say 3 by 3 feet) or a very flat large stone. Be aware that you will leave a pretty good scorching on whatever surface you select. Also look around before you start to make sure that you will not inadvertently set something else on fire; have a bucket of water handy just in case.


	
3. Place something small and stable in the middle of the board; a quarter of a brick, a small oblong stone, a half of a potato, cut side down, a small cube of stale bread . . . Arrange the mussels around it, leaning against the supporting object, with their pointy ends sticking upward. Continue arranging all the mussels in a concentric manner. Many hands make quick work and add to the fun.
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4. Now let everyone scatter the pine needles evenly, and as deeply as possible, over the top of the mussels. Give a brief safety lecture, then take a single coal from whatever fire you have burning nearby and deposit it deep in the mountain of pine needles, directly on top of the little support in the middle. (If for some reason you don’t have a fire already burning somewhere, just use a match.) Stand back; these babies really go up.
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5. That’s it. When the fire dies down, within the smoking ruins lies a tasty appetizer. Resiny-smoky, briny, delicious. I once tried offering toast and remoulade sauce as accompaniments, but was soundly rebuffed with cries of “they’re too good alone!”
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6. If for some reason there’s a cool spot in the fire and some of the mussels don’t open, gather them up and rearrange them with new pine needles for a quick encore pyre.





[image: ]


















Chapter 2




A Few Simple Tools
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So far, we’ve done quite a bit with very little gear. A modicum of additional equipment, though, will help to manage larger items by the fire, which will really increase our culinary range. These simple tools are mostly just takeoffs on The Stick, but they confer on the cook the latitude to walk off and do something else rather than hold a lump of meat over coals from the beginning to the end of the cooking process. The tools in question — the spit, the piece of twine, the metal grate — safely suspend the foods above the coals and ashes on the hearth, in the process known as roasting (which includes its subset, grilling). The job of these tools is to hold the food at just the right distance from hot coals, keeping it clean as it cooks through to the desired degree, so that the delicious crispy glistening crust — one of the joys of carnivorism — may be enjoyed grit-free by the diner.


The skills and equipment required to produce a perfect roast do vary as you scale up from a quail to an ox, but the understanding and judgment you develop working with small foods are utterly applicable to the larger ones. So, I recommend starting with lighter and more manageable items, and using cheap or free gear at the outset. Then, when you decide that you’d like to graduate to a whole lamb or pig, you’ll understand deep down the advantages of very secure purpose-made equipment that provides easy manipulation before the fire. Until that day, I honestly think that well-thought-out jury-rigged equipment serves quite as well. In fact, in some cases the lowest-tech solution is actually the best. For example, a leg of lamb roasted over coals while suspended from a five-cent piece of string bests one roasted on an expensive electric rotisserie-driven spit; the meat may be perfectly cooked inside and out by both methods, but one of those legs will inevitably suffer the demerit of having had a metal rod shoved through it.





Spit Roasting


The archaeological record of the earliest horizon of spit-roasting is murky to nonexistent, the basic tools being minimal and, before the relatively recent days of iron spits, biodegradable. A low-tech rotisserie requires only a well-formed stick of the proper weight and gauge for the item to be roasted, perhaps some smaller sticks for secure fastening, and a couple of props to act as andirons — no more than small stumps or crotchets of wood driven into the ground. Most hearths found by archaeologists dating from before the Neolithic period, therefore, don’t reveal many specifics about the cooking techniques used in them: a scatter of fire-cracked rocks, some carbonized bones with butchering marks, a shell midden, a greasy ash-stain in the soil. Even if an archaeologist can determine that a bone sample came from roasted meat, it is impossible to say whether that roast was on a spit or not.
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But more recently, in the last eight thousand years, as people began depending much more upon domesticated plants and animals for their diets, they also started leaving us evidence of their cooking practices in the form of some pretty interesting, functionally differentiated hearths. Compellingly, all over the world, the complex of cultural changes that accompanied the shift toward domestication of animals and plants seems to have included considerable innovation in cooking. Whether its effects took place over the course of decades or centuries, the adoption of agriculture has to have introduced an era of culinary novelty, as new or at least newly reliable ingredients became part of the diet, and some part of the population settled in permanent villages.


The early adopters of agriculture — cultures from Mesopotamia to the Levant and through the Balkans to Greece — left some archaeological evidence of the effects of these sweeping cultural changes. Bone and other animal remains show a shift from gazelle and ibex to sheep and goat, for example. Genetic changes to grains and legumes reveal the effects of human selection and improvement.


Settling down brought greater complexity to the built environment of the kitchen, too, as these Neolithic cooks invested in lovely hearths with platforms and enclosures and built-in containers, all out of mudbrick and plaster and pebbles. Some of these installations are worthwhile models to improve our wood-fired cooking today.





How to Make an Efficient and Pleasant Roasting Hearth


I’ve adopted as a model for most of my outdoor roasting a simple Neolithic hearth type I came across in an archaeological site report. It’s a saucer-shaped depression, neatly lined with like-sized pebbles. These hearths were rather large at the original site, but can be made any size. Although you can spit-roast over bare ground with very little ceremony, this improvement is worth considering if you expect to roast in the same place more than once, whatever the scale of your outdoor cooking, at least if you live in a region where stones abound. The result is both visually pleasing and quite functional.




Tools and Materials


You need a shovel and a good pile of smallish stones. A mason’s trowel, a rubber mallet, and a small broom are optional but helpful. If you plan to use crochets — forked sticks — as spit supports, supply yourself with a few short stakes or sticks about an inch and a half in diameter to use as placeholders for them.


About the stones: have on hand more than you think you could possibly use. Egg-shaped or oblong rocks about the size of a grapefruit or large orange are ideal. Lemon-size stones make a very elegant hearth, but it just takes a lot of them. Some sand, for bedding the stones, is helpful if your soil is very heavy.
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This hearth, built of materials at hand, uses the natural terrain to create a subtle heat-reflecting effect.







It’s good to get in the habit of “grading” rocks as you come across them in your yard or garden; these projects go easiest when you have plenty of the right sort of material at hand. Accordingly, whenever I dig a hole I chuck the rocks in different piles for my various future projects. I am also not above cannibalizing an old project to make a new one. Or filling up my car with stones from an obvious rubble pile at a construction site or along the power lines . . .




Choose Your Site


Wind can be a negative factor in your cooking. Look at the terrain when selecting a place to work. Is there a masonry wall near which you might situate your fire pit? Working in the lee of even a sandbank or boulder can be very helpful.


If nothing suggests itself as a windbreak, consider depressing your entire hearth below grade by a few inches or berming around it a bit. But be careful not to overdo the effect because draft can be difficult if the fire becomes too subterranean, especially in a small fire pit. Also, it’s not comfortable to have to reach continually to a level below one’s feet when tending a fire, let alone a roast.
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