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introduction

      
      The great thing about barbecues is they represent summer, and cooking and eating outdoors is about as good as it gets. Light
         evenings, warm weather and the aroma of meat caramelizing over hot coals or a gas barbecue is pure bliss and is perhaps why
         this age-old method of cooking has evolved from the simple need to eat to the pleasurable social occasion it is today.
      

      
      Although sources differ as to its origin, it is more or less recognized that the word ‘barbecue’ comes from the Spanish word
         barbacoa, which literally means a wooden framework used to smoke meat or fish, or as a framework to sleep in!
      

      
      By the eighteenth century, however, it was used to describe a means of roasting food over heat around which an entertainment
         event took place, and it was the Taino peoples of the Caribbean and Florida who then used the term ‘Taino Barbecu’ or ‘sacred
         pit of fire’.
      

      
      From here, this method of cooking travelled throughout the American Deep South during the days of slavery, where barbecues
         became an important part of the social gatherings of the day. It is likely that during this period pork would have been the
         most common food cooked at a barbecue, as pigs were cheap.
   
      
     In fact, today in the US pork is still the most commonly barbecued meat.

      
      Americans have adopted barbecuing as an important part of their culture, from barbecued ribs and steaks to the many types
         of fast-food joints selling burgers and the like.
      

      
      Barbecuing is an excuse to get outdoors, where food seems to taste better. The food tends to be more casual and the occasion
         more relaxed. I think that for many of us, barbecuing has become one of our preferred methods of cooking as well as an enjoyable
         way of entertaining. It is a great way to cook, not only for the flavour of the food but because it’s done outdoors, where
         we are more relaxed, informal and often happier.
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      types of barbecue

      
      There are two main types of barbecue in common use and these are charcoal (or wood) and gas. They all have their advantages
         and disadvantages, but what they all do is cook food on a rack or grill set above the heat source. Generally, we use a barbecue
         to cook food over a high heat for a short amount of time, but they can also be used to great effect to slow-cook meat, often
         with the addition of wood chips to give a wonderful smoky flavour. I have included several recipes where you will require
         a barbecue with a lid, so the method becomes similar to using a conventional oven. However, the majority of the recipes can
         be cooked in the normal way on either a gas or charcoal barbecue.
      

      
      Which is best: charcoal or gas? For flavour, I would always choose a charcoal barbecue (wood can also be used), but for convenience
         I have to say gas wins hands down, especially if you are only cooking for two.
      

      
      
      charcoal barbecues

      
      These are designed to burn coal or wood. Food cooked over coals or wood has that distinctive smoky, caramelized flavour we
         love so much – the outside of the food is sticky and chargrilled while the inside remains moist and succulent. However, they
         are messy, take longer to preheat and need constant attention.
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      For price and convenience, disposable charcoal barbecue sets available from many supermarkets are ideal for dinner for two.

      
      There are also several small portable barbecues available from hardware stores and specialist suppliers, which are ideal for
         picnics. They are usually vented to help increase or decrease the heat, or have a rung system above the coals so the grill
         rack can be raised or lowered as necessary.
      

      
      The ‘table’ barbecue is basically a box on legs – the coals sit on a grate in the box with the grill rack for cooking on top
         of that. The rack can be raised higher or lower depending on the heat required. These often have lids.
      

      
      The kettle barbecue is particularly versatile, as its shape allows the coals to sit on a grate in the drum, protected from
         draughts. The cooking rack sits on top and then a large dome-shaped lid can be used as a cover, transforming it into an oven.
         There is also a vent system that makes it easier to control the temperature.
      

      
      
      fuels

      
      Charcoal briquettes are the most common fuel and these are readily available from many supermarkets and hardware stores. Always
         read packet labels, as some briquettes can contain chemicals. Hardwood lump charcoal, which contains no additives, burns easily,
         heats up quickly and lasts well, is harder to find, but try specialist barbecue suppliers. If burning wood, only use hardwoods
         such as hickory, mesquite or oak. Apple and olive wood are also good. Wood chips are smaller chips of the same wood but these
         are used to create extra smoke for flavour.
      

      
      
      lighting charcoal

      
      Arrange a good layer of charcoal about 10 cm (4 inches) deep in the middle of the grate, adding in a few firelighters. Light
         the firelighters using matches or a taper, and leave the coals for about 40-45 minutes until they are glowing red and covered
         in a light grey ash.
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      Using a poker, garden rake or long-handled tongs, rake the coals over the grate’s surface. If you need more than one temperature,
         rake some of the coals on top of each other so you have an area that has a double layer. This will be the hottest area, while
         the single layer has a more medium heat. This should remain hot for about 1 hour, but you can add a few more coals from time
         to time if necessary. The barbecue is considered hot when you can hold your hand about 12 cm (5 inches) above the coals for
         just a couple of seconds, medium-hot when you can manage 3–4 seconds and cool for 5–6 seconds. Alternatively, raise or lower
         the grill to alter the heat level.
      

      
      
      
      lighting wood

      
      Place a few small, dry twigs in the grate with a few firelighters. Add a good heap of wood chunks, light the firelighters
         and leave the wood to burn until it is glowing and ashen and no flames remain.
      

      
      
      gas barbecues

      
      A gas barbecue is highly practical as it can be lit in seconds and the temperature set with the twist of a knob. There are
         no hot coals to clear up afterwards and they are easy to clean. Most have a flat plate and a grill rack so you can cook every
         cut of meat or type of fish with ease. So whether cooking for two or a large group, dinner is quick and easy.
      

      
      The cheapest gas barbecue is again ‘table’ shaped with legs and has gas burners rather than charcoal. These can have a lid
         and usually have both a grill and flat plate.
      

      
      The slightly larger and more expensive gas barbecue on wheels come with a dome-shaped lid and often has an additional side
         shelf for stacking plates. They usually have a thermometer and some have a rotisserie attachment. The lid allows the barbecue
         to act like a conventional oven.
      

      
      There is also an ‘all bells and whistles’ version, which is more like an outdoor kitchen for the true barbecue enthusiast.
         They often come in stainless steel, looking quite grand and will have all the mod cons.
      

      
      Gas bottles are widely available from many garage outlets as well as hardware stores and barbecue suppliers. A deposit is
         paid on the bottle and then it can be refilled as and when is necessary.
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      cooking on a barbecue

      
      The most common cooking method on a barbecue is by the ‘direct grilling method’. Here the food is cooked directly over a high
         heat (between 200–250˚C/400–500˚F) to give it that wonderful chargrilled flavour. This can be done on all types of barbecues
         and is usually for smaller pieces of meat, fish and vegetables that take less than 10 minutes to cook.
      

      
      If using a charcoal barbecue, once the coals or wood are hot (they will have turned to glowing ash) and have been raked to
         their required position, spray the grill rack with oil away from the heat and replace over the coals. Leave for 5 minutes
         while the rack heats up so that the food is less likely to stick. Place the food on the rack and cook on both sides until
         ready.
      

      
      For cooking on gas, preheat the barbecue about 15 minutes before you begin to cook. Allow to heat up and then turn the knob
         to the heat you require. Carefully brush or spray the grill rack or flat plate with oil and cook as per the recipe.
      

      
      For larger pieces of meat and fish or fatty cuts of meat such as ribs or duck breast, the cooking method required is called
         ‘indirect grilling’. This means that the food is cooked more slowly and at a lower temperature on a rack set over a roasting
         tin. This allows the fat from the meat to drip into a tray and not on to the flames or coals, which would cause too much smoke.
         This method requires a barbecue with a lid.
      

      
      To cook by this method with coals or wood, rake the hot coals away from the centre of the grate to the edges, leaving a cool
         spot in the middle. The roasting tin and rack with the meat can now be set above the cool spot. You will need a lid for this
         method too.
      

      
      You can also indirect grill easily on a gas barbecue, providing it has at least two burners. Preheat the barbecue to hot,
         then turn the burners down to medium. If you have two burners, then turn one off. If you have a three burners, turn the centre
         one off. Place the roasting tin with the rack and meat over the unlit burner, cover and cook as per the recipe.
      

      
      To make a temporary lid, you can use the lid of a wok, which is ideal.

      
      
      smoking
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      If the recipe requires smoking, the easiest and cheapest method is to make a smoking pouch using foil. Take a large rectangle of foil, about 60 cm (24 inches) long, and fold it in half crossways. Pre-soak a
         large handful of wood chips (which are readily available from most barbecue suppliers) in cold water for at least 30 minutes.
         Drain and place on one half of the foil. Fold the other side over and seal around the edges. Pierce ten or so holes into the
         foil with a knife. This can then be placed on the hot barbecue, either directly on the coals or wood, or directly on top of
         one of the gas burners beneath the actual grill rack. After a few minutes the wood will begin to smoke and you can then place
         the food on the oiled rack, cover with the lid and cook for the required time.
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      equipment

      
      
         	
            Spray oil for spraying the food or the grill

         

         	
            Long-handled tongs

         

         	
            A pastry brush for basting

         

         	
            Good-quality thick oven gloves

         

         	
            Meat thermometer (ideal for testing if larger cuts are done)

         

         	
            Matches or tapers

         

         	
            Firelighters

         

         	
            Sufficient fuel to last the evening

         

         	
            A ridged grill pan (as an alternative to a flat plate if you have a charcoal barbecue)

         

         	
            A good-quality wire brush for cleaning

         

         	
            A grill basket for cooking fish or small items

         

         	
            Metal or bamboo skewers for kebabs

         

         	
            A torch or outdoor light for evening cooking
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      cleaning

      
      Both charcoal and gas barbecues will need cleaning. Before cooking, use a wire brush to rub off any cooked-on bits of food
         from the grill rack. To avoid this at the time, though, the best time to clean the grill rack is directly after cooking while
         the rack is still hot. Use a wire brush to rub off as much of the cooked-on food as possible.
      

      
      Always keep your barbecue dry when not in use, covered with a waterproof sheet during bad weather and through the winter.
         Spraying the grill rack or flat plate with oil after cleaning will help to avoid rusting.
      

      
      
      fire safety

      

            • Always check that there are no weather warnings such as high winds if using charcoal or wood


            • Always keep a fire extinguisher and fire blanket nearby just in case a fire does break out. Sand is the best method for putting
               out a ground fire, while salt will put out a grease fire on the rack
            




            • Cook as close to the house or dining area as possible, to avoid carrying hot food long distances


• Place the barbecue in a sheltered spot where there is little or no wind to blow smoke and sparks and avoid areas with dry
               timbers or long, dry grass
            


• Place a portable barbecue on a flat, hard surface such as a patio and avoid cooking on a wooden deck


• Never leave hot coals or food, once cooking, unattended


• Do not wear open sandals when barbecuing: burns will be painful


• Always allow coals or wood to cool completely before safely and legally disposing of them. This can take up to 2 hours


      
      
      food safety

      
• If you are marinating something for an hour or less, then it should be fine to do this in a cool place, but if in doubt, refrigerate
               it. If marinating overnight, always refrigerate and return to room temperature 1 hour before cooking
            

• If you are grilling vegetables to eat later, then try to get them to cool down as quickly as possible in a cool place, then
               chill in the refrigerator until required
            

• Always make sure that chicken and pork are thoroughly cooked through before eating. This can be done either by using a meat
               thermometer or by inserting a skewer into the thickest part of the meat. If the juices run clear, the meat is cooked. If they
               are bloody, return to the grill and continue cooking
            

• Remember that young children, the elderly and pregnant women are particularly vulnerable to illness caused by unsafe foods,
               and the main way for food to become contaminated is by poor storage or the use of dirty utensils
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