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LIGHTING AND USING YOUR EGG

It looks complicated, doesn’t it? And a little intimidating, this big hunk of ceramic in your back garden. The aim of the next few pages is to reassure you that, although it may look hard, setting up, lighting and cooking on the EGG is simple. So, let’s start with lighting it.

Before the charcoal goes in, make sure the area underneath the fire box is clean. You want to allow the air intake through the bottom vent to flow with as little obstruction as possible. If you have coals left over from a previous cook, give them a stir to shake out all the ash. Once it’s looking clean-ish (it’s only ever going to look really clean once and that’s the day you bought it) and ash-free, you’re ready to load it with charcoal.

Fill the EGG with charcoal, pouring directly from the bag, halfway up the fire ring regardless of what or how you are cooking. This is important. Your EGG will burn more evenly and efficiently when filled with charcoal. If you are tipping new coals onto old ones, once you have filled the fire box, give it a stir so they are mixed together. You are now ready to light it.

Make sure the bottom vent is fully open. If you are using a firelighter, nestle one in the centre of the firebox – always use natural wood or sawdust lighters, never lighter fluid or chemical firelighters, which will taint the ceramics; you’ll never get rid of the taste. Light it and leave it, keeping the lid open.

If you are using a blowtorch or fan lighter you won’t need a firelighter. Just point the end at the centre of the EGG and press ‘fire’. You are trying to create a core of heat and the coals should start to glow red and continue to do so when the firelight has burned out or when you remove the blowtorch or fan. This should take around 10 minutes with a firelighter and about 2 with a blowtorch or fan lighter.

Once this core is established, leave it. You are going to have to get used to not fiddling with your lit EGG, and this is a good first test. The temptation to give it a poke or a stir can be overwhelming but don’t do it! The fire can now manage itself. If you do stir you will just burn though the charcoal much more quickly. This is not only less efficient but if you are going for a long cook it might burn out before you get your dinner. For now, the lid stays open.

Peering into your EGG after about 10 minutes, you should now see a nice even burn spreading out from the centre of your coals. Now is the time to close the lid. You have in mind your target temperature, which is to say, the temperature at which you want to start cooking your food. Preheating the oven is a concept we are all familiar with in conventional cooking, and when using your EGG, the principle is no different.

Your target temperature will vary depending on what you are cooking. It will be lower for low and slow cooking than for roasting or grilling, but you still want the whole EGG to be up to temperature before you start cooking. Again, this is about getting an even cook and burning the coals in the most efficient way. Each EGG has its own characteristics so there is no precise way of telling you where to set your bottom and top vents in order to get your target temperature. However, I suggest you start with both a quarter open to achieve 200°C / 400°F. Use this as your guide and adjust as required: narrow the vents for a lower temperature; open wider for a higher temperature. You want to come up slowly to your target so if the EGG really starts motoring towards 150°C / 300°F, ease both the vents to slightly less than a quarter open. This should slow it down. Keep in mind it is much easier to bring the temperature up on an EGG than to bring it down, and you will need to be patient and not fiddle too much – it will not respond as quickly as the dial on an electric cooker. Allow time for the adjustments you have made to take effect. If you want 200°C / 400°F and you have 210°C / 410°F, don’t worry too much. The EGG is a very forgiving bit of kit, so don’t sweat too much over 10–15 degrees either way.

Once you are at your target temperature, let it sit there for 15 minutes or so, just so you are sure it is where you need it to be. Now you can introduce, very carefully, the ceramics or cast iron you need for your cook.

A note here on opening a lit EGG. With an EGG, you are, obviously, cooking on live fire and that fire needs to be respected and treated with care. Once your EGG is burning it will be taking in oxygen through the bottom vent at a slow, even rate. This, in turn, makes the charcoal burn evenly. By lifting the lid you are introducing a sudden rush of oxygen. That rush can cause the coals to flare up. To avoid such a flare-up you should always ‘burp’ your EGG when opening it. Just lift the lid a little, no more than a few inches, let the oxygen in then let it drop back down. Ease it up and down slightly a few times more. Once that’s done, you should then be fine to open it up fully. This is important at any stage, but you should take extra care when grilling food that will drip fat onto the lit coals below.
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 Introducing ceramics, cast irons or even a large cut of meat can sink your EGG’s temperature by as much as 100°C / 200°F. Any meat or fish that is in the fridge you should take out before you light your EGG, to bring it up to room temperature so it isn’t added chilled, which would sink the temperature even more. Keep an eye on the thermometer. It will drop but soon start climbing again. You don’t need to fiddle here. You have already set your vents to the correct temperatures.

Once it’s up to temperature again you can add the veg, meat, fish or whatever it is you are cooking, and relax. The EGG will take care of the rest. The whole process, from adding the charcoal to closing the lid and opening a beer, should take about 30 minutes. EGGs will have you ready to cook in the same amount of time as a gas, pellet or traditional charcoal grill. Once it’s chugging away the lid stays closed. The lid should always be closed when you are cooking – only ever lift it to add ceramics, turn what you are cooking or check your internal temperatures.

There will be recipes in this book that call for you to turn ingredients when browning or give something a stir. When you do this, burp the EGG, open the lid, do what you need to do and close it again. This may sound like a faff, but it’s easy and you will get used to it, and it’s essential practice. If you keep the EGG open for more than a few minutes you will start to lose control of the temperature.

If you are lighting your EGG, it makes sense to try to extend the cooking as much as possible. Just heating the ceramics takes a lot of energy, and good charcoal isn’t cheap. To get the most out of each load, try to combine cooks. For example, light the EGG for a low and slow cook. Once that is done, increase the temperature and have something ready to grill, then when you shut the EGG down, throw in an afterburner. Three cooks from a single lighting. You don’t have to do this, of course, but it’s a nice thing to keep in mind.

Some of the recipes you are about to read will ask you to move bits of kit in and out of a hot EGG. Always take care when doing this. Have the right protective gloves and – my favourite cooking tip of all time – always know where you are going to put the hot thing down before you pick it up. Have a plan. It prevents a lot of swearing, a lot of panicking and a lot of breaking of things.

A quick note on accessories. There are hundreds of bits of kit you can buy to expand your EGG cooking options. In this book I have tried to keep their use to a minimum so everyone, regardless of what gear they own, can cook the recipes. The exceptions are the baking stone and the convEGGtor. I see these as essential parts of the EGG, and without them you will not fulfil its potential and will be missing out. They are worth the investment. The only other thing I would add to the list of essentials is a handheld digital probe thermometer. So much of the cooking you are about to do is about temperature not time. Generally, with EGG cooking, things are done when they reach the appropriate internal temperature, and you will only know what that is if you can stick a probe thermometer in it to check. It is indispensable.

If you ever feel like the temperature of your EGG is getting out of hand or flames are taking over slightly, don’t worry. The Big Green Egg allows air flow to circulate efficiently, so all you need to do is close the lid and adjust the air flow systems using the vents. Temperature too high? Close both vents slightly. Temperature too low? Open both vents slightly. Soon you’ll master complete control to within a few degrees! If you feel the flames are too big then step back. The flames will always be contained within the EGG. Close the bottom vent. Gently close the lid and then close the top vent. The fire, being starved of oxygen, will go out. Leave the EGG well alone until the thermometer says it’s cool again. And I really shouldn’t have to say this, but do not ever use the EGG for deep-frying. Heating cooking oil above a live fire is asking for trouble. Explosive, first-degree-burns kind of trouble.

Finally, for this book we tested all the recipes using a large Big Green Egg. Each size will cook a little differently so you may see some variation in the timings, depending on which size you have. In time you will get to know your EGG and these things will become second nature.

Now, let’s have some fun…




SETTING UP YOUR EGG

The following pages show you the basic set-ups and bits of kit you’ll need to cook every recipe in this book. Get to know your EGG in detail here, then follow the set-up instructions on each individual recipe.
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DIRECT SET-UP

What most people recognize as traditional BBQ-ing, in direct set-up the heat of the charcoal has direct contact with the food you are cooking. This means tasty, caramelized charlines and a distinct, smokey umami flavour. Test your skills with the recipes in the Grilling.
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INDIRECT SET-UP

Indirect set-up works like a convection oven. By blocking the fire’s direct heat with a convEGGtor, you take away its intensity. This gives an even heat that deflects around the dome of the EGG. It provides the perfect cooking conditions for roasting, cooking low and slow and smoking.
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DIRTY

Cooking on your EGG in the most basic form allows the high-quailty lumpwood charcoal to give an intense, elemental flavour to your food.
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BAKING STONE (HALF)

To maximize on space, use the half moon baking stone to easily whip up some flatbreads while you’re grilling the main event.
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 BAKING STONE (FULL)

Turn your EGG into a perfect pizza oven with the simple addition of a baking stone. Pulling moisture from the outer surface of the dough and distributing the heat evenly, you’ll produce delicious breads and bakes.
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CAST IRON GRID

For perfect sear marks and amazing heat retention, look no further than the cast iron grid.
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DUTCH OVEN

Offering efficient heat distribution and excellent durability, the BGE cast iron Dutch oven is an essential addition to you BGE collection. A favourite for soups, stews and curries.
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SKILLET

Searing, braising, baking, sautéing or roasting – the BGE cast iron skillet or paella pan is one of the most versatile pieces of kit you can own.
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 PLANCHA

With a dual-sided design, the BGE plancha is the perfect surface for sautéing vegetables, and for searing meat and fish. Authentic, high temperature grilling is made quick and easy with this great piece of kit.
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CONVEGGTOR®

A must-have for all BGE owners, this clever ceramic insert turns your EGG into a convection oven, for baking, slow-cooking, smoking, and roasting. The three-legged design stimulates heat circulation around the EGG without exposing food to the direct heat of the fire burning below.
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ALL IN PURSUIT OF FLAVOUR

Cooking with fire has been around longer than we’ve had language to write about it, but why does it still appeal? Why, when we’ve evolved kitchens, gas rings, microwaves and induction hobs, do we still drag out the ‘barbecue’ every summer and scorch proteins like Neanderthals?

For some, it’s the atavistic appeal of flame and meat. The thrill of controlling fire seemingly never gets old and there can be few things so deeply satisfying as a sunny afternoon building up a good layer of char on a great cut of pork, but there’s something else… something much more exciting going on. As we become more fascinated by diverse global food ways, and as the technology of fire cooking develops, we are suddenly more able to pursue subtleties of flavour. Today, cooking outdoors with fire doesn’t have to be about blackening the outside of a steak or incinerating some cheap sausages. It’s everything from the authentic ‘bark’ on a BBQ hog butt through a Korean bo ssam, from the delicacy of a Japanese yakitori to a Galician, slow-grilled turbot.

Outdoor fire cooking has become a key part of the repertoire of a new generation of chefs and food enthusiasts. Perhaps it still offers the macho flash of knife and flame, but now it’s a new tool of subtlety, craft and – above all – flavour.

Physicists, firefighters, pyromaniacs and grill chefs will talk with great authority about the ‘Fire Triangle’, the three elements necessary for fire to ignite. They are heat, fuel and oxygen. Creating and controlling a fire means manipulating them all.

We’ll talk in much greater depth later about how the Fire Triangle can be tamed, but first, let’s consider another trio of factors – those controlling how the food will eventually taste – what you might call the ‘Flavour Triangle’. The three elements that, in perfect balance, produce exactly the flavours you’re seeking. These are the Fuel, Tools and Ingredients. The quality of ingredient you choose and how you prepare it, the fuel over which you cook it and the gear you use throughout the process all play a crucial role in this flavour triangle…

Let’s look at these one at a time.
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FUEL

Wood is the earliest form of fuel for cooking fires. There’s a noble history of using dried animal dung too… but perhaps that avenue of culinary history is better left unexplored. Wood could be gathered from the ground or torn from plants but, in that state, it’s not ideal for consistent cooking. Fresh-cut timber and anything that’s lain around in the elements for a while will contain a fair amount of moisture either in the form of aromatic sap or just water, soaked into the fibres of the wood.

Damp wood is an incredibly inefficient form of fuel. It’s heavy to carry and once the fire is burning, a large amount of energy is taken up in turning the moisture to steam. That hissing and spitting you hear when you toss a new log on the fire is water boiling, and the heat energy required for this boiling will not have been transmitted to the food. Some of the liquid in wood is more useful: oils, resins and other volatile compounds also burn off at low temperatures. Like any burning oil, they produce a thick, smutty smoke which sticks to things and hangs around as a delicious smell – as anyone who’s spent an evening sitting round a campfire will know. Those fragrances and flavours will adhere as easily to food as they will to your clothes or hair and can be used brilliantly in low-temperature smoking – think salmon or pulled pork. But the aromatics are difficult to control. Allowed to burn too hard, they produce acrid, unpleasant flavours… which is why so much campfire food just tastes ‘burnt’ rather than tantalizingly ‘smoky’.

It’s doubtful that our ancestors were quite as enthusiastic about the taste of fire cooking as we are. And who can blame them? For them, smoke flavours were not a choice – sure, it’s nice to have a smoky chop every now and again, but if every meal is tainted by the smell of damp wood from your local pine forest, things get pretty monotonous. It is for this, among other reasons, that cooks the world over grew to favour charcoal.

Charcoal is amazing stuff. It’s light, easy to store, burns with total efficiency and produces little ash or smoke. It’s so good at producing heat that it was used to smelt and forge metal.

Charcoal is made by clever manipulation of the Fire Triangle, by heating wood, in the absence of oxygen so it doesn’t so much ‘burn’ as ‘cook’. If wood is heated in an enclosed vessel, called a ‘retort’ both in the lab and in industrial production, then all of that inconvenient moisture and all the volatile elements of the wood are driven off. But because there’s no oxygen, the wood doesn’t actually combust but ‘chars’ into charcoal, a process called pyrolysis.

Traditionally, charcoal making has been done close to where the wood is harvested – there’s no point shipping out heavy wet wood to process elsewhere when you can do the work close by and then just carry out the lighter charcoal. Across most of Europe, charcoal burners would cut wood and stack it into mounds before sealing it into a ‘clamp’ with damp soil to exclude air. A small fire would be set at the bottom of the pile and then the mound sealed, so the heat could spread through the pile, cooking and charring the wood. The charcoal burners could sit for up to a week watching the clamp, maintaining the outer surface, waiting and hoping that the process hadn’t simply stopped or, worse, that air had entered, and the entire pile burned to ash.

Done right, the charcoal burners could turn several tons of cheap, damp wood into a smaller quantity of highly valuable pure fuel. But the slightest error and the entire investment could quite literally ‘go up in smoke’.

Though there are still artisanal charcoal burners working in coppices, it is much more common for cooking charcoal to be produced by more modern and less risky methods. The cheapest charcoal ‘briquettes’ are made from carbon dust held together with a starch binder and sometimes even impregnated with accelerants to make them easier to light. If you want to scorch a sausage over a foil tray in a park, and you don’t mind it tasting of kerosene, that’s probably fine. Discerning home cooks, though, usually prefer ‘lumpwood’ charcoal. This is made from big chunks of hardwood, charred in retorts, sometimes using heat created by burning the volatile compounds from the wood itself. (Remember that turpentine, resin and tar can be extracted from wood so there’s plenty of flammable stuff coming off to be used as fuel.) Lumpwood charcoal is beautiful to look at: black, shiny and with the original structure of the timber intact, almost like a fossil.

Restaurants and commercial BBQs need absolute consistency and cost-effectiveness in their charcoal. If you get up close to the grill, you’ll see their charcoal is in the form of a hexagonal log with a hole through the centre, each piece the same size and density, with the maximum expanse of burning surface. These blocks are made by compressing sawdust under huge pressure and then pyrolizing in enclosed retorts. This technology was first developed in Japan in the 1960s and marketed as ogotan or ogalite, though it’s now been adopted all over the world. It lacks some of the romance of artisanal charcoals, but it delivers the goods – perfect, consistent, repeatable heat.

The most premium and arcane of charcoals is the legendary Japanese binchō-tan, traditionally made in Wakayama Prefecture. It’s made by heating ubame oak in kilns at extremely high temperatures. It is so pure that if you knock two pieces together they will ring like bells. Binchō-tan burns with a high heat, without smoke, flame or smell. For small-scale, very precise benchtop grilling – the kind of thing you might do with tiny pieces of skewered protein over a konrō grill – binchō-tan is perfect, if very expensive. For Western grilling it would be largely wasted. 

If you are of a scientific turn of mind, and you are still following, you might have noticed a slight flaw in our charcoal story. The cheapest and most basic charcoal has all the elements – that might give flavour – cooked out of it before use. More expensive charcoals are just purer.

However, more expensive charcoals are also an amazing source of clean heat. Depending on the wood used, well-made charcoals release slight variations in aroma that will compliment your food. There is also a certain amount of flavour generated when food drips onto the hot charcoal and creates smoke. BGE uses a blend of hickory and oak for their original lumpwood charcoal, but also produce a Canadian maple and Eucalyptus lumpwood – try each and see if you can notice subtle differences in the flavour of your food.

Just as better-quality lumpwood charcoals should be, the range manufactured by BGE does not have any added petroleums or chemicals to induce the burn process, ensuring you won’t end up tasting the unpleasant taint that comes with cheaply manufactured charcoals. Investing in premium lumpwood means focusing on flavour and avoiding contaminating your food with unwanted chemicals and, in the case of BGE charcoal, ensures knowing that the wood used in production is organic and sustainably sourced.

If you want to increase the aromatic smokes of exotic woods beyond the reaches of charcoal, you have to add them back into the equation some other way. For most cooks, the most efficient and convenient way to do this is through the addition of wood chips.

Yes, I know, after all that effort to drive out moisture and volatile compounds from the wood, it might seem strange, but throwing a handful of well-soaked chips of applewood onto the hot charcoal will produce a small, controllable burst of smoke and steam, just enough to stick to the outside of the food as it cooks.

Apple, hickory, pecan, mesquite and cherry, are all easily obtainable, alder and cedar can add particular flavours to fish, while birch adds a kind of Scandinavian influence to food. And it’s not just the chips that can be used. If you can find them, hay, fresh branches of juniper, rosemary or hyssop create bursts of flavours that might be challenging if overdone, but can be used subtly, to ‘fine tune’ flavour and significantly enhance good-quality charcoal, even transforming your BGE from grill to smoker. The possibilities are endless.
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TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT

1. MANAGING THE FIRE

It is possible to cook with fire and no tools at all. Many restaurants today will offer a ‘dirty’ steak on the menu, a piece of high-quality meat that’s simply been seasoned and dropped onto the white-hot coals. This seems a little counter-intuitive, but the steak will, in fact, be anything but ‘dirty’, cooking at searing temperatures at which no pathogen could possibly survive. This is the origin point – the story of fire cooking stems from this very beginning.

Perhaps the next easiest way of cooking over fire, after dropping meat onto the coals, is to hold it over the flame so the rising heat can do its work without contact with ashes. The simplest method, as used by anyone who’s ever sat round a campfire, is to support the food on a non-flammable skewer. This can be as simple as a green stick sharpened to a point and perhaps stripped of its bark. This enables the cook to bring the food in and out of the flame, up and down over the heat source. It’s very controllable but requires constant attention and movement. You might be able to cook a few mouthfuls for yourself this way, but it’s not a great way to manage dinner for the tribe.

To cook something larger, a whole beast or fish, it makes sense to craft a bigger skewer, push it through the carcass and arrange it in some way that it can be supported and rotated to avoid burning. An alternative is the very first ancestor of the modern grill, a platform woven of thin green sticks, used by Mesoamerican cultures, that could be used to cook lots of small things at once. It would only work over low heat as it was obviously combustible itself – the effect was probably more of smoking or drying than real grilling – but the basic principle was there. Some Spanish colonizers reported this technique as ‘barbacoa’, which is sometimes suggested as the root of the word ‘barbecue’.

(Confusingly, Spanish colonists also used the term for a method of long, slow pit cooking practised by the Taíno people of the Arawak-speaking Caribbean. This is also claimed as the root of American-style barbecue – low-temperature smoking and roasting.)

The equipment for all of these cooking methods could be created from wood and stone, and can predate the arrival of metal for utensils, which is why the development of the techniques is spread all over the world with all sorts of fascinating variations. It is incredibly difficult to track any fire-cooking method authoritatively back to a single point in culture or history.

With the arrival of metal, new types of cooking equipment were evolved. Grids and griddles could be fireproof, so food of all sizes could be cooked down over the flame and even possibly left unattended for a while. Metal plates could be used to sear meat without coming into contact with the flame, so carbonization (blackening) could finally be avoided. Spits and skewers now transmitted heat to the centre of the meat or fish, speeding up the cooking process and making it more even.

There can’t be anyone in history who’s cooked over a fire and not realized at some point that flame and heat cook differently. It’s great to get a good layer of burn on the outside of a marshmallow or a piece of toast, but embers are where the action is. Where the flames have subsided, but the fiercest heat still remains, is the sweet spot where subtle work can be done. Over generations, cooks devised new and better ways to control this, to separate heat and flame, to create what outdoor cooks today would call ‘indirect heat’. It is storing the heat in stones or bricks, long after the fire has died out, that gives us bread and pizza ovens. Keeping the fire outside and underneath a metal box is the basic principle that evolved into the domestic oven, which quickly dispensed with wood, coal or charcoal, as soon as clean and convenient gas and electricity came to domestic homes. Others devised deflectors – metal sheets that could ‘bounce’ heat from where the flame was burning to where the food would cook. Some used principles of convection, letting hot air move upwards from the heat source, around a baffle, and creating a fire-free area of clean, searingly hot air.

Every ‘barbecue’ we spark up in a garden or restaurant today is a part of one of these traditions – some descend from more than one. The simplest are trays and boxes that let us burn and control a fire. These can be disposable things made of aluminium foil, or more complicated benchtop set-ups with adjustable grill heights. It is easy to think of these simple models as cheap and amateurish but, in truth, this also describes a Greek souvlaki grill, an Argentine parilla, a Japanese konrō – all sophisticated tools that create some of the most exciting food in the world.

Today, many domestic users favour a barbecue with a lid. This amplifies the versatility. Of course, the heat can be contained, allowing for ‘roasting’, but perhaps more importantly, a lid shuts out airflow. When the fire is not ‘open’, the cook can use vents to admit more air above and below the coal bed, and effectively control the rate and temperature of burning. If the design of the unit is good and it’s of a reasonable size, the cook can create hotter and colder ‘zones’ meaning more types of food can be cooked at once or, more usefully, so that ‘indirect’ heat can be achieved.
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 These are probably the most popular forms of outdoor grill in most of the West. They are a big piece of kit, reassuringly similar to a regular kitchen stove, they can be kept outdoors in all weathers, they’re fairly easy to clean and they can even be powered by gas. They are commonly shaped like a coffin or a piano, depending on your turn of mind, or sometimes, near spherical – the ‘kettle’ barbecue popular across the USA.

They can be fitted with all sorts of attachments: planchas, rotisseries, wok rings and griddle racks, but nearly all these barbecues are made of metal, which is their main disadvantage. Sheet metal is an excellent conductor of heat and a very poor store of it. The outside of your barbecue will heat up very quickly and cool down just as fast. Sometimes, when cooking something that requires a quick burst of fast heat, this is perfectly acceptable but, for longer or more subtle cooking methods, it is a liability.

Consider how the average user cooks on the grill. We light it first, admit air, and the charcoal flares and then settles. We put on the food, which either cooks slowly or begins to get too brown too quickly. We adjust the position of the food, the vents, we add more fuel or scrape some away and the temperature changes… and keeps changing until we adjust it back again the other way. Every time you open the lid to check on the food, most of the contained heat shoots straight up into the clouds and it is only the charcoal itself that holds any heat over time. If you plotted a graph of heat against time in a regular metal barbecue, you’d see a wave pattern of rapid rises and falls – of limited amplitude if the cook is
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