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WELCOME TO
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Around 10 years ago, alongside two friends, I ventured into the world of ‘Competition BBQ’. Camaraderie and a few cold beers spurred the team on to become two-time Irish BBQ champions. That journey was a testament to the power of community and, of course, friendly rivalry across the barricades here in Northern Ireland via the world of barbecue, drawing us together from north, west and east Belfast. What began as a desire to master the art of cooking a perfect steak transformed into an all-consuming passion, leading me to share my recipes and discoveries with you.

I’ve been posting my culinary escapades on social media under the handle @onlyslaggin since 2011. I’ve been fortunate enough to connect with over 2 million of you who share my passion for cooking over live fire. Your encouragement has inspired me to take the leap and write my first cookbook.

In Ireland, ‘slagging’ means affectionate teasing – a bit of good-natured banter between mates. It is an ode to friendships and humour and, to me, it embodies the joy of gathering around great food and having fun with loved ones. This ethos behind @onlyslaggin perfectly encapsulates what barbecue means to me: plenty of banter, hearty laughter and wonderful memories made over delicious meals. Cooking outdoors is an exhilarating experience that keeps me engaged, constantly adapting to the evolving nature of the flames and smoke. It’s a world where set temperatures are mere suggestions, and the magic happens in the unpredictability of live fire. But don’t worry, I’ll share plenty of tips and tricks throughout this book to help make your barbecue journey easier and more enjoyable.

My love for cooking was ignited in my grandmother’s kitchen, where I spent countless hours watching her whip up pancakes, soda bread and scones, all while sneaking samples hot off the wood-fired griddle. This early inspiration led me to work in an American-style restaurant during my teens, where I eagerly absorbed knowledge from the chefs working in the kitchen around me.

Drawing wide inspiration from my travels across the USA, Australia, Mexico, the Middle East and Europe, my recipes reflect a melting pot of influences and are aimed at being inspirational, achievable and realistic for the everyday home cook. Whether you’re firing up a gas, pellet or charcoal grill – or even using your kitchen hob and oven – these recipes are designed to bring the joy of barbecue into your home. I say home, not kitchen, as barbecue, in my mind, is rustic, home-cooked food done well and enjoyed with the ones you love and want to spend time with and invite into your home.

We will start at the basics of grill setup to achieve success, covering the essential accessories as well as those that are nice to have. Following this, we will delve into some of the more technical aspects that actually make a massive difference to your finished cook: fuel, fire lighting and management, grill selection, seasoning, resting and carving. Additionally, I’ll provide some quick cheat reference guides for checking temperatures and illustrations for those grill setups.

With easy-to-follow chapters, my recipes are for all levels; whether you’re a beginner or intermediate or advanced in experience, I’m here to help guide you along a path to becoming a backyard hero, with chapters featuring:


STARTERS & SIDES

VEGGIE

PORK

SEAFOOD

LAMB

CHICKEN

BEEF

SWEET

RUBS, SAUCES & CONDIMENTS



I hope you feel inspired to try new techniques and flavours as you flip through this book. I invite you to dog-ear the corners of pages and write your thoughts and ideas in the margins. Let’s embark on this delicious journey together – your adventure in outdoor cooking and hero status awaits!

GETTING STARTED

TOP 10 STEPS FOR GETTING BARBECUE-READY


	1 INSPECT THE GRILL – The day before you need to use the barbecue, check for rust, wear and faulty parts like burners or hinges.

	2 CLEAN THOROUGHLY – Especially if the barbecue has been sitting unused for a while; scrape the grates, empty ash or grease trays and clean the interior (also do this the day before).

	3 CHECK FUEL – Make sure you have enough charcoal, gas, pellets or wood (again, do this the day before).

	4 PREHEAT WITH PURPOSE – Light your grill early and give it time to get up to temperature. A proper preheat helps burn off any residue, sterilises the grates and ensures even cooking. This step replaces step 2 if the barbecue is in frequent use.

	5 SEASON YOUR GRATES – After preheating, brush the hot grates and rub them with an oiled cloth or half an onion to create a non-stick surface and add subtle flavour.

	6 ORGANISE AND KNOW YOUR HEAT ZONES – Set up your grill for the style of cook you have planned, always having a direct/indirect cooking area if possible.

	7 PREP FOOD IN ADVANCE – Trim, marinate, season and chop ingredients before you light the grill. Let meat come to room temperature before cooking – taking the chill off your proteins for 20–30 minutes helps them cook more evenly.

	8 PAT MEAT DRY WITH KITCHEN PAPER BEFORE APPLYING RUBS OR MARINADES – this helps to build a better crust and avoids steaming.

	9 SET UP TOOLS – Have tongs, thermometer, trays and chopping boards ready.

	10 SEASON PROPERLY, REST THE MEAT – Season before grilling and always rest afterwards to retain moisture and flavour.
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Thermometers

I can’t stress this enough, but investing in a top-quality instant-read thermometer (like a Thermapen) is an absolute must-have accessory to add to your cooking arsenal. Cooking to internal temperature rather than time is the biggest game changer, helping you nail any of your meals, while reassuring you that they are safely cooked.

Aside from instant-read thermometers, there are others where you can leave the meat probe in the protein throughout the cook, which will allow you to watch its progress and monitor the food’s internal temperature. These fall into the nice-to-have accessories after the instant-read thermometer.

Must-Haves


	• Long-handled tongs – The backbone of barbecuing. Look for strong, spring-loaded tongs with a good grip and enough length to keep your hands away from the heat.

	• Instant-read thermometer – Absolutely non-negotiable for perfect doneness. Fast, accurate temperature readings will help you avoid undercooked chicken or overcooked steak.

	• Chimney starter – For non-kamado charcoal users, this is a game changer. Lights your coals evenly and quickly, without needing nasty lighter fluids.

	• Heat-resistant gloves – Essential for handling hot grates, cast-iron pans or even lifting meat. Buy silicone or leather gloves – just make sure they’re built for those high barbecue temperatures.

	• Sturdy grill brush or scraper – Keeps your grates clean between cooks and helps maintain flavour and safety. Opt for bristle-free scrapers or coil-style brushes.

	• Cast-iron pan – Adds versatility to your barbecue and is ideal for searing, frying eggs or cooking delicate sides like onions, prawns or flatbreads.

	• Spray bottle or mop brush – Great for adding moisture and layering flavour on ribs, brisket or chicken as they cook. A mop can easily be made by tying some herbs to the handle of a wooden spoon, which will also assist in adding and building subtle flavours



Nice-to-Haves

There is a plethora of add-ons and accessories out there for barbecuing, and aside from those listed above, for me they all fall into the nice-to-have category. They aren’t essential but they will allow you to push a little further on with what’s possible on the barbecue.


	• Digital monitoring thermometer (with multiple probes) – Allows you to monitor several proteins or grill zones at once – especially useful for low ’n’ slow cooks.

	• Cast-iron cookware – you may already have a good-quality cast-iron pan or Dutch oven in your kitchen. These will work well on the barbecue.

	• Additional cooking accessories – Cedar planks, grill baskets, rib racks, fish baskets, veg grill pans, etc., any that will fall into occasional use is really a nice-to-have accessory.



SHOULD I COOK IN CELSIUS or FAHRENHEIT?

This generally depends on where you live and what you’re used to.

The barbecue community traditionally prefers Fahrenheit because most US-based traditional barbecue recipes and smokers coming out of the US are calibrated in Fahrenheit. That being said, in the UK most grills show both.

I prefer working in Celsius as that’s what I’ve grown up using and it makes sense to me. I will, however, include Fahrenheit conversions throughout.

Most thermometers, especially the ones I’ve mentioned earlier, will display both Celsius and Fahrenheit and allow you to switch between them easily. I would recommend that you don’t jump between °C and °F, but always stick with one. That way, you don’t get yourself confused.

GRILL TEMPERATURES

I will refer to grilling, roasting and smoking throughout this book. Generally, this falls into the following temperatures.

→ GRILLING:
230–315°C (450–600°F), means cooking directly over the fire.

→ ROASTING:
200–230°C (400–450°F), means cooking indirectly away from the primary heat source and not directly over the fire.

→ SMOKING:
120–150°C (250–300°F), similar to roasting but at a lower cooking temperature over a much more extended period of time. It is often used to help break down the collagens and tough connective tissues in larger, tougher cuts of meat like brisket and pork shoulder, etc.
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PLANNING YOUR COOK

All cooking requires some element of planning, but when we started as a barbecue team we didn’t have a plan, so to a large extent we ‘winged it’ at times.

There is nothing wrong with ‘winging it’, but I always remember being told, ‘Fail to prepare, prepare to fail …’ so I like to be a lot more methodical and often I’ll create a cooking plan. It’s not something I do for a simple midweek meal, but particularly on longer or large cooks I find it helpful. I even do this when creating videos for Instagram, etc.

For me, it can look something like this:
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	• List all the ingredients as a check/shopping list.

	• Trim any proteins, if required.

	• Wash and prep veg, etc.
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I fill in this prep and cook list in reverse, based on timing, so I’ll start with when I want to serve/eat and work backwards.


	• 18:00 – carve and serve

	• 17:00 – rest in a cooler

	• 16:00 – check temperatures and probe for tenderness

	• 15:30 – prep sides ready to go on



And the list goes all the way back to removing the meat from the fridge, rubbing it, and even lighting and stabilising the grills.

This makes it straightforward to lay out a clear plan and guide for cooking and can be completed in less than 5 minutes, with some air of freedom and fudge factor built in. It’s always much easier to have a written plan than trying to hold it all in your head and worrying you’ve forgotten something. For me, this removes a lot of the stress from larger cooks as I simply tick off the stages as I go. If the proteins are ‘stalling’ and taking longer than expected, I can add time onto the sides start time, etc. If the proteins suddenly accelerate to the finish temperatures, it’s fine. I can rest them in a warm area or a cooler, and they will remain warm until I need them.

FUEL

Charcoal and wood are not just fuel sources, they are essential seasonings; they add their subtle flavours and colour to the food we cook. That is part of the enjoyment. Simple changes can transform recipes, and I encourage you to do that as you progress.

CHARCOAL

Charcoal’s been around for thousands of years, used for smelting metals, heating homes and, yes, cooking meat over fire. That same method still fuels modern barbecue pits today, from the back gardens of Belfast to the brisket joints of Texas.

Charcoal isn’t just a fuel, it’s the foundation. Whether you’re chasing the bark on a brisket or flash-searing a steak, the way you build your fire determines the success of your cook. So, take a minute to choose your charcoal, stack it with purpose, and let the flames work their magic.

There are lots of different types to choose from, so I’ve listed them below along with their pros, cons and what I consider them to be best used for, or when they should be avoided.

Briquettes

(Avoid using briquettes in ceramic grills, purely due to the volume of ash they produce, which could affect the airflow.)

Briquettes are the most commonly used charcoal type and are readily available at most stores and supermarkets. They aren’t all created equal, so look for those marked as natural or all-natural. Briquettes are usually uniform in shape and provide a consistent, even burn, often over 1–3 hours. Their regular size and shape enable even heat distribution, making them a solid choice for beginners and various grilling methods, including low and slow barbecuing.

PROS


	• Even, consistent burn.

	• Long-lasting heat.

	• Cheap and widely available.



CONS


	• Slower to light.

	• More ash production.

	• Some brands contain fillers, chemicals or starch-based binders.



BEST FOR:


	• Long cooks, kettle grills and offset smokers.



Lump charcoal

Lump charcoal consists of whole pieces of wood subjected to high heat to create a clean burn. As a natural product, the size may vary, which can lead to uneven heat distribution. However, lump charcoal burns hotter than briquettes, making it ideal for high-temperature grilling. The average burn time would be around 1 hour if the airflow is not constrained. It is also easier to light than briquettes.

PROS


	• Burns hotter.

	• Lights faster.

	• Leaves less ash.

	• No additives or binders.

	• Reacts quickly to airflow adjustments (great for kamado and ceramic grills).



CONS


	• Burns quicker.

	• Irregular sizes can lead to inconsistent heat.

	• Can be pricier than briquettes.



BEST FOR:


	• Fast sears, open-fire grilling, ceramic barbecues like the Kamado Joe.



Charcoals to avoid


	→ Quick-light charcoal / lighter fluid: The simple advice from me for this fuel type is – don’t even go there! Often labelled as ‘match light’ or ‘quick light’, this type of charcoal is treated with a flammable chemical. It can impart an undesirable flavour to your food. In a ceramic barbecue, this aroma could remain in the pores of the ceramic for a very long time.

	→ Instant-light briquettes: These are soaked in lighter fluid and give off a chemical smell that hangs around in your food. Avoid, unless you’re after that petrol-smoked flavour.

	→ Unlabelled bulk charcoal: If you don’t know what’s in it, don’t burn it under your food.

	→ Anything that doesn’t say ‘natural’ in the title: These will invariably have chemicals either for transport to prevent combustion or other nasties we don’t want.

	→ Charcoal with ‘flavour enhancers’: These are often synthetic and unnecessary – stick to wood for your smoke.



Matching charcoal to your cook




	COOK TYPE
	FUEL RECOMMENDS





	Searing steaks
	Lump charcoal for high heat



	Low and slow brisket
	Briquettes with wood chunks



	Kamado-style grilling
	Lump charcoal for airflow control



	Burgers and sausages
	Either – go with what you’ve got



	Portable/travel barbecues
	Briquettes for longer stability





[image: A pile of briquettes and a pile of lump charcoal. The briquettes are of a regular shape with notches on them. The lump charcoal is of an irregular shape.]
Pro tips for charcoal cooking


	• Build a two-zone fire: (Direct and indirect) Hot side for searing, cooler side for finishing. Essential for control.

	• Use a chimney starter: Skip the lighter fluid – get your coals roaring naturally in 15–20 minutes.

	• Top-up mid cook: Add lump charcoal carefully during long cooks – it lights quicker and won’t stall your fire.

	• Control the fire with air, not fuel: Adjust vents, not charcoal piles, to dial in temperature.

	• Let it ash over? This isn’t required with natural charcoal; this was invariably the advice in years gone by, but it was more specially aimed at giving the coals time to burn off any chemicals. Don’t cook until the coals are well established, but they don’t have to be grey-white and glowing. We control our fire with oxygen and volume of fuel. We master the fire, we don’t let the fire master us. In addition to the control methods for the fire we also have our zones – and remember, we may want to add more fuel as we go, if needed.



COMBINING CHARCOAL & WOOD

One of the best barbecue secrets? Layer lump charcoal with chunks of hardwood. You get the heat from the charcoal and the flavour from the wood, but you also get control and character, all in one cook.

If you’re new to this, a great entry-level way into wood smoking is to combine lumps of wood with your charcoal cook. Here are a few of my favourite combinations:


	→ OAK OR HICKORY + CHARCOAL = Brisket Magic

	→ APPLEWOOD + CHARCOAL = Perfect Pork Chops

	→ PECAN + CHARCOAL = Smoked Duck Gold



Using wood chunks with charcoal the barbecue


	• Ideal size of wood chunks? Use fist-sized chunks (approximately 5–7.5cm/2–3in wide) when mixing wood with charcoal. Smaller chunks can burn too quickly; larger chunks may produce excessive smoke.

	• Best time to add wood chunks? Add wood chunks just before placing food on the grill, when the charcoal is fully lit and burning steadily. This maximises smoke flavour, as raw meat absorbs smoke better at the beginning of the cook.

	• How many chunks for subtle flavour? Using 1–2 fist-sized wood chunks will give a gentle, subtle smoke profile that’s ideal for poultry, fish or vegetables. Using more than 3 chunks may overpower delicate meats.

	• Crucial tips for best results:

	PLACEMENT: Position wood chunks directly on top of lit charcoal, evenly spaced out, to maintain consistent smoke.

	AVOID OVER-SMOKING: Too much smoke can add a bitter taste. Subtlety is key – less is often more.

	LID ON: Always grill with the lid closed, to retain smoke and flavour.

	SOAKING NOT REQUIRED: Wood chunks don’t need soaking. Dry wood produces cleaner smoke.

	QUALITY MATTERS: Use hardwood chunks like oak, apple, cherry or hickory for the best flavour results.
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FIRE LIGHTING & MANAGEMENT

Lighting the barbecue is a simple process. For a gas grill, ignite the burners you need, then simply turn the knob to increase or decrease the temperature.

For pellet grills, select your desired temperature and hit a button – the onboard fans, thermometer and computer all do the rest. Often, a signal sent to your mobile phone lets you know what’s happening!

But for charcoal, it takes a little more involvement. I will break this down to cover two types of charcoal grills and explain why they are different. However, using either method will allow you to start any charcoal grill. Here’s a guide to help you get started.

The two most common styles of charcoal grills in the home or backyard are kettle grills and ceramic grills shown below. First up is the trusty kettle grill. This is most often found in the 57” size, but other sizes are available too. My recipes and instructions focus primarily on the 57”, as it is the most common.

[image: Drawings of a kettle grill and a ceramic grill, both with a lid and on wheels. The kettle grill is spherical. The ceramic grill is cylindrical.]
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Kindling/firelighters

Choosing the proper kindling or fire lighter can expedite the process of heating your grill. I recommend using all-natural ‘tumbleweeds’, which are wax-coated wood shreds that look a little like mini pasta balls, or fire-starter cubes, which can be made entirely of wax or a combination of wax and wood or cardboard pulp. Both options burn cleanly with minimal ash.

Electric, hot air or gas lighters

While these grill lighters can be a bit on the expensive side, they allow you to light your charcoal fairly quickly without a chimney. The downside is that you need to remain nearby to keep the lighter on until the charcoal is fully ignited.

Charcoal chimney

My preferred method for igniting charcoal on a non-kamado-style grill is using a charcoal chimney. This device typically features a metal cylinder with air holes, a side handle and a grate at the bottom to hold the charcoal. Place it on the BBQ and fill to the top with charcoal, then place kindling or a natural firelighter underneath it before lighting it. This approach usually prepares your charcoal in about 10–15 minutes, roughly the same time it takes to preheat an oven. With natural charcoal, you don’t need to wait until the charcoal has ashed over and gone grey. This is reserved for fuel that has been treated with chemicals. As you see the flames start to come out of the top of the chimney, it is good to go and can be emptied into your barbecue.

The chimney starter can be used to measure the barbecue. Check the instructions on your chimney starter/BBQ as they may differ in size.
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HOW TO LIGHT A CERAMIC KAMADO-STYLE CHARCOAL GRILL

For ceramic kamado-style grills, I recommend using lumpwood charcoal. The main reason for this is the airflow. These grills are incredibly well insulated; as such, they rely on the constant airflow that comes from the bottom vent on the grill and exits via the top vent. Simply put, briquettes create a lot more ash when cooked, which can settle on the bottom of the grill and thus reduce or block that airflow, ultimately starving the fire of oxygen. Lumpwood charcoal won’t create this issue.

You’re ready to light your grill once you’ve selected your charcoal and gathered your tools. Follow these steps:


	1 PREPARE YOUR FIRE STARTER: Place your preferred charcoal into the grill and bank it towards the rear. Underneath and at the bottom of the banked charcoal, ignite one or two tumbleweeds or natural fire-starter cubes.

	2 ALLOW THE CHARCOAL TO IGNITE: The fire starter will gradually ignite the charcoal at the bottom, and with the fuel being banked and the air source being below and in front of the fuel, it will encourage the fire to move up and evenly ignite the rest from the bottom up. This process typically takes around 15 minutes. You’ll quickly notice the smoke transition from thick white to thin blue, indicating that the charcoal is catching at this stage. When the charcoal has caught and started to establish, close the lid and open the top daisy wheel vent fully. This will accelerate the airflow through the grill, pulling air up from the bottom and assisting in the lighting process.

	3 LET THE CHARCOAL TAKE: After 10 minutes, open the lid and, using a rake or other instrument, draw and distribute the lit charcoal across your grill. Using a heat-resistant glove, insert the cooking grates and close the lid again. Watch the lid temperature rise; when it is 20–30°C (68–86°F) from the desired temperature you wish to cook on, close the top vent to a quarter open. On the bottom vent, close this to a roughly one-finger-width gap. Your grill will then settle to your desired temperature.

	4 BRING IT TO TEMPERATURE: Closing the grill lid will allow the lid to come to temperature and preheat. A kamado grill, by its ceramic nature, will also cook with radiant heat from the top down. This step is important when preparing your fire and achieving consistent heat.

	5 CONTROL THE TEMPERATURE: To maintain a consistent temperature throughout the cook, adjust the bottom vent to allow more oxygen into the firebox. This is achieved primarily by manipulating the lower vent. Think of this vent as your 10, 20, 30°C (50, 68, 86°F) adjustment and the upper vents as your fine-tuning in 2–5°C (35–41°F). The top vent’s main job is to pull the air from below and allow it to escape, similar to a chimney in your house, which pulls all the smoke up and out. More airflow increases heat, so opening the vents raises the temperature, while closing them lowers it.

	6 EXTINGUISH THE GRILL: After cooking, it’s a simple matter of cutting off the airflow to the grill. Close the lid and all vents, allowing the fire to extinguish naturally. It can take several hours for the coals to completely cool, so keep this in mind, and I would suggest not transferring and disposing of the ash until the next day or 24 hours later.



By following these tips, you’ll be well on your way to successfully lighting your charcoal grill and enjoying a delicious barbecue.

CREATING ZONES

Creating zones in your BBQ is a great way to level-up and control your cooking, allowing you to experiment with different methods. I implement the two-zone configuration on a grill to facilitate indirect cooking, which is far more gentle than direct heat cooking. Think of direct being like using your hob or stove top for searing, and the indirect side as your oven, where you would move food to after for roasting or finishing.

[image: In a two-sided grill setup, pieces of meat are on the sides of the grill.]
50/50 split of direct / indirect heat

The zone setup that I use for the vast majority of my cooking is on a 50/50 split of direct / indirect.

Often, throughout this book, I mention moving the food to the indirect side. This is where most of our cooking is done on a barbecue.

Direct is the hot zone, directly over the coals, and is used to sear the meat at the beginning or end of the cooking process. This zone exposes the food immediately to high heat, which is ideal for quickly cooking smaller, thinner items like steaks, burgers and vegetables.

Indirect grilling is a barbecue technique where the food cooks next to, rather than directly over, the heat source, allowing for gentle, slow cooking, which is ideal for larger cuts or foods that require even internal cooking without excessive charring. Indirect grilling effectively turns your barbecue

into an outdoor oven, perfect for foods that benefit from roasting or slow-cooking to tender, juicy perfection.

Once set up, the two-zone configuration creates both hotter and cooler zones within the same grill. Though it’s most prominently used with charcoal grills, the two-zone set up is possible with gas grills, too.

Think of these zones as tools in your barbecue kit – adjustable, flexible and designed to help you take control of your cook. Using accessories like an ash tool or fire baskets, you can reconfigure your coals mid-cook to suit whatever’s on the grill. The key is cooking with intention, not just heat.

EXPERIMENTING WITH GRILL SETUPS

Once you’ve mastered the 50/50 method you might want to experiment, so I’ve included a few others and what I would recommend you use them for.

[image: Two-sided]
Two-sided

The two-sided configuration provides steady, indirect heat for slow, even cooking without burning the exterior.

Perfect for: larger cuts like whole chickens, roasts or a leg of lamb.

[image: In a pile grill setup, pieces of meat are piled in the centre of the grill.]
Pile

Used to create different heat zones for various cooking techniques.

Perfect for: foods like chicken wings or shell-on oysters, which benefit from gentle, indirect heat.

[image: In a ring of fire grill setup, pieces of meat are arranged in the form of a ring along the edges of the grill.]
Ring of Fire

A great way to control vertical heat exposure.

Perfect for: beer-can chicken or Yorkshire puddings.

[image: In a one-sided grill setup, pieces of meat are piled on one side of the grill.]
One-sided

This is built for rotisserie cooking.

Perfect for: shawarma, porchetta or any whole joints of meat – and the space below can be used to cook vegetables and catch the flavour-packed drippings in a tray.

[image: In an all setup, pieces of meat are piled throughout the grill.]
All

Designed for fast direct cooking.

Perfect for: thinner cuts such as burgers, prawns, steaks or veg.

For a kettle charcoal grill

Light a chimney of coals and, once ready, pile them on one side of the grill, leaving the other side clear and empty. If you do not require direct heat at all, you may want to arrange the coals along the outside of the grill in a ring formation. This is particularly useful on the round kettle grill and will make the entire central zone indirect.

For a ceramic kamado-style grill

It’s possible to replicate these zones. However, most kamado grills also come with some form of deflector plate, which is a more efficient method. When inserted, the deflector plate will, as the name suggests, deflect direct heat away from this area of the grill. You do need to be mindful that, if there is fuel directly under the deflector, it will then radiate heat.

Hence it’s a good idea to bank the coals towards the direct side and have less under the deflector plate.

For a gas grill

Light both the end burners, leaving the middle burners off. For example, if you have a 4-burner grill, light the very left and very right burners, and consider the middle the indirect zone. This works well for roasting.

Alternatively, light the two left burners and leave the two right burners off. This works well for grilling large steaks and burgers, etc., allowing for a safe zone to move food to if you get flare-ups.

Zones can also apply in terms of height. If your grill allows it, you can set the cooking grates at different levels. For example, the divide and conquer system as seen in the Kamado Joe grills.
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THE FIRE TRIANGLE

Before you even think about flipping a steak or slow-smoking a brisket, you’ve got to understand one of the most important principles in live-fire cooking: the fire triangle. Sounds technical, but it’s very simple: every fire needs heat, fuel and oxygen. That’s it. Take one away, and your fire’s done for. However, if we control one or more of these elements, we can control the fire.

Whether you’re firing up a kamado, kettle or offset smoker, knowing how to balance these three elements is the difference between a barbecue disaster and a backyard legend.

[image: Heat, represented by fire, is in the top vertex of a triangle, fuel, represented by charcoal and wood, is on the bottom left vertex, and oxygen, represented by air, is on the bottom right side. A double-headed arrow connects fuel and oxygen. Arrows point from fuel and oxygen to heat.]
THE THREE SIDES OF THE FIRE TRIANGLE

HEAT
The spark that starts it all

You need heat to ignite your fuel. In barbecue terms, that’s usually a chimney starter, firelighters or an electric igniter. Once the fire’s going, heat becomes your cooking engine. Managing it means mastering how long to sear, how slow to smoke and how to nail that perfect pink smoke ring.

FUEL
The fire’s main meal

This is what burns (see pages 12–14). Lumpwood charcoal, briquettes, hardwood chunks – they’re all fuel. Each brings something different to the table. Briquettes burn longer and more evenly, perfect for long cooks. Lumpwood charcoal lights faster and burns hotter. Want extra flavour? Throw in some cherry or hickory wood.

But … This is the first element of the triangle that we can control: how much fuel we add into the fire from the outset or during the cook process, and the maximum temperature the fire can achieve.

OXYGEN
The invisible boss

No oxygen, no fire. It’s that simple at a basic level. That’s why your barbecue has vents – those little sliders or flaps control how much air gets in and out. More air = hotter fire. Less air = cooler or no fire. On a kettle or kamado barbecue, bottom vents feed the fire and top vents exhaust the smoke, in effect pulling the oxygen in from below. On a smoker, managing airflow is how you dial in low ’n’ slow temperatures for hours.

This is the second element of the triangle that we can control. The first stage is to cook with the lid closed as much as possible. Leaving the lid open allows an unrestricted volume of oxygen into the fire, leading to rapidly rising temperatures. I often hear people at my classes and cooking demonstrations state that their barbecue gets too hot, so they open the lid to let the heat out. It may sound counterintuitive, but leaving the lid closed and controlling the bottom vent will actually bring the temperature down and help stabilise those spikes in the temperature.

Here’s a real-world barbecue example. Let’s say you’re cooking a pork shoulder low and slow. You light your fuel (lumpwood charcoal) using a chimney starter (heat), and add a couple of cherry wood chunks for smoke. Then, you dial in the oxygen using your vents to keep the temperature steady at 120°C (250°F). Leave the vents wide open and it’ll run hot; close them too much and the fire will choke out. Find that sweet spot and you’re laughing.

Use the triangle, don’t fight it

Most barbecue issues – crazy temperatures that get away from you, a weak fire without enough energy, bitter-tasting smoke spoiling the flavour of the food – can all be traced back to one side of the triangle being off or needing attention.

So next time, if things start to go sideways, ask yourself: Do I have enough heat? Is my fuel right? Am I getting the airflow I need? Am I getting too much airflow?

Master the fire triangle, and you’re halfway to mastering your barbecue.

SEASONING & SMOKING

I’m always asked for the perfect barbecue recipe – for steak, chicken, whatever it may be. The truth is, there’s no one single ideal recipe or approach to barbecuing. There are endless combinations and flavours to explore, so I’ve included my own personal flavour wheel that you can turn to when you want to experiment with the recipes I have shared here.

[image: ]


BARBECUE FLAVOUR PROFILE GUIDE

Use this guide to explore the seven key flavour profiles that will help you create perfectly balanced barbecue dishes, guaranteed to impress your guests. Experimenting with and tasting the ingredients below will let you discover new combinations, refine your recipes and elevate your grilling game.

[image: A chart of the ingredients to be used while barbecuing to achieve the following seven flavours: Smoky, sour, earthy, sweet, salty, savoury or umami and spicy.]
SMOKING WOODS – THE SOUL OF BARBECUE

Barbecue isn’t just about fire, it’s about smoke. That curl of fragrant wood smoke drifting from your pit isn’t just for show, it’s flavour, it’s seasoning, it’s history, and it provides character.

Choosing the right smoking wood

Every wood has its own flavour profile. Some are mild and sweet, perfect for poultry and vegetables. Others are intense and bold, made for brisket or ribs. The key is matching the wood’s strength to your ingredient.

This chart below shows some smoking woods and food pairings for you. Remember, you can layer woods much like rubs. For example, with brisket you may want to use 2 parts oak and 1 part cherry. The oak delivers the flavour and the cherry adds some sweetness as well as some colour.

[image: A chart lists the type of wood to be used while cooking chicken, prawns, lamb, pork, beef, vegetables and cheese. The wood types are applewood, cherry, maple, hickory, oak, pecan, alder and mesquite. For chicken, use applewood, cherry, maple, or alder. For prawns, use applewood, maple, or alder. For lamb, use oak. For pork, use applewood, cherry, maple, or pecan. For beef, use cherry, hickory, oak, or mesquite. For vegetables, use applewood, pecan, or alder. For cheese, use cherry, hickory, or pecan.]
How to use smoking wood


	• Charcoal grills: Toss one or two fist-sized wood chunks directly onto the hot coals. For longer cooks, use more chunks and bury them in the coals prior to lighting.

	• Gas grills: Use a smoker box or foil pouch filled with chips. Place it over a lit burner on low.

	• Kamado and ceramic grills: Add wood chunks as above to the charcoal for steady, even smoke. If you need to add extra mid-cook, place smaller chunks into the ash tray.

	• Pellet smokers: Use the right pellets for your protein – fruit woods for poultry and pork, hardwoods for beef and game (see table).



[image: ]


CLEAN SMOKE VS DIRTY SMOKE

Know the difference – it can make or break your barbecue.

If you’ve ever had a barbecue that tasted acrid, bitter, or like licking a chimney, chances are it was hit with dirty smoke. It’s one of the most common mistakes when using wood – and one of the easiest to fix once you know what to look (and smell) for.

Clean smoke

Appearance: Thin, wispy, almost blue or transparent.

Smell: Pleasant, sweet, woodsy.

Taste: Enhances the natural flavour of the meat without overpowering it.

Result: Bark forms beautifully, meat stays juicy and the smoke ring pops.

[image: ]
How to achieve it


	• Use well-seasoned (dry but not dusty) hardwood.

	• Ensure good airflow – smoke needs oxygen.

	• Maintain stable temperatures and avoid overloading with wood.

	• Let the fire breathe, don’t smother it with too much fuel too quickly.



Dirty smoke

Appearance: Thick, white or grey plumes.

Smell: Acrid, sharp, chemical-like.

Taste: Bitter, burnt, unpleasant coating on the tongue.

Result: Blackened bark, dry or tough meat and a ruined cook.

[image: ]
What causes it


	• Wet or green wood.

	• Poor airflow and smouldering fires.

	• Too much wood dumped onto an underdeveloped fire.

	• Grease hitting open flames and creating smoke (particularly in offset smokers or kettles).



[image: ]
HOW TO PROPERLY APPLY A BARBECUE RUB

Using a barbecue rub isn’t about physically rubbing it in, despite the name. The goal is to coat the meat evenly, enhance flavour and build a great bark (that beautiful crust we all chase on a proper low ’n’ slow cook). Here’s how to do it right:

Set up for success


	• Start by placing your meat in a large foil or metal tray. Not only does this help contain the mess, but it also saves on wasted rub, especially if you’re seasoning multiple racks of ribs or joints of meat. As long as it hasn’t touched raw meat, any rub that falls can be reused for a second batch another day.



Choose your slather (optional)


	• If your meat surface is a little dry, you can use a light slather – such as mustard, oil or hot sauce – to help the rub stick. But if the meat is already slightly tacky or moist, skip it. Less is more here, and sometimes it’s not needed at all.



Apply from a height


	• Hold your rub in one hand and sprinkle it from 20–30cm (8–12in) above the meat. This helps it fall evenly like rain, covering the surface without clumps or heavy patches. Go light at first, you can always add more, but you can’t take it away.



Pat, don’t rub


	• Once the rub is down, gently pat it into the surface with the flat of your hand. You’re not massaging a steak – just encouraging it to bond. Rubbing can smear your slather or create uneven seasoning. Pressing helps it stick, while keeping your flavour layers intact.



Don’t forget the edges


	• Season all sides. This seems obvious, but the edges are often missed and they’re prime real estate for flavour – especially on ribs, chops or any meat with exposed sides. Tilt or rotate the meat in the tray and repeat the same process on every angle.



Layering rubs for depth and bark


	• For more complex flavour and a better bark, layering rubs can be a game changer. Start with a fine base rub – something like SPG (salt, pepper, garlic) – to penetrate and season the meat evenly. Then follow up with a more textured, coarser rub on top to help build bark during the cook. Think of the total volume of rub you want on the meat and break it down into percentages. For example, a brisket might get 70 per cent SPG as the base, followed by 20 per cent extra freshly ground black pepper to enhance the bark and 10 per cent of a rub with a touch of heat, like a chilli blend. The key is balance – make sure the rubs complement each other and don’t double up too heavily on the same salt or sugar levels. When used well, two or three well-matched rubs can bring depth without overpowering the meat.



Let it sit (if you can)


	• If time allows, let your meat sit for 20–30 minutes after rubbing, especially for larger cuts. This gives the seasoning time to draw in moisture and start forming a light crust. It also helps the flavours bind better before the cook begins. Using your rub right is half the battle. Do it with care and consistency and you’re already on the path to barbecue greatness.



RESTING MEAT

Resting meat is essential, and really the benefit of this cannot be underestimated. Have you ever sliced into a steak right after cooking only to see those precious juices escape onto your cutting board? This is exactly why resting is critical. When meat cooks, the tightly bundled protein fibres contract, pushing moisture to the edges. Resting allows these fibres to relax, enabling the juices to flow and evenly distribute throughout the meat.

A general rule of thumb is to allow the meat to rest for a quarter to a third of the overall cooking time. Generally, a quick-cooked item will benefit from a 10-minute rest, while a long roast like whole turkey, rib roast, etc., will benefit from 30–45 minutes or more.

When resting smaller cuts, simply placing them on a tray elevated on a wire rack, loosely covered in foil (not wrapped), will keep the food sufficiently warm to allow it to rest.

Larger cuts should be wrapped in foil and placed onto a tray to catch any escaping juices for gravy, etc. These can be wrapped or draped in a couple of towels or placed into a cooler.


Tip: Using something like a roto-moulded cooler like a Yeti, etc., means you can let the meat rest for several hours until you're ready to serve, and it is a great way to take any pressure out of preparing food for larger-gathering days, like summer parties and Christmas.




SLICING OR CARVING

How you slice your meat is vitally important. You may have heard of the term slicing or cutting against the grain. The grain refers to the direction of the muscle fibres, which are generally aligned in a

single direction. I say normally, as they will change direction in the likes of tri-tip and full briskets. Slicing against the grain means slicing across the fibres and cutting the fibres into smaller cross-sections, which significantly improves the tenderness and overall enjoyment when eating.

The grain is often easier to see before cooking, so you can take a mental note, and the grain or fibre direction is more noticeable in the likes of sirloins, hanger, picanha, tri-tip, etc.


Tip: For other items, like brisket, when first starting out you can give yourself a cheat by placing a slightly exaggerated slice in the corner from which you will begin your slicing to show the path to follow. As the likes of brisket can change shape during cooking, this can make it a little easier.
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Starters & Sides

BACON-WRAPPED ONION RINGS

BUFFALO CHICKEN POTATO SKINS

CRANBERRY & PARMA HAM TEAR & SHARE with BAKED CAMEMBERT

BBQ SHOTGUN SHELLS

WATERMELON SALAD with FETA & OLIVES

SMOKY JALAPEÑO BACON POPPERS with BBQ CREAM CHEESE

CRISP CUCUMBER & FENNEL SALAD

MAC & CHEESE with TAYTO TOPPING

CHARRED CORN, AVOCADO & SMOKED LIME SALAD

JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD

CHEDDAR & BACON CORNBREAD

CHEESY JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD

SWEET MAPLE CORNBREAD

TABBOULEH

BBQ BEER ROLLS

BBQ CRISPY POTATO SALAD with MUSTARD-CAPER DRESSING

KG EGYPTIAN-INSPIRED SALAD



BACON-WRAPPED ONION RINGS

Crispy, sticky and made for BBQ glazing





	[image: ]
	Prep Time: 15 minutes



	[image: ]
	Cook Time: 45–60 minutes





SERVES 4–6


	2 large cooking onions (e.g. Spanish or brown onions), cut into 2cm (¾in) thick rings

	12–16 rashers of streaky bacon (smoked or unsmoked)

	Your favourite BBQ rub (see pages 224–9)

	BBQ sauce of choice (try the Magners BBQ sauce – see page 231)






These bacon-wrapped onion rings are smoky, sticky and seriously addictive. Thick-cut onion slices get wrapped in streaky bacon, then dusted with your favourite barbecue rub and slowly cooked over the coals until crisped and glazed. They’re perfect as a barbecue side, a beer snack, or stacked high on a burger. Make a whole batch, as you’ll never have enough.

Prep

Carefully separate the onion slices into whole rings (you can double up rings for extra structure, if needed). Discard the small inner rings or save for another use. Wrap each onion ring tightly with a rasher of bacon, slightly overlapping until the entire ring is covered. Place the wrapped rings on a wire rack or tray.

Dust the bacon-wrapped onion rings generously with your favourite BBQ rub on all


Grill


Serve
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BACON-WRAPPED ONION RINGS



BUFFALO CHICKEN POTATO SKINS

The ultimate BBQ starter




Prep





Grill




Serve
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BUFFALO CHICKEN POTATO SKINS



CRANBERRY & PARMA HAM TEAR & SHARE with BAKED CAMEMBERT

Twisted, gooey and built for sharing




Prep






Grill


Serve
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CRANBERRY & PARMA HAM TEAR & SHARE with BAKED CAMEMBERT



BBQ SHOTGUN SHELLS

Bacon-wrapped, glazed and full of flavour




Prep




Grill


Serve
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BBQ SHOTGUN SHELLS



WATERMELON SALAD with FETA & OLIVES

Clean, cool and salty-sweet, built for grill days





Prep



Serve
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WATERMELON SALAD with FETA & OLIVES



SMOKY JALAPEÑO BACON POPPERS with BBQ CREAM CHEESE

Smoky, spicy and downright moreish




Prep





Grill


Serve
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SMOKY JALAPEÑO BACON POPPERS with BBQ CREAM CHEESE



CRISP CUCUMBER & FENNEL SALAD

A fresh fix for rich BBQ fare





Prep




Serve
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CRISP CUCUMBER & FENNEL SALAD



MAC & CHEESE with TAYTO TOPPING

Smoky, spicy and seriously indulgent




Prep







Grill


Serve
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MAC & CHEESE with TAYTO TOPPING

CHARRED CORN, AVOCADO & SMOKED LIME SALAD

Bright, smoky and fresh




Prep




Grill


Serve
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CHARRED CORN, AVOCADO & SMOKED LIME SALAD



JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD

Golden, buttery and BBQ-ready




Prep




Grill


Serve
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JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD
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CHEDDAR & BACON CORNBREAD

The ultimate BBQ sidekick



How to Use It:









CHEESY JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD

The very best spicy-savoury hit



How to Use It:









SWEET MAPLE CORNBREAD

For breakfast or dessert



How to Use It:






TABBOULEH

A bright, classic salad with a little grill-kissed addition




Prep




Serve






BBQ BEER ROLLS

Soft, fluffy, fireside rolls with a hit of lager






Prep








Grill


Serve
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BBQ BEER ROLLS



BBQ CRISPY POTATO SALAD with MUSTARD-CAPER DRESSING

Golden smashed spuds kissed by flame




Prep






Grill


Serve
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BBQ CRISPY POTATO SALAD with MUSTARD-CAPER DRESSING



KG EGYPTIAN-INSPIRED SALAD

Fresh, bright and BBQ-ready




Prep



Serve
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KG EGYPTIAN-INSPIRED SALAD
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