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INTRODUCTION



There’s nothing quite like the flavor of food that comes from live-fire cooking: whether it’s juicy, charred chicken skewers or meltingly tender sweet potatoes thrown over coals to roast slowly, everything eaten fireside seems to taste more delicious.


So many people have a firepit in their backyard these days, and there’s a whole world of possibilities to cook with it beyond toasting marshmallows. Firepits are fantastic for cooking because they give dishes that extra depth of flavor and transform simple gatherings into culinary adventures for everyone to enjoy.


Cooking over fire is primal and intuitive, yet many of us feel intimidated taming flames to create a meal. Here you’ll learn that there’s no need to be a pitmaster or even an outdoorsy type to confidently cook over a firepit. Filled with approachable recipe ideas and vivid imagery, this book is designed to spark inspiration whether you’re planning a cozy meal with family and friends in your backyard or ready to up the food on your next camping trip.


The recipes are organized by cooking equipment, because so much of our approach to cooking outdoors depends on what you have available. You can start out simply by tossing a few skewers on the grill or take your cast-iron skillet from the stovetop to the great outdoors. Once you become firepit obsessed, you might decide that you need a bigger Dutch oven to feed a group of hungry diners. These delicious recipes will get you going no matter where you’re starting out (think peel ’n’ eat shrimp scampi foil packets, ultra-gooey Cuban pudgy pies, veggie-loving dishes for everyone), and they include tips to keep things fun, not stressful.


Fire cooking is all about trusting your instincts and engaging your senses. You’ll quickly discover that you can cook the foods that you crave and meals that nourish you, instead of settling for plain old hot dogs, while enjoying the outdoors. Most importantly, cooking over fire will make you feel empowered.


There are countless ways to build a fire and cook with it, but here’s one golden rule I swear by: the slow burn. Let the flames die down until the heat is even and steady. Once you hit that sweet spot, your fire is ready for cooking. Whether grilling over the coals or burying your foods in the coals, this hands-on experience will bring out your inner chef. Tending to your food while the scents of sizzling meats and roasting vegetables fill the air makes you more invested in the result. Firepit cooking offers a soulful recharge and rewards you with unforgettable meals shared with loved ones around the fire’s flickering warmth.













[image: image]














[image: image]














EQUIPMENT: ESSENTIALS YOU NEED TO START COOKING



Cooking over a fire is pretty low-key when it comes to gear—all you really need to begin is a firepit with a grill grate. Raid your kitchen for tools that might come in handy. For example, the same cast-iron pan you use indoors can be used over the firepit, and the same skewers you employ on your gas grill can be repurposed as well. Once you start diving deeper into the world of fire cooking (and trust me, it’s easy to get hooked), you’ll realize there’s a whole universe of equipment and tools out there waiting to be explored.


The Basics


Whether you’re a seasoned outdoor grill master or cooking over flames for the first time, let’s talk about the essential equipment you’ll need to kick-start your fire-cooking adventure.




Firepit with grill grate: This is the heart of your outdoor cooking setup. A firepit outfitted with a grill grate provides the foundation for your culinary exploration as well as a cozy place to gather with others. An adjustable grill grate is ideal so you can quickly lift and lower it to adjust the cooking temperature. Firepits come in a range, from the basic pit-and-grate combinations and smokeless pits for the backyard (see Resources, here) to the built-in ones at campgrounds.


Long-handled tongs: Tongs are your trusty sidekick for maneuvering food over the flames without getting too close yourself. They’re essential for flipping veggies, rotating skewers, and moving hot coals around.


Firepit poker: A fire poker is a long-handled tool designed to help you tend to your flames with ease. Whether you’re prodding the logs into the perfect arrangement or stirring up those hot embers, it’s your go-to tool for keeping the fire roaring. Many of them even have a little built-in hook that’s ideal for lifting the lid of a Dutch oven without having to remove the coals.


Heat-resistant gloves: Keep your hands safe from high heat with a sturdy pair of heat-resistant gloves. Whether you’re adjusting logs or handling hot cookware, these gloves will protect your hands from burns.


Charcoal chimney starter: Say goodbye to lighter fluid and hello to chimney starters. This is a straightforward device, basically a metal tube with a grate that makes lighting charcoal a breeze. Simply fill the chimney with charcoal, place it over your firepit, and ignite fire starters or paper in the bottom. In no time, you’ll have hot coals ready for cooking.


Cast-iron skillet: A pan you may already have in your kitchen, the cast-iron skillet is equally useful over the firepit. Use it to sear pork chops, fry eggs, or even bake desserts. Its heavy-duty quality and heat retention make it an essential for outdoor cooking. I like using the 10-inch (25 cm) size for cooking small bites and appetizers, but I rely on my 12-inch (30 cm) when I’m cooking larger meals or serving multiple guests.


Cast-iron camp Dutch oven: You might be eyeing the Le Creuset on your stovetop, wondering if it’ll do. Well, yes and no. Camping Dutch ovens (see Resources, here) are made entirely from cast iron, have support legs for sitting over coals, and have a flat, flanged lid that holds coals (especially handy when you’re baking over the flames). These pans even have a bail handle to hang on a tripod for cooking over the fire. If I’m making something like a stew or soup and only need a lower heat source, I’ll grab my enameled Dutch oven to use in a pinch.


Pie iron: Perhaps the most underrated cooking tool, the pie iron is essentially two metal cast-iron pans that are hinged together like a clamshell, creating a little cooking chamber. You can use a pie iron to make all sorts of goodies, from perfectly crispy grilled cheese sandwiches to delicious hand pies, all cooked up in minutes. The iron has this awesome vintage vibe that everyone loves, and it’s a surefire way to get your friends excited about cooking together outdoors. Plus, it’s super easy to use, making it a must-have for any camping adventure or backyard bonfire.




CAST IRON CARE


Cast iron is the go-to cookware for firepit cooking, and taking care of it is the key to keeping it in top shape. After using your cast-iron skillet, let it cool down a bit before cleaning. Rinse it with warm water and use a brush, sponge, or chain-mail scrubber to remove any food debris. If you can, try to skip the dish soap, as it can affect the seasoning of the pan. Dry the skillet with a dish towel, then place it over low heat until all the moisture is gone. Finally, give it a quick rub with a little vegetable oil to keep it in great condition and prevent rust.





Instant-read thermometer: Take the guesswork out of grilling with an instant-read thermometer. Whether you’re cooking steaks, chicken, or fish, a thermometer ensures your food reaches the perfect internal temperature for safety and flavor.


Cooking utensils: Fireproof cooking utensils come in handy for outdoor cooking adventures. Keep an eye out for ones with long handles made from heat-resistant materials—perfect for maneuvering food over the fire. One of my favorite tools is the trusty fish spatula. Its slim, flexible design makes it a total multitasker, whether you’re delicately flipping seafood, frying up eggs, or mastering the perfect pancake.


Headlamp: When the sun starts to set and darkness creeps in, it can get pretty tricky to see what you’re cooking. That’s where the headlamp comes in handy. It’s your beacon of light, a hands-free tool to navigate through the darkness and ensure you can see the delicious food you’re making.


Grill brush: After a cookout, you might notice some food residue on your grill grate. To keep it in great shape, simply wait until it cools down, then give it a quick scrub with a grill brush.
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USING THIS BOOK



Now that you’ve got your gear all set up, let’s chat about how to make the most of this book. While I’ve included some really helpful tips and tricks for you to use while you’re cooking, I also know that once the fire gets going, something instinctual takes over. Your brain just goes, “FIRE, I made a FIRE!” And you might just wanna stare into those hypnotic flames and forget all about what you were supposed to be doing.


That’s why it’s important to remember these key things:


Read the Recipe


Before you cook, read the recipe—and I mean all the way through. It’ll help you grasp the general flow of your cooking, what you can prep ahead, what needs your immediate attention, and when you can kick back a bit and let things simmer. You don’t want to miss that crucial step where you were supposed to marinate your meat an hour in advance. When you’re cooking outdoors, small oversights can end up costing you time later on (e.g., dashing back into the house to wash salad greens).


Start Early


Cooking outdoors is different in a major way—it’s not the same as walking into your kitchen and turning a knob to heat the pan. Remember, you are building a fire from scratch, and things can be unpredictable, whether it’s the weather or, oops, forgetting the kindling. So, as a general rule, plan to start the fire at least an hour before you plan to cook. I typically like to do it before it gets dark and visibility becomes an issue. You might start the fire in the late afternoon, for example, if you’re having an evening meal.


Prep It Out


Sheet pans are lifesavers for outdoor cooking. Simply gather all your prepped ingredients and line them up on a sheet pan, which is perfect for holding chopped veggies, skewers, ramekins with oil and sauces, and seasonings like salt and pepper. Then, when the fire gets going, you won’t have to scramble around searching for the components of your meal.


Using Your Senses


As much as I’d love to give you precise cooking times and consistent results for each recipe, nothing is guaranteed with a live fire—it’s always changing. So it’s up to you to rely on your senses to determine when your food is ready. If you toss ingredients into a skillet and don’t hear that satisfying sizzle, it’s time to amp up the heat by rotating a log or piling the coals higher. And if a skewer seems to be cooking too quickly, trust your gut—it probably is! Try slowing things down by adjusting the grill grate or spreading out the coals. Cooking over a fire is all about gaining experience over time, and it’s okay to make a few mistakes along the way.


Always Keep an Eye on the Fire


You’ve finally got your fire going and prepped your ingredients, and you’re ready to cook. But wait… you forgot to slice the scallions, and now you’re tempted to run inside to finish up. DON’T DO IT unless you have another pair of eyes on that fire. Once your fire has started, it’s your responsibility to maintain it for the safety of everyone around you. Ask someone else to grab a forgotten item in the kitchen or to take over watching the fire before you look away.


Put It Out


And finally, it’s the end of the night and bellies are full. The last thing to do is to extinguish the fire before saying good night. Start by spreading out the embers and logs using a poker or shovel. Then slowly pour water over the embers, ensuring they are completely soaked. Stir the embers and remaining ashes to make sure all hot spots are cooled. Even if you see only a couple of glowing coals, err on the side of safety and repeat the process until there are no more glowing embers and everything feels cool to the touch. Finally, dispose of the ashes the next day, once they are completely cold.















HOW TO BUILD A COOKING FIRE



There’s a real beauty in building a fire—it’s like a little test of patience and respect rolled into one. Sometimes it doesn’t cooperate right away; you might wrestle with that initial spark. And even when you’ve got it roaring just how you like it, it’s a constant dance of keeping the fire going.


But you know what? That’s the magic of working with fire. I’ve come to learn that it’s not just about the flames; it’s about staying in the moment and listening to your intuition. Let fire be your guide, my friend. Once you’ve got your fire going, the fun is just beginning. Let’s dive into how to harness your cooking temperatures to optimize cooking over the fire.


Fire Cooking Zones


Think of cooking zones as designated areas within your firepit where you can control the heat to cook different types of food. For example, if you’re searing pork chops over high heat and simmering a stew over gentle embers, having cooking zones ensures that each dish gets the right amount of heat.


It’s ideal to create three cooking zones: the burning zone, where logs are added to create new coals (too hot for cooking); the cooking zone, with glowing coals and direct heat for searing or grilling; and the indirect heat zone, with fewer to no coals for low-temperature cooking and for keeping foods warm. Ultimately, your goal is to have enough space to control the heat and cook delicious food. (For more on cooking zones, see here.)


STEPS TO BUILD A FIRE




1. Prepare your firepit: Start by clearing your firepit of any debris or ashes from previous fires. Make sure it’s on stable ground and at least 5 feet (1.5 m) away from shrubs, tall grass, or dry leaves and 10 feet (3 m) away from building structures. Steer clear of overhanging trees.


2. Gather your gear: Grab your firewood, kindling, and any fire-starting essentials like paper or fire starters. And don’t forget the heat-resistant gloves.


3. Work log cabin–style: Arrange a base of two larger firewood pieces in your firepit, laying them parallel about 1 foot (0.3 m) apart. The space in between is where you’ll add your tinder. You can use fire starters, paper, or dry leaves. Next, lay twigs, sticks, or other fast-combusting wood pieces over the tinder, starting with smaller pieces and building up to larger ones. Then top it off with two more pieces of wood, perpendicular to the logs below them (remember those Lincoln Logs you played with as a kid?). Between the second layer of logs, add one or two small pieces of wood that will catch easily. Continue stacking logs to the desired height.
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4. Light it up: Use matches or a long lighter to ignite the tinder. Watch as your fire begins to catch and come to life. Have some extra smaller pieces of wood on the side in case you need to add more to get it going.


5. Feed the fire: Once your fire is burning steadily, add more firewood gradually. Keep in mind that larger logs will burn more slowly and produce more heat over a longer period, while smaller logs will burn faster and produce intense heat quickly. Hardwoods like oak and maple burn hotter and longer than softwoods like pine.


6. Create your zones: Some dishes, like s’mores and pudgy pies, can be cooked over flames as soon as they get started. For most other kinds of cooking, you’ll need to wait for your fire to burn down to glowing embers for steady, even heat. This will take at least 30 minutes and up to 1 hour. Next, you’ll want to create three zones for maximum cooking control.


7. Adjust the heat: Depending on what you’re cooking, you may need to adjust the position of the wood to control the heat. To increase heat, add larger logs or stack logs closer together to restrict airflow, causing the fire to burn hotter and slower. To reduce heat, add smaller logs or spread out the logs to allow more airflow, which will encourage the fire to burn faster and cooler. While you’re cooking, you can pile up the coals for more heat or spread them out for less. It’s all about finding that perfect balance. If you have an adjustable grill grate, raising and lowering it is also an option.


8. Stay safe: Remember to always keep an eye on your fire and never leave it unattended. For safety, keep a pail of water or fire extinguisher nearby. When you’re done cooking, make sure to fully extinguish the fire with water or sand.






THE THREE ZONES


BURNING ZONE (1): Push the burning logs to one side of the firepit. This will be the zone where you can continue to feed the fire with logs as needed to sustain the heat. For longer cooking times, continue to rake fresh coals from your burning zone into your cooking zone to maintain a steady heat.


COOKING ZONE (2): Gather the hot, glowing coals into the center to create your cooking zone. Make sure they are under the area where your grill grate will go. This is where most of your cooking happens; think grilling and skillet dishes.


INDIRECT HEAT ZONE (3): Leave some space on one end where you’ll be cooking with fewer to no coals, depending on your needs. This will be a spot to simmer Dutch oven dishes or to keep food warm.


What do you do if you find yourself tight on space with a small firepit? Focus on building a two-zone fire, where you have a cooking zone, and then a small burning zone to the side where you can add logs to sustain the fire.
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How to Test the Heat Level


Because of the ever-changing nature of a fire, you can’t just set wood to an exact temperature. So how can you gauge how hot a fire is? Well, you gotta feel it (safely, of course). When I first heard of the “hand test,” I thought, “No way am I putting my hands over the fire,” but it’s actually not that scary. It’s kinda like when you open an oven and feel the heat to see if it’s good to go.


Simply extend your hand about 5 inches (13 cm) above your cooking surface and begin counting.




SIZZLE METHOD


Okay, there’s another way to test heat that feels a little less caveman. It’s ideal for when you’re cooking in a skillet or Dutch oven. To check if the pan has reached a medium-high heat, just flick a few drops of water onto the surface with your fingers. When it’s ready, the drops will bounce and sizzle in a second or so, which means you’re all set to start cooking.







For high heat: If you can’t hold your hand there for more than 1 to 2 seconds, you’ve got some serious sizzle going on. This zone is ideal for searing meats or giving veggies a quick char.


For medium-high heat: The sweet spot usually lands somewhere between high and medium, at 2 to 4 seconds. Medium-high is the kind of heat where you can sauté food without burning it and keep things cooking at a moderate pace.


For medium heat: If you can hold your hand there for 4 to 5 seconds, you’re in a zone that is ideal for foods that have a slightly longer cooking time.


For low heat: If you can hold your hand there for more than 5 seconds, it’s like a mellow warmth from the flames. This zone is great for slow-cooking meats and toasting marshmallows without burning them.




Remember, safety first! Always use caution around open flames, and if the fire feels too hot, trust your instincts and give yourself and your firepit a little breathing room.


Types of Wood


Wood will be your go-to essential for fire cooking, no doubt about it. But here’s the thing: even if you’re a top-notch cook, starting with damp wood is going to lead to frustration and a lot of smoke. Trust me, I’ve been there. My tip? Opt for seasoned hardwoods—they’ll get your fire going more quickly and make your cooking sesh way more enjoyable. Seasoned hardwood is wood that has been dried out for at least six months, which means it burns hotter and cleaner with less smoke.


When it comes to sourcing your wood, start local. Check out nearby farms or ranches; they often sell wood by the pallet, which will save you some dough while giving back to your community. And check out hardware and grocery stores—they usually have some great wood selections, too.




WOOD TYPES


When it comes to cooking over a fire, choosing the right type of firewood can make all the difference. Each type of wood imparts its own unique flavor to your food and is best suited for specific cooking techniques.
















	Type of Wood

	Flavor

	Uses






	Apple

	Sweet and fruity

	Adds a subtle sweetness to everything, especially poultry, pork, and lamb






	Cherry

	Mild and fruity

	Enhances the flavor of meats, seafood, and vegetables






	Maple

	Sweet and mild

	Fantastic choice for pork, poultry, and veggies






	Pecan

	Light and nutty

	Perfect for barbecue dishes, like ribs, chicken, and brisket






	Oak

	Robust and versatile

	Pairs well with a variety of foods, from beef to fish






	Hickory

	Robust and smoky

	Adds a rich, smoky flavor to meats; a classic choice for barbecue lovers






	Mesquite

	Bold and intense

	Ideal for grilling steaks, lamb, and other hearty meats










Firewood Coals, Lump Charcoal, and Briquettes


When you’re craving that cozy crackling wood-fire vibe for a laid-back hangout and cookout, go ahead and build a wood fire. Once your fire begins to burn down, the hot, glowing coals left behind burn hotter and cleaner than wood, making them ideal for outdoor cooking. Plus, these firewood coals add that signature smoky flavor to your food.


But hey, we all have those moments when the sun’s going down and we need dinner on the table ASAP, right? That’s where lump charcoal and briquettes come to the rescue. If you’re short on time, they’re your convenient solution to get cooking right away.


Here’s a quick rundown on each:




Lump charcoal: Think of this as the natural speedy option. Made from hardwood, it’s the next best thing to cooking over a wood fire. It burns hot and lights fast, perfect for quick grilling sessions. Just be aware that some of the pieces can be huge; because it’s natural, it doesn’t have standard sizing. And feel free to combine lump charcoal with your wood charcoal in your firepit to speed up the cooking process.


Briquettes: These are the reliable, affordable, steady performers, made from charcoal dust and binders, ensuring consistent heat for longer cooking times. Because they are smaller and uniform in size, they are easier to use to maintain even, steady heat. I like using these specifically for firepit baking with a Dutch oven.




How to Light a Chimney for Coals


First, place the chimney in the middle of your firepit. Then, fill it up with charcoal—lump or briquettes, your choice. Now, toss some crumpled newspaper or a couple of fire starters in the chamber underneath. Light the paper or fire starters and let the flames do their thing. As the coals heat up, you’ll notice them turning gray and developing a covering of ash. Once they’re ready (usually in 15 to 20 minutes), carefully pour them out into your firepit. Just remember to handle the chimney with care, and you’ll be cooking in no time.


For dishes that take longer than an hour to cook, you may need to replenish with another batch of hot coals. Repeat using the same process as before, and if you find yourself running out of room in your pit to light your chimney, try placing it on the grate of another grill or on fire-safe bricks placed on your patio.
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Grilled Stone Fruit, Tomatoes & Snap Peas with Burrata


Chunky Zucchini Toasts with Whipped Herby Feta


Tahini Caesar Salad with Craggy Za’atar Croutons


Patatas Bravas Potato Salad


Cumin Grilled Carrots with Lemony Yogurt


Spiced Cauliflower Steaks with Walnut Romesco Sauce


Smoky Grilled Corn


Blistered Mini Peppers Panzanella


Grilled Kielbasa and Cabbage with Harissa Oil


Mushroom Al Pastor Tacos


Sweet & Spicy Chinese Chicken Wings


Sichuan-Spiced Lamb Chops with Sesame Cucumber Salad


Grilled Halloumi and Artichoke Burgers


Mediterranean-Style Grilled Fish


Korean Kalbi-Style Steak Lettuce Wraps


Skirt Steak with Chimichurri and Herby Salad


Smoky Spatchcocked Chicken with Herby Yogurt Drizzle


Grilled Sesame Flatbread


Grilled Honey Peaches with Yogurt and Pistachios



















When it comes to firepit cooking, grilling is usually the first thing that comes to mind. Grilling over an open flame isn’t just about charred burgers and hot dogs (although, don’t get me wrong, those have their time and place). It’s about embracing the versatility of the grill and understanding that, despite being one of the simplest ways to cook, it also requires your attention and patience.


Cooking on the grill lets you pick and choose and build a menu pretty easily, so you can have a few things going at once. Here you’ll find recipes that celebrate the smoky, charred quality that only a grill can deliver. From vibrant grilled veggies to vegetarian Grilled Halloumi and Artichoke Burgers to an impressive Smoky Spatchcocked Chicken with Herby Yogurt Drizzle, each dish is meant to showcase the unique flavors that come from cooking over an open flame.


Here are some extra tips to get you started. If you don’t have a grill rack and are planning to purchase one, opt for an adjustable model with a large cooking area. This way, you can easily lower and raise it to react to changing temperatures and have more space to spread out while cooking. Another tip: Always be oiling. It’s easy to forget to oil your grates before placing food on them, so keep a ramekin of neutral oil and a heatproof brush on standby—this will ensure none of your food sticks to the grates when flipping it. So get that fire going, grab your tongs, and get ready to dive into a world of bold flavors.
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