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        LET’S GET FIRED UP

        Nothing says summertime like getting family or a few mates over, lighting up the barbecue and cooking up a feast. Cooking outside, whether you’re on the beach, around a campfire or just in your back garden, is all about having fun and creating memories. It’s a relaxed way of cooking and eating, and I love it. But just because it’s laid-back, it doesn’t mean it can’t be special. Barbecues have come a long way since a couple of burnt sausages and a packet of frozen burgers! I’m going to share some of my favourite meals for cooking over flames and hot coals with you, and I’ll show you how to introduce loads of amazing flavour through fire and smoke.

        Cooking over direct heat is a really fresh way to eat and a true celebration of ingredients. It’s about pairing meat, fish and veg with some key flavourings, and then letting the barbecue work its magic. One of the things I love most is that it’s a different process every time – it’s not like turning on the oven and walking away. As a chef, I’m used to being surrounded by high-tech equipment in my kitchen and everything being very exact and precise, but cooking outside allows me to get back in touch with my instincts – it’s just me and the flames. You soon get to know how things will look and feel when they’re ready, and how hot the coals need to be. It’s all about watching and checking, rather than strict timings. It doesn’t have to be perfect. And don’t worry if there are some little extra charred bits: they always add to the flavour!

        IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT BURGERS

        Although sometimes it kind of is! Who doesn’t love a juicy burger, freshly cooked on a barbie? There’s nothing like layering it up with all your favourite condiments, maybe a cheese slice or two (I won’t tell anyone) and topping with a few crunchy, vinegary pickles. It’s pretty hard to eat a burger politely, and that’s another thing I love about barbecues. They’re not the place to wear your best white t-shirt!

        I can smell barbecue smoke from several gardens away – it’s like the scent of summer to me and it makes me want to get straight out there and fire up the grill. Getting everyone together and serving up some great food, not much beats that feeling as day turns to evening and the heat of the sun dips – it’s the ideal time to put something else on the barbecue (maybe a pudding) to keep the day going on longer.

        A barbecue isn’t like a regular meal indoors where you have just one plate of food. You can keep coming back for more, piling that plate high with all those amazing flavours. Rules don’t apply when it comes to cooking outside – it’s like one big long buffet. There’s nothing to stop you having Japanese pork skewers next to Spanish-inspired seafood, next to a ketchup-covered hot dog. It will all be delicious and it’s the perfect opportunity to try something new.

        I’ve been really lucky to have eaten in some awesome places around the world, but it’s not always to do with how fancy the location or food is. One of the best meals I’ve ever had was some street food in Singapore. It was around 3 a.m. after a long shift working in the kitchen, and we sat on plastic chairs eating sticky grilled aubergine. It was so simple, but packed with flavour. But that meal wasn’t just about the food. Much of the experience came from the atmosphere and the other people there. Another time, we ate at a tiny taco hut in Tucson, 50 miles from the Mexican border. The flavours coming out of that shack, where they were cooking over coals and charred wood, were unbelievable. You just can’t replicate that kind of environment. Closer to home, I have so many lovely memories of cooking on the beach in Cornwall – portable barbecue in the back of the car, drinks in a cooler, just hanging out with friends and family and enjoying time together.

        I reckon when most people think of barbecues, it’s going to be meat of some kind that comes to mind – whether that’s a burger, sausages, a steak or some chicken wings. But there is also a whole world of other ingredients to try and the recipes in this book will show you some amazing ways with seafood and veg too.

        Whatever you choose, if you’re going to the trouble of getting coals in, lighting a barbecue and standing there while you’re cooking, then it’s definitely worth making sure you’re using some good-quality ingredients and taking a moment to consider how particular cuts of meat, or different fish or veg, might respond to flame-cooking. It doesn’t have to be expensive, but there are a few things that will make a big difference when grilling over direct heat. For example, meat with a higher fat content will stay nice and juicy, and chunky fish will be less likely to stick to your barbecue. You can read more on how to get the most from your ingredients at the start of each chapter.

        ADDING FLAVOUR

        Cooking outside is all about the flavourings that you add before you start. We have been cooking over fire since we were cavemen dragging a woolly mammoth back to camp, so pretty much every country in the world has developed their own techniques and ways of adding flavour. I think all of them bring something special and unique.

        It’s no surprise that I love a bit of spice and heat in my food, and cooking over flames lends itself to trying out some bold flavours. Korean barbecue has become really popular here in recent years, and they aren’t shy with their chillies in Korea. They use a fermented chilli paste called gochujang, which adds an amazing smoky heat – I’ve used it in my take on Korean barbecue. Then there’s the more subtle approach to aromatics from across the Middle East, which brings gentle warmth to your cooking; you can taste it in the chicken shawarma. Indian cooking can be an inspiration for barbecues too, as lots of Indian dishes are cooked on a tandoor, which is very similar. Check out the spiced monkfish for a feast full of fresh and punchy Indian flavours, or the tandoori fish skewers.

        The Deep South of the USA is arguably the most famous for its barbecue tradition. For the pit masters there, it’s not just a way of cooking, but a way of life. The kind of barbecue they really excel at is long slow cooking, which allows all those deep, rich, smoky flavours to develop over time. You’ll taste this in the baby back ribs. You really can go on a round-the-world trip from your back garden!

        What influences and unites all of these is the way they introduce flavour. The two main ways to add flavour before cooking over fire are through marinades (which can also help tenderise your meat before cooking and help stop everything from drying out) and dry rubs (which are spice blends that form a coating over your ingredients and then go on to create an amazing spiced crust). Both of these allow the flavours to permeate right through the food for maximum impact. A third way to add even more taste and texture is through a glaze. A glaze is brushed on during cooking to provide an extra layer of caramelised flavour and that finger-licking barbecue stickiness we all love. If your marinade contains sweet ingredients, then it can often double up as a glaze – just brush any leftover marinade directly onto your meat, fish or veg as it cooks.

        When it comes to getting the combination of barbecue flavours just right, you’re aiming for a balance of sweet, salt, heat and acidity. Cooking over flames always brings a lovely bitter-sweet caramelisation, and you can add extra sweetness through grilled fruit, such as peaches, pineapple and nectarines (see here, here and here). These hold their shape on a barbecue and take on a buttery depth of flavour as they cook. Marinades and dry rubs often have sweetness too, with ingredients like brown sugar, honey, maple syrup or even apple juice. And failing all that, ketchup will provide a good dollop of sweetness! There’s nothing wrong with picking up a bottle of it at the supermarket, but if you have a bit of time then the recipe here will add a whole other dimension to your barbecue.

        That sweetness needs to be balanced by some acidity to cut through it. Acidity can come from something as simple as a squeeze of lemon juice or a grating of lime or lemon zest, or it can be in the form of vinegar in a dressing or marinade. It’s what elevates a dish and brings it a freshness, helping all those great flavours burst into life.

        When it comes to heat, that’s partly down to personal preference – and whether you’ve got kids eating with you. Just bear in mind that robust meat like pork, beef and lamb can take more spice than delicate fish and shellfish, where you’re going to want a gentler touch. You can always keep a bottle of hot sauce to hand for those who want to up the fiery heat!

        But, of course, the one thing that’s unique to cooking outdoors is smoke. You really can’t recreate that inside and it’s what makes this way of preparing food so exciting and special – and a bit unpredictable. The subtle layers of flavour that smoke brings to even simple pieces of fish or grilled veggies is just amazing.

        If you want to take it to the next level and become a bit of a barbecue aficionado, you can experiment with adding even more flavour to the smoke by introducing wood chips to your hot coals. You can get really obsessed with the different effects these will have on the food – cherry wood versus maple wood or apple wood, for example, will all give subtle variations in the smoky taste they give out.

        A simpler way to introduce extra flavour is to throw some woody herbs like rosemary, thyme or bay directly onto the hot coals while you’re cooking. Both approaches will introduce some amazing aromatics to your barbecue.

        ENJOY THE PROCESS

        I really enjoy the whole process of barbecuing. I love saying, ‘right, on Sunday we’re going to cook outside’, then spending time planning the menu, getting the coals together and preparing the food ahead. It’s not like turning on the oven a little while before you want to eat – it’s a much more tactile process from start to finish. If I’m cooking for other people then I want to make it really special and turn the barbecue into a bit of an event. Outdoor cooking is also great for getting the kids involved: they can help you with the prep and, as long as you keep a close eye on them near that intense heat, they can help you by flipping a burger or turning over a skewer. It’s a brilliant way to teach them about cooking, food and flavours.

        Sometimes, though, I know you just want to light the coals and cook something quickly, and it really doesn’t need to be more elaborate than a basic barbie with a couple of juicy sausages. The important thing is that you enjoy it. Barbecues are perfect for cooking up a load of food, piling it up high and getting everyone involved. When you want to eat pretty quickly, it’s all about the prep you do beforehand – marinating and getting sauces and sides ready so you’re good to go when everyone’s arrived. There are plenty of easy recipes in the following chapters you can prepare ahead and cook quickly, meaning you can spend more time doing what really matters: kicking back and making memories.
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            MAKE A PLAN: Even if you’re going low-key, spend just a bit of time planning and it will make all the difference to the end result. When you’ve decided what you want to eat, do as much prep beforehand as you can, then you can get the final bits on the barbecue when your guests arrive. If you’re aiming for a bit of a feast, think about balancing all those delicious flavours and textures as you build your menu. So if your main dish packs a punch in terms of heat, introduce a cooling, creamy side. To balance sticky glazes, get some good crunch going on – that’s why slaw is always such an incredible barbecue favourite. Having said all that, I do think that rules don’t really apply to outside cooking, and anything goes . . .

        

        GET ORGANISED: Gather everything you need together before you start cooking and set it on a clean surface near the barbecue. Remember you’ll need plates and boards for putting prepped food on before you start, and for resting cooked food on once it’s done. It’s really important that you use separate plates and boards for uncooked and cooked meat or fish, so have several to hand.

        BE CONFIDENT: Cooking over flame needs you to be bold, both with your flavours and attitude. You’re not looking for subtlety here, just go for it. It is possible to over-spice food and make it too hot for some people, but I don’t think you can ever have too much flavour. I have never heard anyone say, ‘there’s too much marinade’, so don’t hold back. And don’t be intimidated by cooking over fire – it’s very forgiving, you just need to keep an eye on it.

        BE PATIENT: Barbecuing is about waiting, watching and reacting: waiting for the coals to reach the right temperature; watching as the food cooks and turning it over to cook on the other side at the right moment. Boosting the heat if the temperature drops, or moving the food to a cooler area if you think it’s cooking too quickly; brushing on more glaze to layer up those flavours and taking the food off when you think it’s ready. Barbecuing is a bit like taking the kids to the playground – you always need to have your eye on it, even if most of the time you’re not actually doing much!

        RELAX: Let’s be honest, it’s not a real barbecue until someone spills sauce down their front! Getting messy is part of it, so
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