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INTRODUCTION

Seared is quite simply about cooking GOOD MEAT over GOOD FIRE.

As a committed omnivore I adore vegetables cooked over fire, but there is no denying that meat forms the backbone of good barbecue. Meat and fire were simply made for each other. What I hope to give you here are the skills to make the most of the meat you eat, allowing you to buy better, cook smarter and enjoy it more. There are very many lovely recipes within these pages but importantly, plenty of theory and science too. This is the bit that will really make you a better fire cook. Knowing where on the animal your cut of meat came from and what the muscle function was during its life dictates how and why you should be cooking it the way I suggest. Understanding what fire is and how the energy from heat is transferred from the lit fuel into the food you are cooking allows you to be in control of the process. I see fire as very much a living thing, and as cooks we need to understand it in order to tame and work with it.

Searing is really colouring or browning; think of it as a seasoning in its own right, just as important as the salt you add to your food. With meat it’s all about the colour, the crust and the depth of flavour that cooking brings; that happens whether you have a hot fast sizzle, or a long slow smoke. So while we think of ‘sear’ as a high-intensity process, it can also be a slow and gentle one. What we are witnessing is the Maillard reaction sequence, the cornerstone of all good cooking, more about which will follow shortly.

I often get asked why I cook with fire. Some people will never figure it out, always preferring their kitchen inside, but there is a growing army of people who are becoming addicted to cooking outside and I salute you for embracing a slightly more adventurous way of living. For me, a passion for fire cooking started selfishly, a way to make day-to-day cooking more interesting when my children were young and I felt utterly swamped by domesticity. Now that I’m hooked, it’s more about simply being outside, embracing the analogue nature of fire cooking and ditching the digital world for just a little while. And no one can deny that when you get it right, food cooked with fire quite simply tastes amazing.

This book is global in its reach, in part because every single country in the world has a history of cooking with fire. After all, humans’ ability to harness, capture and cook over fire is the defining point in our evolution as a species. I have spent a lifetime travelling and gaining inspiration along the way, but I also consider myself rather lucky to be born in the UK. It’s part of our culture to be culinary magpies, grabbing inspiration from all over the place in a way that perhaps wouldn’t be socially acceptable if you lived somewhere else. Maybe because historically British food was always seen as a touch inferior, somehow we have become adventurous in our tastes. If you live in Italy, for example, for the most part you eat Italian food, every day, every year. In the UK in a single week we can take in culinary delights from all for four corners of the globe. I live in a multicultural city where I have access to a whole tapestry of interesting ingredients – and I appreciate the good fortune of that – but the internet is a wonderful thing and there is nothing in here you shouldn’t be able to source online.


Lost in translation 

I think it’s worth quickly noting the difference between barbecue the noun and barbecue the verb – for the avoidance of any cross-cultural confusion! In the UK the word ‘barbecue’ is used to describe the action of cooking over fire, the food you serve from the fire, the equipment you cook on and the gathering of people you invite to your garden. A really rather catch-all term then. In the US, ‘barbecue’ is normally used to describe the food itself, especially among professional fire cooks, and more specifically refers to low and slow cooked meats, smoked for a very long time – like brisket and pulled pork. The equipment used for barbecue (the food!) is called a smoker and generally wood is the fuel. Grilling, on the other hand, mainly uses charcoal and is done on an open grill; the food is generally cooked hot and fast, so steaks, burgers, kebabs and the like. For the purposes of this book, I use the term to describe the equipment I cook on, the act of cooking on it and the food I serve from it.





The Maillard Reaction: the cornerstone of good cooking (and good eating)

Given that this book is all about the sear, the colour, the browning, and that the colouring we see is visible evidence of the Maillard reaction sequence, a brief explanation of what it is seems a sensible place to start.

Maillard was a French chemist who first described the phenomenon in 1912. More than just caramelization, which is simply the burning of sugars, Maillard is a chemical reaction sequence that begins between a simple sugar molecule and a protein, or amino acid, creating an unstable intermediate structure. This then goes on to react again and again and again in a series of simultaneous chain reactions that produce literally hundreds of new flavour molecules. It’s no wonder we find browned food irresistible. Maillard reactions are the backbone of good cooking and good eating: things that have undergone its reaction process simply taste of more. Not just limited to meat – the crust on a loaf of bread, the deep toastiness in a pint of beer or a delicious little dram of whisky, the crunchy golden outer of roast potatoes – these are all evidence of Maillard browning reactions. This book is concerned with meat – can anyone deny that meat that has been browned on the surface makes for much better eating than meat that has not?

So, what are the right circumstances for browning? You don’t necessarily need high temperatures for Maillard reactions to take place. It takes a minimum of 120°C (250°F), which is pretty low in cooking terms, but you do need time. Maillard reactions get slower as the temperatures get lower. So it happens with low and slow smoking over many hours as well as searing a steak hot and fast. The optimum temperature for visibly quick Maillard is 150–160°C (300–320°F). It is also inhibited by high temperatures; once you hit over 200°C (400°F), what you actually get is mostly caramelization of sugars. It’s important to note that these temperatures are the ones at the very surface of the food where the chemical reaction is happening. They are neither the barbecue cooking temperature nor the internal temperature of the food you are cooking.

Driving off moisture promotes browning reactions, which is one of the reasons dry-brining meat is a good thing. Fat also has a role to play – firstly, a thin coating of oil or natural meat fats evens out minor surface irregularities, allowing maximum contact of meat to hot grill surface, and secondly fat and water hate each other with a passion. So a very thin layer of hydrophobic fat on the outside will create a barrier, reducing moisture loss, or water from escaping from within the meat, but if you have dry-brined your meat this is not really an issue as you’ve denatured the protein bonds and the water can’t get squeezed out anyhow.
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What is ‘GOOD MEAT’?

A key starting point for me in writing this book was the realization that it has never been easier to source good meat and, with a little planning and knowledge, to shun mass-produced plastic-packaged meat from the supermarket. It’s absolutely not about meat snobbery but is more an awareness of the hard scientific facts: meat produced on an industrial scale really is no longer sustainable for the health of people or the planet, or indeed the welfare of the animals. Good meat is now straightforward to find online, where you can buy either direct from the farmers or from good butchers, and get it delivered to your door in a flash. There are many excellent places producing and selling meat of exceptional quality, and I have listed some of my favourites at the back of this book.

For me, the definition of ‘good meat’ is really very simple. It’s about allowing the animals we eat to live out their natural lifespan, exhibiting their natural behaviours while eating a natural diet. There are myriad reasons why it is better to avoid mass-produced, chemically laden, intensively reared meat. Without doubt good meat is more expensive, but I think the point is it should be. It’s necessary to be reminded of the true value of the animals we eat; they shouldn’t ever be a daily commodity. Eat less meat in order to buy better meat is a good mantra to live by. And this book is designed to help you get the cooking right every time so you get more bang for your hard-earned buck.

Meat has had rather a bad rap in recent years. What with cow farts and greenhouse gases, and veganism now being seen as somehow a ‘cleaner’ way of life, it’s easy to believe that meat-eating is the enemy of the planet. I’m not here to diss vegans in any way, but to shout loud about how eating a little good meat can actually be beneficial, rather than harmful, to the environment.

 Regenerative agriculture 

In recent years there has been a growing movement, termed regenerative agriculture, that uses livestock as a land management tool to improve soil health and biodiversity and to sequester carbon into the ground rather than allowing it to be released into the sky. It’s not a new way of farming by any means, but rather takes things back to the old ways and mimics nature’s template.

Wild herbivorous animals behave in a very specific way. They gather as a large mob to protect themselves from predators (there’s safety in numbers, after all) and then as a gang they move around constantly, mowing the ground short as they go. They don’t stay in one place for long. When grazing animals are farmed this way – in groups that intensively graze one piece of land for a short period before being moved on to fresh ground – there are two great benefits. Firstly, their dung enriches the soil beyond belief and populations of dung beetles and other invertebrates explode, which in turn brings in birds, bats and other small mammals that feed on them. Secondly, because the soil is richer, the plant biodiversity increases and more plants grow taller and stronger; they both ‘lock’ in carbon from the atmosphere and improve water retention in the soil. The short, intense periods of trampling hooves on the grass knocks out the seeds from the grasses, herbs and flowers, which then grow to further enrich the plant life. It’s a cycle of land improvement that just gets better and better. Conversely, when grazing animals are farmed in a monoculture on permanent pastures, you see huge decreases in biodiversity and soil health that is usually remedied by adding more and more chemical fertilizers year on year. It becomes a vicious cycle, leading to farmers having to spend more to get the same return from their animals. Both farmers and land get poorer and poorer.

I genuinely believe the future of meat-eating lies in embracing regeneratively farmed pasture-fed animals, and there are lots of farmers out there working this way for beef, pork, lamb and even poultry. There are a lot of resources online if you want to find out more – head to www.pastureforlife.org as a good starting point.

Grain vs pasture-fed 

The process of feeding animals grains – most often corn or soy-based feeds – is all about increasing their weight at slaughter and creating the marbling of fat within the meat; you are quite literally fattening them up for the table. Even animals that are labelled as ‘grass-fed’ are very often given grains to finish them off. The problem with producing vast quantities of grains and soy to feed animals for meat is that you use huge amounts of land in the process, often destroying swathes of wild habitats and consuming vast quantities of resources (fuel, water, chemical fertilizers) to do so. It is this that makes meat-eating ‘bad’ for the environment.

Farming wholly pasture-fed animals is better for the environment for the reasons outlined above but it’s also been proven to be significantly better for our health too – higher levels of omega 3, lower levels of fat, higher levels of vitamins and minerals. A diverse, natural diet for animals simply leads to a more nutritious meat for us.

Meat improves in taste as the animals age, naturally developing more complex flavours with more fat. Similar to the terroir of a wine, where and how they are grown matters. One of my personal favourites is beef from ex-dairy cows that have lived long lives. Not only is the taste insane, rich, complex and fatty, it feels environmentally more sustainable to eat these animals that have had a dual nature to their lives.




What is ‘GOOD FIRE’?

For me a love of barbecue and fire cooking is born from a love of being outside, enjoying nature, fresh air and the environment around me. I am just happiest when I’m outside. With this comes a passion for shouting loud and proud about good sustainable fuel – it’s such a crucial part of the jigsaw. Your fuel is your number one ingredient in good barbecue and yet too few consider where their fuel came from and just how it was produced. Just like regenerative farming, the harvesting of wood to cook on can be done in an environmentally positive way. It can also be done the wrong way.

Sadly the vast majority of the charcoal we buy is picked up rather impulsively on the way home from work when we realize the weather is looking fine. Chances are that charcoal you grabbed from the garage forecourt or the supermarket will have come from the tropics, the bulk of which is produced in either South America or West Africa and made from tropical hardwood trees, some of which without a shadow of a doubt will have been illegally harvested. I was astonished to learn that the offcuts from illegally harvested wood, the trimmings left over from making a table for example, can often end up being classed as a recyclable product and therefore given a stamp of ‘sustainability’, fooling the consumer into believing they are somehow making a wise eco-choice.

Not only are the forestry methods dubious, the way the charcoal is made is not the best for the environment either, releasing a lot of gases and dirty particulates into the air, damaging the health of the low-paid workforce as they do so. Then there’s the thousands of travel miles, before which much of it will be treated with fire suppressant chemicals to stop it self-igniting on its long journey via container ship. Once it lands on our shores it then gets a hit of fire accelerant chemicals so we can easily light it up. A double whammy of things we don’t really want to be cooking on. That story we’ve long been told about waiting for charcoal to be white and ashy before we cook on it? That’s a myth invented for chemically laden charcoal to ensure that any potentially harmful additives are burnt off before our food goes anywhere near the heat. Good charcoal is 95% pure carbon, an inert substance with no smell and no taste that you can light and be cooking on within 5–10 minutes.

In short, I see little point in investing your hard-earned cash on a beautifully aged grass-fed steak from a happy, well cared for cow, only to go and cook it over chemically laden, possibly illegally forested, tropical hardwood charcoal. It makes no sense to me.

So what is good charcoal? Your fuel should be your very first consideration when you are thinking about barbecuing something to eat. Open a bag of charcoal, pull out a piece and give it a big generous sniff. It should smell of nothing, nothing at all. Carbon is completely inert. If it smells of more than zero I would urge you to leave well alone.

It may sound like stating the bleeding obvious, but charcoal is made from trees. You take wood and bake it in an oxygen-starved environment (a process called pyrolysis), driving off practically everything in the wood that isn’t carbon. But cutting down trees to make charcoal isn’t as bad for the planet as it sounds. Healthy woodlands need managing. When you thin out a woodland, you let light into the forest floor. Nature goes wild for light and in no time at all dormant seeds on the forest floor wake up and new little species of plants grow. They in turn attract insects and other invertebrates that go on to attract birds, bats and other mammals that eat them. This is ecology in action. Woodland management increases biodiversity and that’s a really positive thing in terms of the health of our planet. The other thing to point out is that woodlands that are healthy and making money for someone are more likely to stay there for generations to come. In simple economic terms a woodland that pays is a woodland that stays. So by choosing to buy sustainably made charcoal you are having a positive environmental impact.

There are a good number of brilliant British charcoal makers out there who will sell you fuel online and deliver it to your door in a day or so. My personal favourite is Whittle and Flame; not only do they make the most sustainably produced charcoal possible, it also cooks like an absolute dream. Globally, my best advice is to use the internet and search for ‘sustainable lumpwood charcoal’ and see what comes up. Just as with buying meat, it has never been easier to buy good fuel. You just need to think about it a little before the day you want to cook so there’s no need to grab a bag of the rubbish stuff after work.

 So what is fire? 

Fire is the visible evidence of a chemical reaction called combustion. Think of fire as being trapped in the middle of a triangle, with each side of the triangle essential to keeping the fire alight in the centre. The three sides are fuel, ignition and oxygen. Get them all connected into place and you have yourself a fire. In our case, the fuel is either charcoal or wood to cook on, the ignition is one single match striking a single fire lighter. The oxygen element comes from the way you set out your fuel and how you control the air flow using the vents on your barbecue. Air flow is a vital thing to master – it’s a little like playing a game of chicken. You want to reduce the air flow as much as possible to prolong the burn time of your fuel while maintaining the temperature of the fire necessary to cook whatever it is you’re trying to cook. More air equals a quicker, hotter fire and less air a slower, cooler fire. The more efficient your barbecue at controlling air flow the more temperature control you have and the less fuel you will burn. So at one end of the spectrum is an open grill with no lid – you have zero control without any air vents, the fire simply burns hot and fast and your fuel will burn up super-quickly. At the other end of the scale is a kamado ceramic oven that, once you shut the vents tight, becomes a sealed unit and gives you maximum air control. Most barbecues fall in between these two extremes and the only way to become a good fire cook is to learn about how the air circulates in your own kit. Which only comes with practice and repetition: the more you do it the better you will become. I am still very much learning every time I light up a fire.

Fire management begins with the physics of heat 

Learning how fire and heat works is the single most important thing you need to know about barbecuing. Once you learn how to light, control, adapt and work with the fire it simply becomes a form of cooking like any other. Knowing a little basic physics is the key to understanding why and where to put food on the grill. Don’t switch off – even if science isn’t your thing, embrace your inner nerd just a moment, register the value of it in your brain then get on with the cooking without becoming overly obsessed by it.

It’s important to remember that heat is a type of energy and that nature always wants to create an equilibrium. So heat energy transfers into cold things, warming them up, trying to equalize the temperature gradient between hot and cold. At the beginning of the cooking process, heat transfers into the outside of your food, exciting the molecules at the surface. They jiggle and bounce around a little, generating more heat that then transfers into the next layer of colder molecules, which become hot and excited and repeat the process. So heat gradually transfers from the outside to the inside. The thinner your meat the more quickly this happens, which is why a big pork joint takes far longer to cook than a single chop.

With fire cooking we are utilizing three kinds of heat:


	Infrared radiation heat This is the heat produced from the lit fuel itself, the infrared radiation glowing off the hot surface of your charcoal or wood fire. The closer you are to the source, the hotter the heat. It’s the same type of heat energy as the sun gives us. When we turn our face up towards to the sun on a spring day we are soaking up a little infrared heat that warms our skin in a rather lovely way.

	Conduction heat The infrared radiation from lit fuel quickly transfers into the cooking surfaces – the grill bars or the cast-iron pan you have placed over the fire. This heat energy is called conduction or contact heat, and is the same type of heat as when we snuggle up to a loved one and feel the heat of their body pressing against our own. Some of their warmth will conduct into your body and some of your warmth will conduct into theirs. It’s a sharing kind of heat.

	Convection heat The third type of heat energy we are interested in is convection currents – or the circulation of hot air, just like the heat we get from a hairdryer. With cooking, convection heat only really comes into play in a meaningful way when you contain it, so by shutting the lid on your barbecue or by putting a lid on a bubbling pan. For this reason, having the ability to shut a lid when cooking is really rather useful as you can hugely increase the efficiency of the heat your fuel produces, trapping it in, creating a more steamy, moisture-filled cooking environment. You wouldn’t dream of trying to bake a cake in your oven while leaving the door open, and it’s the same with most sorts of barbecue cooking. A barbecue with a lid also allows you control of the all-important oxygen element in the fire triangle. There are a few rare times when a lid doesn’t help you – searing a steak is the key example.



Direct vs indirect cooking: the impact of distance 

Where you place your food in relation to the three types of heat is important. Food placed on the grill bars directly over the fire will get way more heat energy from both infrared and conduction sources than food placed indirectly off to the side, where the heat source will principally be a little conduction from the grill bars and convection if you shut the lid. The closer the food to the source of the heat, the more heat it gets and the more quickly it cooks.

Learning the difference between DIRECT cooking and INDIRECT cooking is critical to barbecue success. You can then create varying ‘heat zones’, allowing you to control the heat you are cooking on. I personally think that much – if not most – food is better cooked a little more gently for a little longer. Steak, once again, is the exception to this loose rule.

Why the thermometer on the lid of your barbecue is not totally useful 

Good barbecues generally have a thermometer on the lid and they are useful to a point, that is to say they give you an indication of how hot it is inside and whether the temperature is rising or falling. What they measure is the air temperature, or convection heat, at a given point on the inside of the lid. If you were to take an infrared thermometer and use it to scan the temperature in various places you would find wildly differing readings inside. The thermometer on the lid might say 200°C (400°F), but the lit coals themselves might be something in the region of 400–500°C (750–930°F) or more. The grill bars might also be over 500°C (930°F) directly over the fire, but only if they have had a good amount of time to heat up – shortly after you light the fire they may only be 200°C (400°F) while the grill bars on the opposite side of the barbecue to the fire might only get to a measly 100°C (210°F). All you need to take from this is that you, the cook, have the ability to use these different temperatures to control your cooking. With the recipes here, I do give general guides as to what temperature you should be running your barbecue; they are a good starting point, but don’t get too hung up on what the actual reading on the lid is, it’s just a part of the bigger thermal picture.

Quantity of fuel 

It almost goes without saying, but the more fuel you use the hotter your cooking environment will be. A whole lit chimney of charcoal has the potential to contain twice as much infrared energy as half a lit chimney, so if you want to cook something slowly at a lower temperature, simply using less fuel can be an important first step. Of course, this often means you will need to add fuel during a long, slow cook to keep the fire burning. Another bonus of good pure charcoal is that you can just add it at a lump at a time and keep cooking.

Charcoal vs wood 

We burn charcoal because it burns hot and clean with practically no smoke. Charcoal-making evolved in tandem with the Bronze Age as people discovered wood didn’t burn hot enough to smelt metal. Charcoal burns two to three times hotter than wood and it’s a much more consistent product to cook with. Wood, on the other hand, comes with a lot of variables. Different species have different densities: some burn hotter, some burn more quickly, even different parts of the same tree burn slightly differently, which makes cooking purely with wood exciting, unpredictable and rather addictive. This book is principally concerned with barbecuing, using charcoal as the primary heat source, but many of the recipes can be cooked on an open fire using just wood. However, remember how important a having lid is? With open fire cooking you have less air flow control and no ability to utilize convection heat and so your use of both fuel resources and the energy they give is much less efficient. 

Adding smoke with wood 

Given that good lump wood charcoal is 95% pure carbon and produces hardly any smoke, if you want to add some ‘smokiness’ to your food you need to add a little wood into the equation. There is so much choice when it comes to smoking woods, it can be quite bamboozling for the novice. The most important thing? Forget about ‘chips’ of wood and get chunks. Something a smallish fist size is perfect. Wood chips combust too quickly, so to get any meaningful smoke into your food you would have to keep adding more frequently during the cook. Given that the aim of the game when smoking is to keep your lid down as much as possible, this is far from ideal. You can soak them in water first to prolong combustion (by essentially inhibiting it) but to my mind that creates a mucky, damp, dirty smoke – not smoke I want on my food. Wet smoke also produces more particulate matter that’s released into the atmosphere, so it’s not great from an environmental perspective. Dry wood burns cleaner. Much better, then, to use two or three bigger bits of wood, arranged on your fire so they give you a little gentle smoke for a good long time. Put one just touching the lit fire, and one or two further away so they catch later on during the cooking time (fire set-ups). A moisture-filled environment helps smoke attach to food, which is why some of the recipes here call for you to add a pan of water to your barbecue at the start of cooking.

When it comes to what sort of wood to choose for smoking with I don’t – controversially perhaps, I know some of my fire-friends disagree with me – think there’s a huge amount of difference in terms of the actual flavour and taste you get on your food at the end. Sure, different woods have very different smelling smokes, due to the differing densities and organic compounds of various species. You have ‘heavier’ smokes, like oak, and ‘lighter’ smokes, like alder or silver birch. Technically I suppose you should grab a heavier smoke for darker meats and a lighter one for white meats, in the way that red wine is for beef and white wine is for fish, but in my world rules are always there for bending. And I prefer red wine. By the time you’ve rubbed, marinated and dressed your meat I think the smoke is just a little layer in the bigger picture. Sure, if you smoked six plain chicken breasts over six different woods you would be able to tell the difference, but who wants to smoke a plain chicken breast? If you do, you might just be reading the wrong book. The food I enjoy is layered with flavour from spices, herbs, oils and citrus, and those are the recipes you will find within these pages.

I generally grab oak or one of the fruit woods like apple or cherry for most of my smoking, and you won’t find me prescribing different woods for different recipes here. I think it’s more important to master your cooks with one or two types of wood and learn about the amount of smoke you like, then move on to others. Experiment, taste your food, draw your own conclusions and report back. Often with smoke, less is more and heavily over-smoked foods can be overpowering.

This advice is principally for charcoal-based barbecuing, where you are adding a little hit of wood smoke for smokiness rather than pure wood fire cooking, where the wood is your only fuel. Once again, pure charcoal is virtually all carbon, inert and consistent in its burning. With a wood fire the variables between species are rather intensified.

What kind of charcoal? 

I generally burn ash charcoal, not because it imparts any particular flavour to my food but because there is currently a lot of ash around in the European forestry system and as such I feel it’s currently the most sustainable choice for me. Ash trees are suffering from a fungal disease called ash dieback and so the foresters are trying to get ahead of it by thinning and taking out these trees before they become rotten and commercially useless.

 Just as with different smoking woods, I don’t personally believe that it matters too much which species of charcoal you cook on. Some charcoals burn hotter and more quickly, and some are more long-lasting. Back to the game of chicken I mention, I think it’s up to the cook to learn how to balance the heat versus the burn time by controlling the air flow through the fire. In pure taste terms, given the inert nature of carbon, and the fact that good charcoal is 95% pure carbon, the chances of the 5% of other stuff making much difference to flavour are, to my mind, pretty slim. By ‘other stuff’ I mean the non-combustible mineral content in the wood, plus a little leftover lignin that hasn’t fully pyrolyzed in the charcoal-making process.

Charcoal briquettes

Briquettes are made from super-compressed charcoal dust, often with starchy additives to help bind it together, giving you evenly sized pieces of fuel to burn. Briquettes can be an absolute bugger to light but once lit they can burn for hours and hours. For this reason they are often used for long, slow cooking to reduce the number of times you need to top up fuel. But they are invariably made from dubious charcoal sources (see ‘GOOD MEAT’) and so I won’t burn them. However, my favourite charcoal makers, Whittle and Flame, have recently started to produce sustainable British ‘Whittlebricks’ that might just be the answer if you are looking for a long, slow burn. I still prefer lumpwood charcoal for ease of lighting but if I’m going in for the long haul, with brisket or pulled pork for example, I may add a few into the mix.
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Barbecue Hardware

There is a vast array of different barbecues out there and, as you might expect, I have many of them in my garden. They all do a pretty similar job and to my mind, learning how to master and control the fire in whatever barbecue you choose to cook on is more important than the actual make and model itself.

At its simplest all you need is a space for your fuel, a grill on which to cook and, ideally, a lid to shut in that all-important convection heat. All the recipes in this book have been tested on a kettle barbecue and if I could only choose one piece of hardware this would be it. Simple and classic in design, and in my view the perfect balance of size, function and affordability.

I am not one for bells and whistles technology and prefer to keep my fire cooking as analogue as possible. That said, ceramic grills – or kamado-style ovens, like the Kamado Joe or Big Green Egg – are great sturdy bits of kit that I do enjoy cooking in. Extremely fuel-efficient, with the ability for very fine-tuned temperature control, they are excellent at trapping moisture in and really excel at low and slow cooking. You can bung in a big joint – pulled pork, lamb shoulder, brisket – and pretty much walk away until it’s ready to eat. That’s not to say you can’t cook any of these things in a kettle barbecue, you just need to be prepared to top up the fuel for longer cooks and really get to grips with air flow to control the temperature.

Another bit of hardware gaining in popularity is the pellet grill, which has a compartment filled with wood pellets that get drip-fed via an auger into a little fire box under the grill bars. The whole thing is driven via a connection to the mains electricity supply so you have a constant whirring of a motor in the background, which I don’t personally relish. They too are pretty fuel-efficient and because the thermostat is electronically controlled you have the option to load in your food and pretty much step away until it’s done, making things super-easy. Do I always want it easy when I’m fire cooking? Nope. Sure I want a great end result but my love of cooking with solid fuels is also in enjoying being involved in the process of lighting the fire and harnessing and maintaining the heat you have created. I usually want it to be a hands-on process – that’s why I like it.

Offset smokers, designed for low and slow smoking, are where the fire, invariably just from wood, is contained in a separate fire box. The hot air and smoke is then channelled up and over the meat, which is placed in a different compartment. I don’t own one and am not sure I see the need to in a domestic situation. If I were running a restaurant and needed to turn out multiple briskets every day I would feel differently. Smoking just means adding wood smoke to your food and you can smoke meat in a barbecue but you can’t barbecue meat in a smoker. (See also Lost in Translation.)
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How to light a barbecue

The quickest and simplest way to light a barbecue is with a chimney starter, a tall metal cylinder with air holes around the base. Simply pour charcoal into it, remembering that more charcoal will give you more heat, and set a single natural fire lighter underneath. Natural fire lighters are twists of wood shavings dipped in wax and they are by far the best thing you can use. They are really easy to find online and even in larger supermarkets.

Strike a match to provide the source of ignition, and the warmth generated from the fire lighter will draw in oxygen around the base of the chimney, which then whooshes up through the charcoal, causing it to ignite. With good charcoal you can have a chimney lit and ready to use in 5–10 minutes. Do not wait for the charcoal to be lit fully to the top, just about halfway lit is fine, because with good fuel (see ‘good meat’) there is absolutely no need to wait for it to be white and ashy before you start cooking.

For many recipes you will need to top up the fuel during the cooking process to keep the heat constant and steady over a long period of time – unless



 Fuel set-ups for different sorts of cooking 




	Half and half My most used set-up. Lit coals on one half, no fuel on the other. The amount of heat energy is greatest directly over the fire, and falls away in a left to right gradient the further away, or more indirectly, you go. Even if I want to cook purely using a direct heat, I would use this set-up. Being able to slide your food further from the heat just gives you ‘wriggle room’ when things look to be cooking too hot.

	Two fires If I am roasting a chicken or big joint of meat, I usually light two small fires, one to either side of the barbecue, with a good-sized fire-free gap in the centre. This means the food gets a steady, even amount of heat from both sides, meaning you won’t need to rotate it mid-cook to make sure both sides get the same amount of heat. It also gives me the ability to set a tray underneath the food to catch the all-important drips and juices that can then be used to make a sauce or gravy. This is also the set-up I use for baking in a barbecue – see the pig cheek lasagne – where you want a high-ish convection heat but not so much infrared or conduction heat.

	Centre fire If I’m cooking a lot of small things – like chicken wings – I will light a fire in the centre and arrange them in a ring around the perimeter of the barbecue. This way each wing is equidistant to the fire, getting the same amount of heat for a more even cook. I might use this way for sausages too.

	Minion This is where you create a bed of unlit charcoal on the base of your barbecue, and light a small area of it in the centre. The fire then gradually spreads outwards from the centre. I only deploy the minion method if I want to go in for the really long haul – with a brisket or pork butt for example (see The Barbecue Big Guns) – as it’s a good way to prolong the burn time of your fuel and just have a little fuel burning at any one time, thus giving you a slow and steady heat. You then need to either use a heat deflector plate to eliminate the infrared heat from the lit fire, which would create a ‘hot-spot’, or make sure you still have an area of the grill bars for indirect cooking. It can sometimes be a tricky one to master as the coals need to be arranged with just the right amount of air gaps between them. Too big a gap and the lit fuel cannot pass across, too close a gap and it can ignite too quickly. You can definitely cook a brisket using the half and half or two fires set-up, you will just need to add a little fuel fairly regularly to keep the burn steady and even.








Good Meat Suppliers

These are the UK suppliers that I know and love:

Cabrito Goat

The first UK farmer raising kid goat meat borne to dairy goats, online.

@cabritogoatmeat / cabrito.co.uk

Coombe Farm Organic

Mixed meat farm in Somerset, slow growing organic meat, online.

@coombefarmorg

Fosse Meadows

High-welfare poultry, great online store.

@fosse_meadows / fossemeadows.com

Gothelney Farm

Wonderful pork from forage-fed pigs.

@gothelneyfarmer / gothelneyfarmer.co.uk

Grassfruits

Forest-raised pork, pasture-raised chicken, small-scale and exceptional quality and provenance, online.

@grassfruits / grassfruits.farm

Hinton Harvest

Free range chicken, turkey and guinea fowl reared on a small agroforestry farm.

hintonharvest.co.uk / @hintonharvest

Meatmatters

Olly ‘the beefmaster’ Woolnough, I know of no better beef, online.

@meatmattersltd / meatmattersltd.co.uk

New MacDonalds Farm

Regenerative farm, pasture-reared chicken, ex-dairy cows, selling directly from the farm shop near Bath or search them up via Farmdrop.

@newmacdonaldsfarm

Peter Hannan

A total meat master supplying a lot of high end restaurants but with some online sales.

@meatpeter / hannanmeats.com

Philip Warren Butchers

Traditional Cornish butchers and farmers who sell online. Have a lot of chef fans, online and shop in Cornwall.

@philipwarrenbutchers / philipwarrenbutchers.co.uk

Pipers Farm

All sorts of excellently reared, properly free-range meat online.

@pipersfarm / pipersfarm.com

Strawberry Fields Farm

Farmer Sarah Crow produces amazing small-scale lamb, beef and pork from the farm gate in Shropshire.

@strawberryfieldsfarm

Surrey Hills Butcher

Brilliant meat with brilliant provenance, only in shop.

@surreyhillsbutchers / surreyhillsbutchers.com

Swaledale Butchers

Yorkshire-based online butchers specializing in slow-grown rare breeds.

@swaledalebutchers / swaledale.co.uk

The Native Butcher

Traditional and native breed meat boxes.

@thenativebutcher / thenativebutcher.co.uk

The New Meat project

Environmentally conscious free-range and grass-fed meat.

@thenewmeatproject / thenewmeatproject.com

Turner and George

All-round butcher, excellent ethically sourced meat, online and shops in London.

@turnerandgeorge / turnerandgeorge.co.uk

	


Thank You

These are some of the places that my lovely followers on Instagram have recommended they love. One day I will get around to trying them all! I have included their Instagram tags for you to have an online rummage:

@thedecentcompany, @janesfarmshop,
 @orieljones, @paleyfarm, @kneepwildrangemeat,
 @stoneleighfamilybutchers, @thebutcherye1,
 @waghornesbutchers, @islefwightmeat,
 @lakelanddexter, @always.grazing,
 @thehornedbeefcompany, @newlynsfarm,
 @thelittlefarmfridge, @homagetothebovine,
 @trewayfarm, @hartlyfarm, @hgwalter, @farmisonuk,
 @westcountrypremiumvenison, @portway_farm_
 shop, @jameswhelanbutchers, @higgins_butchers,
 @wildbynaturellp, @daylesfordfarm,
 @villagebutchers, @fieldandflower,
 @appletonbeef, @hogget_an_boar_butchery,
 @welshmangalitzamangalitsa, @tuckersbutchers,
 @mr_txuleta, @thomas.joseph.butchery,
 @hixsonmeatldn, @lyons_hill_farm,
 @artisanbutcher, @redhill_farm_freerangepork,
 @butcheryatbowhouse, @goldenturkeyfarmers,
 @sykeshousefarm, @stonebridge_cottage_farm,
 @perry_wood_farm, @alternativemeats,
 @hintonharvest, @shutelakelamb, @thestorypig,
 @direct.meats, @tangwholesalemeats,
 @lakelanddexter, @newfields_belties, @roast.mutton,
 @greatberwickorganics, @littlewoodsbutchers,
 @bulstonesprings, @naturalbranscombe,
 @harrietheathcoate, @heritagegraziers,
 @sheepdrove, @dingleydellpork, @crownandqueue,
 @thegoodsshedbutchery, @cornishduck,
 @ardgaygame, @blocknbttle, @salterandking,
 @phillipwarrenbutchers

To all the farmers and butchers who are slogging so hard to make the meat-producing business better for people and planet. I spoke to very many of you, and I thank and respect you hugely.

Big thanks to my favourite charcoal makers: Chops, the nicest and most hairy of fire starters, and Matt, one of the wisest owls I ever did meet, you inspire me to burn better every day. My two favourite Americans: Christian, thanks for the chats and the laughs, and Jeremy, I love your support in cross-pond translations and other matters. So many fiery thanks: Andy and Donna, two of the hardest working and lovely people in fire, Julian, for sometimes putting up with my mess, Henry, Dan, Joe, Si and Ruben for grafting with me.

The Fam: Rob, Izaac and Eve, thanks for being my everything. I love you, nuff said.

And the ’gram; #TeamFire on Instagram, all your questions and comments fire up my brain and spur me on, for which (mostly, on most days) I thank you greatly.

Huge thanks to all at Quadrille who’ve made this book both beautiful and useful, and to Jason Ingram, your photos never fail to bring my work to life. Martine, at Sauce Management, thanks for always being at the end of the line.

And if you are holding this book in your hands, thanks so much for your support of my work. I hope I’ve fired you up to get cracking. Now, go and light that fire… and make it a good ’un.
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