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Introduction

I have whatever the DIY equivalent is to a dancer’s two left feet. I can’t put up a shelf. My house is a graveyard of unfinished projects. On the face of it, perhaps I am not the best person to bring you a DIY BBQ book. If, like me, you look at a toolbox the same way a dog looks at a card trick, you might think this book isn’t for you. But, perhaps that makes me exactly the right person because, I promise you, if I can do it, you can too. Nothing in the building projects requires any great skill, just a bit of enthusiasm. In fact, some of the DIY projects are the simplest form of cooking possible, requiring little more than a few sticks and stones. You have nothing to worry about – no Grand Designs here – just some simple tasks, where the most sophisticated bit of kit you’ll need is an angle grinder. Or a mate with an angle grinder.

Some of the builds do get a little more complicated and I accept that if you are going to build an entire breeze block pig smoker you might need an awful lot of enthusiasm! But any concerns that you may have to have a Bob the Builder-type talent can be left here. This book is for anyone who wants to cook outside.

Perhaps you are BBQ-curious and would like to give it a go but aren’t sure what kit to get, or even if it is worth the investment in the first place. Perhaps you are like me and have been barbecuing for a few years, have some kit and want to do some exploring. ‘Do I want to buy a Konro grill? Maybe if I could just try one first…’ Or perhaps you are a pro. An old hand. You’ve got all the gear, you’ve been smoking, grilling and planching for years but now have nowhere else to go. You are the barbecuing version of Alexander the Great weeping bitter tears with no more grills to conquer. Now you can build your own.

WHY BUILD YOUR OWN BBQ?

There are hundreds, probably thousands, of excellent BBQs out there on the market. I’m lucky enough to own a few. Some of them give you a precision and control that a homemade BBQ cannot replicate. Some are built for efficiency or have a design style that is impossible to mimic with a few bricks and some wire mesh. However, they’re often very expensive, and as great as the big ceramics or offsets are, they aren’t that handy for a day on the beach. (And the very last thing you want to be using is a disposable one. If this book achieves anything, I hope it’s the end of those terrible, single-use, foil-tray monstrosities that regularly litter the beach at the end of a sunny day.) Building your own can offer you the ultimate in utility and portability.

And, it’s a lot of fun. Nothing can quite match the sense of achievement when you pull your first meal off a BBQ that you have made yourself. It’s not just the ‘human conquers fire’ vibe, which is integral, whether we choose to admit it or not, to barbecuing (more on that later), but starting with a drawing, and maybe a trip to the DIY store, you can end with a plate of delicious food. You have owned the entire process from beginning to end.

Perhaps, most importantly, at the end of all your efforts you will have something that is one of a kind. Even if you follow the instructions to the letter, your BBQ won’t look like anyone else’s, and it certainly won’t feel like anyone else’s. A BBQ that you build yourself will be unique to you and that, in my opinion, is always something worth having.



As this book falls into two categories – cooking and DIY – I think there is a requirement for some instruction on cooking techniques that doesn’t fall into the traditional recipe format of cookbooks. There isn’t a conventional recipe for a whole smoked pig, or a buried lamb shoulder so they are written as a process, for want of a better explanation. You’ll get the idea. At the same time, I have tried to write the build descriptions as I would a recipe in the hope you find them easy to follow. 
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A LOOK BACK OVER HISTORY

BBQ and the tradition of eating meat has history, which is a very obvious thing to say. However, before writing this book I was, in any detail at least, ignorant of much of it. It’s a fascinating story, so I’ve included a few essays on our ‘cooking ape’ ancestors and also on how much of what we know as BBQ today comes from a tradition forged in the slave-owning states of the southern United States. Telling that story, in my mind, was an important part of broadening our understanding of the culture that we all enjoy, however difficult some of it is to read, and also to celebrate its resilience in the face of so much oppression.

A FEW GENERAL RULES

All the build ‘ingredients’ – breeze blocks, pots, planks, chains etc. – are available at your local DIY store, but a trip to the local tip/lanfill might come in handy if you are looking for an old washing machine or some corrugated iron for a smoker lid. If you are buying or recycling bits of metal for your BBQs, always use stainless steel, rather than galvanised. The zinc in galvanised steel is toxic and you certainly don’t want to be eating it.

When creating the builds, if I suggest using work gloves and goggles, please use them. The edges on the oil drums and cut wire mesh can be as sharp as a freshly minted Alex Pole chef knife. The steel can easily slip in the hand and leave you needing stiches. Use goggles with the angle grinder too, for obvious reasons.

Barbecuing is a mix of art and science. Art in the conception, fire management and presentation, but science in the cooking. Keeping the art in mind, it’s almost impossible to be sure of how long your cooks are going to take, but the science will tell you when it is ready. The bigger your cook, the truer this becomes. To avoid lots of hungry people hanging around waiting for food or worse, attempting to eat slightly underdone BBQ, always give yourself a lot more time than you think you’ll need. Every recipe in this book will either happily take a long rest, wrapped in foil or paper, or can be flashed on the grill to reheat, so you are much better being done a head of time.

Most of the recipes in this book will work with most of the builds, but the book has a key that tells you which BBQ is best suited for the recipe. As you gain more experience with all the builds, you can experiment. Where I say in the recipe the cook is suitable for all the BBQs that excludes the tandoor, cooking direct on the coals and hanging from chains. Where they work, it will say. The tandoor, however, cooks in a very different way to all the other BBQs and is a skill that needs mastering. The recipes designed for the tandoor have a very specific technique that is laid out for you.

Some builds require a ‘feeder fire’. This is a good established fire, from which you can shovel coals to add to your BBQ. American BBQ calls coals what the British would call embers. I have used the US term throughout, so when I refer to ‘coals’ I mean embers. For my feeder fire, I’ve used an old wheelbarrow in the past, in the US old metal dustbins are often employed, with a square cut out at the bottom to access the coals. However you choose to do it, it’s vital to have a good supply. It goes without saying that this will require a good stock of wood too.

Whatever build you are cooking on, or if you are just cooking directly on the ground, you never want to be cooking with a flame, always on or with coals. Flames will char what you are cooking and can leave an acrid taste. Wood should be burnt down until it’s glowing, smouldering, giving a consistent stable heat and a thin, wispy smoke. Once it’s like that you have much more control and predictability than with a flame.

There are some things you can’t build yourself. Some essential bits of BBQ paraphernalia that you have to hand over to craftsmen if you want them done right. One of those things is charcoal. We should take sourcing of our charcoal as seriously as we take the sourcing of the meat and vegetables we cook. I think it’s worth taking a look at why that is the case. (See more info on charcoal.)

I refer to ‘afterburners’ a few times. This is when you exploit the heat in the coals as they cool from cooking something else. Just remove the grill and throw the food straight on the coals. It works well with potatoes and aubergines (eggplant), but you can try it with steak and fish too. It’s a great way of getting the most from your fuel.

The beauty of cooking over an open fire is, of course, that if something starts to burn, or is not getting cooked quickly enough, you can move the pot closer to the fire or lift the steak out of harm’s way. You can move it from ‘direct’ to ‘indirect’ heat. In short, the temperature you are cooking at is controlled by the proximity of the food to the fire.

The method will occasionally call for a direct or an indirect heat. Direct cooking can be done on any type of BBQ. It is cooking directly over the fuel and what most of us think of when we talk about barbecuing. Cooking steaks, or chicken over charcoal is cooking ‘direct’.

Indirect can mean a few things. You could have a barrier between the heat source and the thing being cooked, like a ceramic deflector in a Big Green Egg. Or it can be cooking with the thing you are cooking being ‘offset’ from the heat. Think of a drum BBQ with the fire at one end and the chicken on a rack at the other.

None of the builds in this book will have a temperature gauge or thermometer attached. They are all a bit too agricultural for that! In the recipes, I refer to a low heat, a medium heat and a high heat. Just three partitions for you to think about.

A low heat is roughly 90–130ºC/190–270ºF. This heat will slowly smoke a pork shoulder or a keep a pot of ragù gently bubbling on a stove top.

A medium heat is roughly 150ºC–210ºC/300–410ºF. This heat will sweat onions in a pan or roast a chicken.

A high heat is 240ºC/460ºF and above. On the BBQ, oil will smoke – it’s the heat of a pizza oven.

As always with barbecuing, a handheld digital probe thermometer is an essential piece of kit to check the temperature of your meat when it is cooking.

With all that said, it’s time to get going…
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Cooking apes

It’s easy to overlook just how remarkable the everyday is. Everything from flicking a light switch to jumping on a train is a remarkable feat of human ingenuity. The complex mix of electrical signals firing inside your brain that allows you to visualise ahead of time what it is you want to achieve, forming a coherent set of ideas. Then the physical side, the dexterity to lift a finger, aim and push the switch.

Humans, chimps and bonobos are thought to share the last common ancestor from the genus Hominidae, the apes. Five to six million years ago, the genus Homo separated from the genus Pan, that of the chimps and bonobos. We share 98.8 per cent of our DNA with these two apes. So why can’t a chimp use the train? Why don’t bonobos commute? The answer, it seems, is cooking. Learning to cook lit a fire under the evolution tree.

Until as recently as 40,000 years ago, the blink of an eye in evolutionary terms, Homo sapiens like you and I shared the world with two other species of Homo, neanderthalensis and floresiensis, and there is an active debate over many of the classifications. There are many skills and physical characteristics that are assessed to create these classifications. Brain size, bone structure and habitat being the key ones, but I am interested in the ‘Cooking Hypothesis’, an idea developed by Dr Richard W Wrangham, former Research Professor of Biological Anthropology at Harvard University, so that is the thread we tug at here.

The road to ‘us’, the road to the cooking apes, began at Australopithecus. The Australopithecus genus is spread across a few species, so we are generalising here, but it is believed that they walked upright and were well adapted to live in the trees. They had similar sized brains to modern chimps, and hands well suited to the manipulation of objects. Since chimps use tools, it is assumed that they did too, and there is some archaeological evidence to support this.

The oldest stone tools found are dated to 3.3 million years old and found in Kenya. At that time the dominant species was Australopithecus afarensis. Evidence for meat eating is seen in butchery marks, chips in animal bones made by stone tools scraping meat from a carcass or bones crushed to get the marrow out. No direct evidence has been found for africanus eating meat – that doesn’t appear until about a million years later – but the making of tools suggests communication, planning and cooperation. Skills that would be required for the breaking down and distribution of an animal carcass.

The lack of evidence for eating and cooking in africanus is not surprising. The eating of raw meat, direct from a carcass leaves very little evidence behind. At this point there was of course no cutlery, or cooking equipment, and little or no fire being used. Any bones or scraps would be dispersed through scavengers.

At some point around 2.3 million years ago, the genus Homo first appeared, an event described by Wrangham in his brilliant book Catching Fire as, ‘of the great transitions in the history of life’, which ‘stemmed from the control of fire and the advent of cooked meals’. It’s important to remember that these developments are phase transitions. A lone female Australopithecus africanus didn’t, one evening, give birth to the first Homo habilis. Over a period of hundreds of thousands of years, through interbreeding and natural selection (the passing on of advantageous adaptations) Australopithecus africanus eventually morphed into Homo habilis. And habilines were not the only ‘prehumans’ trying to make their way. During the time of Homo habilis there are at least five other species passing in and out of existence. Habilines are fairly new to science, having been found in the 1960s, with only six complete skulls and two semi-complete specimens. 

We have all heard the term ‘Missing Link’ to describe the species that sits between humans and apes and although the term is a little trite it can be useful here to give you a metal picture of where habilines sit, as they display characteristics of both. Habilines used tools; they made knives out of rocks and walked upright but it was the controlling of fire that marks them out. Mastering flame would have had an immediate and dramatic impact on their lives. They would no longer have had to sleep in trees, away from predators, as fire provided security, with resting and fire maintenance being shared and at least one individual always awake to keep the embers burning. The gathering around a single source would promote social bonding and perhaps the development of communication and language.

Then somewhere in the middle of all this, one of the habilines decided to stick a bit of meat on the end of a twig and shove it in the fire, or by accident dropped a chunk of meat onto a hot rock, thought ‘that looks good’ and in eating it enjoyed the first BBQ. If you jumped into a time machine and found that moment, you would be looking at the defining action in human history. That is the physical representation of ‘The Creation of Adam’ fresco by Michelangelo that adorns the Sistine Chapel ceiling. The spark that made modern humans.

Why does cooking have this transformational effect? Cooking, in a sense, externalises digestion. Cooking breaks down the proteins in food though a process called denaturation. In primates this is done through chewing and in the gut. Primates will spend about half their day chewing, in humans it’s less than an hour. Cooking not only cuts the time needed to eat by softening the connective tissue, but it also reduces the amount of energy the colon needs to process it and therefore increases the amount of energy we get from our food. (The Great Apes need to eat so much more than humans because so much of it gets excreted undigested.) That spare energy was diverted to the brain
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