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For my fire – Alice
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Open-fire cookery has always been integral to the River Cottage way of doing things. It’s been integral to my way of doing things for even longer. From foil-wrapped baked spuds or bonfire night chipolatas on sticks (pre-cooked by Mum for safety, I suspect), to my first driftwood-fired, self-caught mackerel, the crackle of a campfire has been, for me, a sign that food is about to gain an extra dimension of deliciousness.

I think it’s indisputable that the touch of scorching, blistering heat and the kiss of smoke that you get from an open fire can do extraordinarily good things to food. It’s true for fish, fowl, flesh and – increasingly for me these days – for vegetables and even fruit too. There is something elemental about open-fire cookery; it’s so simple. The cooking method itself supplies the flavour and the seasoning – you really don’t need to mess about too much with complicated condiments or multiple side dishes. And, of course, most food cooked out in the fresh air is eaten out in the fresh air too, which just adds to the pleasure. It’s a way of cooking that fits perfectly with the ingredients I want to eat – fresh, seasonal, unpretentious.

This natural sympathy between menu and method is something that Gill Meller clearly understood instinctively when I first met him, almost 20 years ago. He joined me at the first River Cottage HQ, outside Bridport, as a very young but very talented chef and it wasn’t long before we were experimenting gleefully – not just with what we cooked but how we cooked it. In this book, Gill describes the first two wood-fired ovens that we built and how we learned to get amazing food out of them. I have many other happy memories relating to our open-fire forays: fire-roasting an entire deer for a wedding, lining up 20 chickens on a single spit, cooking over countless beach barbecues and even getting a curious, rotating cage made for us by a local blacksmith. We used the cage for roasting vegetables over open flames, turning it on a handle like a tombola drum, and tumbling and toasting the veg inside. The results, in all cases, were absolutely delicious.

In open-fire cookery, as in many other things, Gill and I became partners in crime, egging each other on to try new things. We discovered it was possible to turn almost any non-flammable container, from a washing-machine drum to an old galvanised feed trough, into a very serviceable barbecue. Several such barbecues, we found, could be hauled on board a small fishing boat, which made us particularly happy. The joy of watching the sun go down on the water while you grill fish so fresh that it’s barely stopped moving is hard to describe.

Gill and I also learned that there aren’t many things you can’t cook on an open fire if you turn your mind to it. Oysters and mussels? No problem. Lettuce and spring onions? Absolute doddle. Bread? Fantastic. Roots and brassicas? Why ever not? You can bring the alchemy of fresh air, smoke and glowing embers to bear on almost anything you fancy – you just need a modicum of imagination and enough space to fire up a pile of sticks.

This spirit of enterprise is one of the things I love about outdoor cooking – coupled with the sheer fun of it. You’ve got to relax in order to enjoy it. Cooking outdoors is often a little rough around the edges, but the lack of finesse is liberating. You can forget about exact timings, precise temperature control and perfect presentation. Though it must be said that watching the food is important. I once baked a shepherd’s pie in a Dutch oven over a campfire for a bunch of allotment holders, confident that half an hour would do it. But after just 15 minutes, I discovered that my pie was already burnt on the top and bottom. Fortunately, it was the edible kind of burnt that can be forgiven with a good supply of cold beer.

Nine times out of ten, the reason for this kind of ‘over-charring’ is that the cook has simply wandered off. Open-fire cooking does not demand a great deal of skill or technique, but it does ask for your attention. However, in my book, that is just one more thing in its favour. It’s a very mindful kind of process.

As a nation, I think we have developed a rather debilitating nervousness around the idea of outdoor food. Many cooks only ever cook indoors. Others who do light up the barbie stick very closely to their burgers-and-bangers comfort zone. If that’s the case for you, you may be missing a trick. There is a whole world of flavour to be discovered when you start throwing new things onto the grill, or into a wood-fired oven. And there are all sorts of ways to circumvent any anxieties you might have. An accurate probe thermometer will help you ensure that your meat is cooked through. Nifty kit such as grilling baskets make it easy to turn food without sticking. And this book will arm you with all you need to know about fire-building, heat management and, of course, the best kind of open-fire recipes.

At the end of the day, come rain or shine, beach or back garden, I’m pretty sure Gill would always rather cook outdoors than in. And that means these recipes come from a place of real passion and enjoyment. It also means they are well tested and fully approved by the many fortunate friends, colleagues and family members who get to try them. The dishes you’ll find here are original, sometimes surprising, but often beautifully simple. As with all Gill’s food, they are rooted in time and place, seasonality and the moment, designed to bring the very best out of good ingredients, never to disguise or complicate them.

Gill’s love of open-fire cookery has never abated. In fact, I think it grows by the year. As he explains, for him it’s not just about the food, it’s about the life-enhancing effects of being deeply involved with what you eat and the environment you eat it in. I’m quite sure that this commitment to real food and hands-on cooking, along with Gill’s unceasing fascination with flame and smoke, will rub off on you when you delve into these pages. So read on, and I’m sure you will find your interest kindled and your enthusiasm fired!

Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, East Devon, January 2019
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Cooking over fire is, for me, one of the simplest and best ways to enjoy food. I’ve always been excited by fire. At the age of seven, I was cooking grass on my campfire – as you do – using the classic recipe whereby grass and rainwater are combined in an old pan and boiled for hours. At some point and for no reason I can recollect, I reached out and picked up a white-hot stone from the base of the fire. Of course, I burnt my hand, and I shot off round the garden like a missile. I remember my grandfather giving me £5 to stop crying; I was really grateful, but it hurt so much I couldn’t.

This rather heated early experience did not make me fear fire. Quite the reverse: I’ve been cooking stuff over fire in one way or another ever since. Fire and smoke have weaved though my life in all sorts of wonderful ways. I’m pleased to say my repertoire of recipes has improved (they are nearly all edible now), and I’m finding new, exciting ways to develop open-fire cooking all the time.

As a chef I’ve had the good fortune to cook in lots of fantastic kitchens. But cooking outside over wood or charcoal is something completely different. It’s far more engaging. It allows you to forge a connection with the food you eat that you could never make using only a fan-assisted oven inside a house or a restaurant.

It goes without saying that you have to spend some time learning how to cook over an open fire. It’s not like switching on an induction hob and waiting for a timer to beep. Open-fire cooking is a craft, an ancient art. But the time and energy you put into this learning will give you rich rewards. For a few hours, you can escape the boundaries of convention and slip the tethers of time. There’s a freedom in outdoor cooking that means recipes loosen and become simply ideas. The cook becomes, primarily, a manager of heat, judging and adjusting distance and temperature and time. Rain and sun are simply elements to balance against the energies of wood and charcoal.

Cooking outside over an open fire helps you unlock instincts and hidden skills you may never have thought you had. You learn basic science, you learn about temperature, weather and wind. You learn about trees and the seasons. You learn how one action affects another and how small decisions can often have big, flavoursome outcomes. Beyond this, I think you learn something about yourself and the environment you live in, as well as your place in it. And that, to my mind, is a very good thing.

River Cottage has been key to all this for me. Cooking alongside Hugh and the talented chefs at Park Farm has cemented my understanding of over-fire cookery. Whether blistering a pizza in the sixteenth-century farmhouse wood oven, roasting a whole pig
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