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Pioneers of the American barbecue scene in the UK since 2010, Jon & Ben created Grillstock, the original barbecue and music festival, which drew 20,000 meat fans annually to their weekend of meat, music and mayhem. They also co-authored an Amazon best-selling barbecue cookbook of the same name. Last year they worked together on Beer Craft – The no-nonsense guide to enjoying craft beer at home.


Their passion for live-fire cooking doesn’t stop at barbecues, though. The pair have been cooking in wood ovens for over a decade and have now collated more than a hundred of their favourite recipes in Fired.


A BIG THANKS TO . . .


From Jon:


Marie-Louise, Noah and Jake for being as excited as I am about this book. Mum & Dad, grazie mille for taking us all to Masseria Ionna in Italy every year and for bringing me up with a huge passion for food.


From Ben:


Esme, Beau, Horace and Roxy for helping me test the recipes.


From us both:


Joe and Liv at Delivita (www.delivita.co.uk) for the awesome kit. You guys know how to make a superb wood oven! Marcus Bawdon – for all the help and advice on everything wood-oven related. And for the kick-ass pizza dough recipe. Jen, George, Jules and Clare, Morgan, Jude and Samuel for the endless pizza-testing sessions – you guys are troopers. Cyrus for eating all the pizza. Simba for keeping us company on photo days. Romy Gill for the sublime Indian dishes – your new cookbook will be a best seller! Ruth Hickson (www.ruthhickson.com) for the fabulous illustrations. Adam, Nithya, Hannah and the team at Little, Brown – the best publishers ever.





INTRODUCTION



I first cooked in a proper wood-fired oven in the summer of 2009. A masseria, a new family country home, had been built in Puglia, in the south of Italy, with a huge, almost catering-size, olive-wood burning pizza oven in the garden.


The highlight of our trips there included the whole family rolling up their sleeves for regular pizza nights. One person would be in charge of getting the fire in the oven going, another would make the dough, someone else would head out for toppings and the unlucky one would get to wash up afterwards. When everything was ready to go, we’d all gather at a big outdoor table and take it in turns to cook pizzas that would then be shared out. Kids usually went first, topping their pizza bases with dollops of pomodoro sauce and unceremoniously dumping little fistfuls of sweetcorn over the top. Then came the adults, getting more and more ambitious and creative with their toppings as the wine flowed and the candles were lit.


Initially, we focused solely on cooking pizzas: building the best fire, learning when to add more logs and when to ease back, understanding when the fire was just right for pizza making, refining our dough recipe and playing around with toppings and different cheeses.


But with such an abundance of wonderful fresh ingredients in southern Italy and inspired by creative wood-oven dishes featured on local restaurant menus, it wasn’t long until we started getting more and more adventurous with our dishes. Initially, it was trays of peppers or courgettes, drizzled with olive oil and a scattering of herbs and sea salt, then local orata (sea bream) plucked from the sea that morning and stuffed to the gills with fresh herbs and lemons. It wasn’t long before the oven was in use all day, with pizzas for lunch and complete meals comprising roast potatoes and whole slow-roasted joints of meat for dinner heading for the oven, and then bread baking away in the dying ashes for the next day.


Cooking in a wood-fired oven is easy. There are no dials, switches or thermostats. You can’t set it to 220°C and forget about it. But that’s half the charm – it’s a simpler way of cooking, and once you understand how your wood oven behaves, it all suddenly makes sense. Learn to understand the various cooking stages, to love the ritual of lighting it and slowly building the fire.


Wood ovens bring people together – they are a very sociable, communal way to cook and eat. They make food taste great and, best of all, you get to play with fire!
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WHAT IS THIS BOOK?




FIRED WILL HELP YOU MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR NEW WOOD-FIRED OVEN.


A decade ago, if you wanted a wood oven in your garden you had no option but to pay thousands for a professionally installed, imported authentic Italian brick-built wood oven. It would be the size of a small shed and built to last generations. Sure, cooking in it would be an absolute delight, but it needed 3 hours of burning logs to heat up to the right temperature and then, unless you were a trained Italian pizzaiolo, controlling the temperature would be near impossible, meaning you either cremated anything in seconds or nothing ever cooked.


But in the blink of an eye we’re suddenly in the midst of a wood-oven revolution. The new generation of pizza ovens are small and portable; they are often colourful, modern and striking in their design. They look just as at home in a backyard in Dulwich as they do on a balcony in Edinburgh, or in a leafy garden in the Cotswolds. And because they take up less space than an average barbecue, they can be thrown in the boot of the car to take camping or for a picnic.


The fact is, wood ovens are incredibly versatile. Clearly, they make better pizzas than ones made in a domestic oven, but they are terrific at so many things: whole Sunday roast joints, trays of roasted vegetables, one-pot stews, breads, desserts and so much more besides.


Fired offers everything from advice on first setting up your wood oven and managing the fire, easy recipes for the first-time user, through to interesting and exciting dishes for the more adventurous wood-fired cook.
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ESSENTIAL KIT

PEELS

A peel is the name given to the paddle-like tools that are used to slide pizzas and other dishes in and out of ovens.

I recommend two peels: a wooden one for sliding uncooked pizzas and breads into the oven, as the dough is less likely to stick to wood; and a metal one for fetching them out again. The metal one is also good for most other things.

PIG FLIPPER

A pig flipper is a metal rod with a savage-looking hook on the end. Sounds a bit gruesome, but nothing beats it for moving large cuts of meat or steaks around a grill or inside a wood oven. I have two sizes: one is converted from an old golf club with the head sawn off and a hook welded on instead – this is my favourite one; the other is much smaller, but is very useful in higher spaces or with small pieces of meat.

My trusty pig flipper is my right-hand man whenever I’m cooking outdoors. Aside from its intended purpose of moving meat around quickly, it is just right for moving logs, embers, coals, dishes, etc. around the oven. Its long handle helps protect your hands from the heat too.

BRUSHES

I have two different brushes for my wood oven. One is a harsh wire metal brush like you’d use to clean a barbecue, except with a longer handle. I use this to clean down the floor of the oven while cooking to keep any burnt food or embers out of the way. The second brush has long, soft bristles that get into all the corners. I use this for sweeping out the ashes once everything has cooled down the next day.

OVEN GLOVES – BARBECUE ONES

You know the flameproof suits that racing drivers wear? You can get oven gloves made out of that stuff too. How awesome is that? They’re heatproof well up to and beyond the crazy temperature your wood oven gets to (some up to 800°C), yet still remain flexible and nimble enough to easily use while cooking. Opt for a pair that has silicon grips on the palms and also look out for ones that have long cuffs. Mine come halfway to my elbows.

Owning a decent pair of heatproof gloves makes wood-oven cooking so much easier! Turning or moving big crock pots full of hot liquid is really difficult with anything except your hands. Get online now and order yourself a pair. The Weber barbecue ones are very good.

Alternatively, you can pick up a pair of welding gloves at your local DIY store. I have been known to use thick leather gardening gloves at a pinch, but they only offer a few seconds of protection.

One word of advice: make sure the gloves are not damp or wet when you use them or the heat will transfer right through! You can get waterproof silicone ones if you are clumsy or want that extra peace of mind.

TWO THERMOMETERS

Yes, I know ancient Italians never had two thermometers and yet managed to cook delicious food, but I am trying to make your life easy as well as make you look good in front of your friends. You need one thermometer to tell how hot your oven is and a second, different type of thermometer to gauge the internal temperature of your food.

A point-and-shoot laser thermometer is spot on for outdoor cooking. Aim it at the floor of the oven a few inches from the mouth, not directly at the fire. When your laser thermometer arrives you will spend the first three days ascertaining the temperature of virtually everything in your house, including pets and children. Don’t worry, this won’t last.

The other type of thermometer I recommend is an instant-read, probe variety to poke into various meats to find out how well done they are. Never again serve overcooked steak or undercooked chicken. This toy ensures perfect doneness. Where relevant I have added the internal temperatures to aim for in each recipe.

BARBECUE TONGS

Get yourself a couple of pairs of good-quality, heatproof tongs (I like the OXO brand with the silicon handles).


NITRILE GLOVES

These are the blue plastic gloves you see restaurant kitchen staff wearing. They have to wear blue ones in case a bit gets into the food, but you don’t have to. You can wear any colour you think looks cool. Personally, I like the black ones. A box of nitrile gloves should be a permanent addition to your outdoor cooking toolkit. Unless you have built a big fancy outdoor kitchen it’s unlikely you will have access to hot running water to wash your hands. Nitrile gloves mean you can do all the messy jobs, handle raw meat and cooked meat alike, without any worry of cross-contamination.

FOIL

Foil is ever-present when I’m manning the wood oven. I use it to cover up cooked dishes while they’re resting, to seal in moisture in slow-cook dishes or to cover and protect dishes from the heat if they are getting a bit toastier than planned. Go for thick catering foil. Costco is best. See page 84 for more on foil.

FIRELIGHTERS

Most firelighters contain paraffin or other chemicals to get the fire going quickly. You need to avoid these in your wood oven as the chemicals can easily leach into the oven floor and taint future food cooked there. For that very reason, don’t use lighter fuel either! You wouldn’t want your pizza base tasting like lighter fuel, would you? Instead, opt for flamers. They are a small bird’s nest of shredded wood that goes up in no time. They’re also handy to light and throw into the fire if you need a spark.

3-FOOT COPPER PIPE

This is a suggestion from my friend Marcus who runs CountryWoodSmoke. He has a length of copper pipe by his side to use to blow into the fire when it needs a little help. When you throw a new log on, it sometimes smoulders for ages and needs a bit of a draft. This avoids getting a faceful of hot embers!
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HOW TO LIGHT THE FIRE

Gather together your firelighters and about 8–10 pieces of kindling. These should be 15–20cm long and no more than 1cm thick.

Place a firelighter or two in the centre of the oven and put a piece of kindling lengthways either side of it. Now place two more pieces of kindling on top, running the opposite direction (kind of like a hollow Jenga tower).

Finally, add two more pieces of kindling on top, facing the same direction as the first two. You should now have a couple of firelighters at the bottom and a small tower, three sticks tall, of kindling. Continue until your tower is 4–5 sticks high.

Light the firelighter and allow the fire to catch. When it is well on its way, you can start to add small pieces of split logs: around 20cm long and 2–3cm wide is good.

Allow the fire to build further and start increasing the thickness of the split logs you are adding until you have a good hot fire going. At this point start adding your cooking logs (rather than kindling) and bring the temperature to a consistent 300–400°C.

Logs for cooking should be 8–10cm wide and the number you need to maintain the temperature will vary according to the size of your oven. The bigger the oven, the longer it will take to reach cooking temperature and the more logs you’ll have to feed it per hour.

Remember to add logs while the fire is still going well. If you let it die down too much (even if the oven remains hot) it will be harder for the logs to catch fire.

Once you have a controlled fire and good consistent temperature going, you can push the fire to the back or side of the oven, brush over the floor and get cooking!!!
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WOODS

One of the most important considerations in wood-oven cooking is your choice of fuel. Some wood types burn hot and fast, others burn cooler but for longer. Some light in an instant, others take more work. Importantly, some will add a delicious flavour to your food, but be warned: others can impart a nasty bitterness.

The length of time the wood has been stored since cutting is also very important. Fresh logs still ‘wet’ with sap will be hard to light. Once lit, they will smoulder and smoke their way through. We’re looking for a clean, efficient fire in our wood oven, so try to find logs that have been seasoned somewhere dry for at least a year. A slightly more expensive option is kiln-dried logs. As it sounds, the wood is placed in a large oven and dried out as much as possible. Kiln-dried logs light well and burn consistently and cleanly.

You can mix up the wood types you are using. Certain recipes lend themselves to a big hit of smokiness, whereas quite the opposite can be true with others.

ONE GOLDEN RULE IS TO AVOID BURNING ANY KIND OF SOFT WOOD SUCH AS PINE. THEY ARE VERY RESINOUS AND WHILE THEY CATCH FIRE QUICKLY, THEY WILL GIVE OFF A THICK, BLACK, ACRID SMOKE AND NASTY FLAVOURS.

The remaining suitable wood types can be divided into two types: hard woods and fruit woods. I like to use the hard woods as my base fuel to generate the consistent heat I need to cook, then lay in some small chunks of fruit wood about the size of a fist around the edge of the embers to give an aromatic smoky note when required. Don’t use wood chips or smoking wood powders as they will burn up too quickly.

For fuel, use: Oak, silver birch, beech, ash, alder, olive.

For an extra hit of flavour, use: Apple, pear, walnut, cherry.

MANAGE THE FIRE

Once your fire is away and you are happy with the temperature, the next step is to keep the temperature consistent. Test the temperature often using a digital thermometer and add a log as and when needed.

I keep a pile of logs in varying sizes handy when cooking: little bits of kindling to help reignite a smouldering fire; small 8–10cm wide logs for keeping a mellow fire on the go; and larger 20cm wide logs for achieving higher-temperature cooking.

If the size of your oven allows, it’s useful to lay a few logs near the entrance to the oven, or even inside the oven on the opposite side to the fire. This will heat them up and they’ll ignite much more quickly than cold logs.

COOLING DOWN

It’s quite easy to overshoot your intended temperature – one log too many and all of a sudden your oven is 100°C hotter than you want it to be. If you are in no hurry, then one option is to just wait until the oven has cooled down. Other options are to mop over the floor of the oven using a wet cloth on the end of your pig flipper (or similar). You can also spread the fire out on the oven floor to burn through a bit quicker, then pile the embers back up against the wall to cook.

CURING THE OVEN

Some wood ovens made from clay will need to be cured before you can use them. While the ovens are made of a heatproof clay, there may still be some moisture present from when they were made, and this needs to be dried out slowly – a process called ‘curing’.

The curing process is really easy: just light a small fire that burns at a low temperature inside the oven for 3–4 hours, starting at 50°C and working up to about 200°C. Remember that your pizza oven may well be hitting and exceeding 500°C once it is firing on all cylinders. To cure a wood oven, follow these simple steps:

1) Light a firelighter with a few small bits of kindling built in a tower over it towards the rear of the oven. Once it is going well, add another couple of pieces of kindling.

2) Keep monitoring the temperature and continue adding small bits of kindling as and when required.

3) After 3–4 hours, allow the fire to die down and let the oven cool completely. If you see quite a bit of moisture come out, you may want to repeat the curing process one more time before you get your oven up to full cruising altitude.

Note: If your oven has got wet or hasn’t been used for a while, it’s worth running a curing session for a few hours prior to building the temperature up with a larger hot fire.


COOKING IN A WOOD OVEN

THE VERY NATURE OF WOOD OVENS MEANS AIMING FOR SPECIFIC COOKING TEMPERATURES IS IMPRACTICAL.

WE’RE COOKING WITH LIVE FIRE AND EVERY SINGLE LOG BURNS UNIQUELY.

ADDITIONALLY, THE OUTSIDE AMBIENT TEMPERATURE CHANGES; EVERYONE’S OVEN COOKS DIFFERENTLY, AND UNLESS WOOD IS ADDED FREQUENTLY, THE TEMPERATURE WILL ALWAYS BE DROPPING OFF; WE HAVE NO THERMOSTATS, HEATING ELEMENTS OR OTHER TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES TO HELP US CONTROL OR MAINTAIN THE TEMPERATURE.

INSTEAD, IT IS EASIER TO LOOK AT A SERIES OF FAIRLY BROAD TEMPERATURE BANDS TO COOK AT.

ONCE YOU’VE COOKED WITH YOUR OWN OVEN A HANDFUL OF TIMES, ACHIEVING AND MAINTAINING THESE BANDS WILL BECOME SECOND NATURE.
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SCREAMING HOT 300–450°C

This is pizza-cooking temperature. The flames are licking the roof. Your oven is as hot as it gets and most other foods will char and burn within seconds.
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