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INTRODUCTION

On 24 April 2015 Berber & Q opened its doors to the public for the first time, white smoke billowing from our open mangal onto a dimly lit Haggerston backstreet.

We were born in an old taxi repair shop, housed in the most beautiful converted railway arch I’d ever seen. I remember the first moment we saw her, exposed brick as far as the eyes could see, dark, cavernous, dripping in grease but packed with character. It was love at first sight. We had, for some time, been harbouring designs for a hazy, fucked-up barbecue joint, hidden down some neighbourhood alley, shrouded in mystery from the outside, bursting with energy from within. Arch 338 on Acton Mews ticked all the boxes.

Within a few weeks of opening, queues had begun to snake outside our door and down the little mews. The warm red glow of hospitality and heady smell of cumin-scented barbecue emanating from inside our arch seemed to draw local East Londoners in. Groups of mates surged in to huddle around massive tables, eating with their hands from communal trays piled high with Technicolor barbecue, spilling punchy cocktails before emerging half-cut and meat-drunk to free up space for the ever-expanding crowd outside. This was how we dreamed it would be.

Droves have kept coming ever since. Every so often I make sure to stand back and take it all in. Berber & Q has a magical spirit and energy to it that is difficult to capture or express properly in words. It’s a combination of our beautiful arch, our beautiful team, but most importantly, our beautiful customers, who have always let us be what we always wanted to be without judgement or reservation. We will be forever grateful for this.

THE BEGINNING

My path to owning a North African and Middle Eastern-influenced barbecue joint has not been paved with clarity and a well-informed sense of direction. I’ve always loved barbecue, but I haven’t always known how to barbecue.

I don’t hail from Texas. I didn’t spend my school summer holidays working at my local barbecue joint. I’ve been to Turkey. Several times. And I’ve even followed the grill ‘ustas’ (masters) around like a bad smell. But I can’t claim to be one of them. Not by a long shot. I’ve never lived on a farm, nor reared my own herd of needy pigs. And I sure-as-shit have never had to hunt for my food. The closest I’ve ever come to foraging in the wild was in the bagel queue at Daniel’s Bakery on a Sunday morning. (Believe me, it can get pretty primitive in there. Especially if you were responsible for taking the last sesame-seeded chollah.)

I don’t come from good barbecuing stock. I grew up in a Jewish household, the youngest child to South African parents, in the leafy enclave of Hampstead Garden Suburb. The beating heart of privileged Jewish North West London, it’s not an area renowned for its entrenched barbecue culture, save for a few kosher grill houses in nearby Golders Green such as the legendary Solly’s, which threw down a mean lamb shawarma but some decidedly average grilled meat skewers.

I think my parents had probably hoped for me to be a banker, or possibly a doctor. Maybe even both, at the same time. I on the other hand had always loved food, and harboured dreams of running restaurants. This was in no small part down to them. Food was always a thing in our house.

Whilst other kids my age were spending their pocket money on music, fashion accessories and trainers, I was buying dim sum at Local Friends, a Chinese restaurant in Golders Green. I’d go there on the way home from school for char sui bao (barbecued pork bun) and some prawn cheung fun.

I quickly graduated to taking trips across town to West London’s Edgware Road, with its array of Lebanese and Persian grill houses. By the time we were old enough to drive, my mates and I had discovered apple shisha, and would regularly head down on a Saturday night to smoke flavoured tobacco into the early hours. We thought we were so cool, but in truth, I only ever went for the food. I loved the lamb shawarma from Ranoush Juice, and the hummus beiruty and fattoush from the legendary (though recently closed) Beirut Express. Soon I was commuting across town in the other direction, to Green Lanes’ Turkish grill houses, where I’d introduce my mates to mixed mezze and shared meat platters.

For a long time I refused to seriously consider a profession in the hospitality industry. Back when I was finishing school and deciding what to do with my life, that world was only just starting to garner its current sex appeal. The restaurant business had a bad rep for long hours and low pay. Not much, other than people’s perceptions of it, has changed.

So I did what everyone else was doing and enrolled in university, emerging still without much clue as to what I wanted to do. I began a career in marketing for a small design agency in Covent Garden, a more conventional career path for me, but try as I might I couldn’t get into it. When the time came to make a change, it felt right to pursue my love for food and restaurants professionally.

I started my apprenticeship at the eponymous Galvin Bistrot de Luxe, an acclaimed French bistro on Baker Street owned by the Galvin brothers, Jeff and Chris. It was a tough, bruising experience. I was ‘in the shit’ from the minute I arrived until I left. I stuck it out for 18 months, just to prove wrong those who thought I’d only last two weeks. At no point did I really enjoy cooking French food, but I endured out of stubborn resistance.

I moved myself on and found work at Ottolenghi in Notting Hill. At the time it was only just starting to make waves. I had no idea of the seismic impact that Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi would go on to make in the world of cookery, helping to shape and define the way we eat at home. I also had no idea of the effect it would have on my own career, how it would shape and define how and what I like to cook, and how it would open doors for me through association.

I loved everything about my time at Ottolenghi – the team, the people I met, many of whom are my friends or colleagues still to this day, and the sense of family spirit that was generated amongst the staff. But most of all I loved the food. Big, bold flavours, not too complicated, but always seasoned correctly. They taught me about colours, texture and balance, about touching all of the different parts of the taste receptors, and about how to make food look spectacular in an unrefined, lavish kind of way.

It was during the latter stages of my time at Ottolenghi that I first met my now business partner and dear friend Mattia Bianchi, who was working front-of-house. He was, as he still is today, a walking, talking set of contradictions. He has an unquenchable greed for food but never puts on weight. He has an ungainly physique, incredibly tall and skinny, with flailing limbs like a clumsy giraffe, but he glides across the restaurant floor with the grace of a cheetah. Above all, he has an unassuming air completely lacking in pretence, with a sense of cool that he radiates without even trying. Just don’t tell him I said that.

I met many fantastic people over the course of my two years at Ottolenghi but was especially close to Mattia. In 2010 we both moved on together to take the next step in our respective careers, helping to launch Made In Camden, a new restaurant at the iconic Roundhouse in Chalk Farm. From that moment on we began hatching plans to open our own restaurant. We had to wait until 2015 for the opportunity.

OUR PHILOSOPHY

I am a huge fan of American barbecue. I’ve played around with it at the edges since long before I became a chef, without ever going all in. I was sitting in Fette Sau, one my favourite barbecue joints in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, when I had my light bulb moment and first conceived the idea for Berber & Q. At the time, I had no notion of what kind of restaurant I wanted to open. But I knew that I wanted it to reflect and promote the laid-back unpretentious attitude I associated with American barbecue.

What occurred to me, as I ploughed my way through my oversized tray of smoked meats, were the obvious commonalities between American and Arabic barbecue culture. There’s a shared emphasis on communal feasting from a central platter or tray of meats, which has a familial and relaxed feel to it that I am drawn to. There are pickles, used to cut through the richness of the meat. There’s bread and sauces, from hot sauce to harissa. And there are uncomplicated sides. In fact, the only real difference I could observe was the way in which meat is cooked. American barbecue takes inexpensive large joints and smokes them low and slow, until the fat and collagen melt and they all but fall apart, where Arabic barbecue tends to take inexpensive cuts and grill them quickly, close to a bed of charcoal.

I felt there was an opportunity to bring all of these threads together and to present them, uniquely, at the same table. I wanted to take all that I loved from both cultures and styles of barbecue and sit them side by side. I saw American craft beer next to skewered Turkish kebabs, trays of smoked meat doused in Moroccan harissa atop Arabic flatbread; fried chicken and tahini.

We never intended for Berber & Q to be an authentic representation of the cuisines or culinary cultures we were so heavily influenced by. Let’s be honest, by its very nature, a restaurant owned by Jewish Londoners and an Italian Catholic, serving Arabic-inspired American barbecue food out of an arch in East London, was never going to win any awards for authenticity.

We set out to be deliberately inauthentic, and proudly so. This is what is true to us. Our backgrounds have been forged in multicultural London. We’ve been influenced by the array of ethnic and cultural diversity that defines our city.

Berber and Q could only ever have been born in East London, which I consider the beating heart of London’s cultural melting pot. Our restaurant sits just up the road from the BYO Vietnamese spots, down from all the Turkish mangals to which we are so heavily indebted, and surrounded by steel drum Caribbean takeaways.

An old head chef of mine once told me that he considered himself a perfectionist seeking perfection in every single plate of food he put out. It’s a line I often hear banded around the industry.

The search for perfection is not my food philosophy. I find it too constrictive. It strips away the carefree and therapeutic aspects of cookery that made me enjoy it in the first place. I’ve wasted enough time in my life seeking perfection to know how hard it is to find. Like a mirage, it always seems to disappear the closer you get. Instead I’m okay with imperfections. They’re what make us human.

The way I cook is an extension of this philosophy. At Berber & Q we don’t ‘brunoise’ and rarely ‘chiffonade’, instead we roughly chop and shred. We burn things, on purpose, or lightly char them round the edges. We actively seek these imperfections because they define our style. We don’t do precise but we always do things right. Our food is simple, honest and always punches above its weight. We do loud colours, and big, bold flavours, underpinned by solid technique that is neither fancy nor overly fussy.

This is what drew me to the food of North Africa and the Middle East, and to the barbecue. Berber & Q is our expression of this food philosophy. 
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

GETTING STARTED

The recipes in this book are intended only as a guide, not as hard-and-fast rules to live your life or die your death by.

Cookery, much like life, is an imperfect science. Ingredients vary in size and composition. Some cauliflowers are bigger than others and will take longer to parboil as a result. Barbecue brings added layers of complexity. Each fire you light will be different to the last, as will the set of conditions in which you barbecue, whether with gas, charcoal or wood.

The truth is, there are so many different variables in cookery, and even more in barbecue. Recipes will always require a degree of interpretation or adaptation to suit a given situation. Try not to let yourself be paralysed by this fact but instead allow yourself to be liberated by it.

With all this said and done, here are some philosophies of mine that I think you might find helpful.

Be a jazz musician in the kitchen. Trust your instincts. Learn how to improvise and be brave.

Cooking times are guidelines. They are designed to steer, but they are not definitive instructions. Learn to feel when vegetables are tender, or when a piece of fish is cooked, by touch, or by taste, through trial and error.

Taste everything. Adjust where necessary. If you feel you need to add more salt, do so. If you want to add chilli flakes, go for it. Never be confined by the parameters of a given recipe. If you prefer one cheese to another, or another fish, swap it out. Some of my best recipes I’ve stumbled on accidentally.

Actively burn shit. It’s something that I learnt from the godfather of fire cookery, Francis Mallmann (only he’d express it far more eloquently). It brings a certain flavour and smokiness. We burn our onions in the fire. We char our bread to add to salads. We blacken our aubergines. But don’t burn everything. Meat, for the most part, rarely ever benefits from being burnt.

Vegetables should be leading ladies (never the quirky best friend). At Berber & Q we take our vegetables very seriously. They are a main component of any meal, with equal status to our meats, not a sideshow.

Make mistakes. Learn from them and go again. Always go again. We only ever learn from the mistakes we make. It’s how we get better.

Relax. It will make you a better cook. Put on some music. Pour yourself a glass of wine; take your clothes off. Actually probably don’t do the last one – it contravenes a number of health and safety laws. The point is, do whatever you fancy. But, whatever you do, have fun.

STAR INGREDIENTS 

Some ingredients I always try to have kicking around my larder.

Biber salcasi. A hot red pepper paste, like tomato purée but with more depth to it. Get it from Turkish greengrocers. An unsung hero.

Tahini. Top grade tahini is essential for what we do. Go for Middle Eastern, Arabic, Lebanese, Palestinian or Israeli varieties. Ethiopian is the best.

Flaked sea salt. Salt is the single most important ingredient in cookery. The Maldon variety is more expensive than table salt, so I don’t use it in a sauce or a braise where it gets mixed in. But at the end, it is really great for the pops of savoury power.

Cumin and turmeric. In fact, all spices. Make sure that they’re fresh, as spices lose their punch over time. Every true Berber & Q scholar should take a field trip to the Arabic greengrocers on the Edgware Road.

Date syrup and pomegranate molasses. American barbecue dishes will use a lot of cane molasses. We sub in a date syrup or pomegranate molasses to bring the Middle Eastern touch. Use in dressings and sauces.

Garlic. I like to grate my garlic using a coarse Microplane because I find it packs the strongest punch. It’s not for everyone. Chopping with a knife yields a far milder result. Just be sure to chop it finely, preferably with the addition of salt to help it break down to a purée. Never buy pre-minced.

Flavoured oils. Many of the recipes in this book call for the use of garlic oil. I like to have a number of different flavoured oils in my fridge, including chilli, shallot and herb oil. They’re super easy to make and are endlessly versatile, adding an extra layer of taste to everyday dressings, marinades and condiments. But they aren’t essential by any means, and can be easily substituted with normal or extra virgin olive oil.

BARBECUING TECHNIQUE

DIRECT VERSUS INDIRECT GRILLING

Learning the difference between direct and indirect grilling is a critical lesson and essential starting point for any budding barbecue enthusiast.

The main difference between the two is neatly illustrated by looking at American and Turkish barbecue side by side.

Turkish grill houses build a bed of burning coal embers and cook the skewered meat very close to the heat source, directly over the radiant heat that’s being emitted. The distance between fuel and protein is rarely more than 7–10cm, sometimes closer. It is a technique best suited for cuts that cook quickly. Almost every grilled meat on a Turkish menu will cook in under 10 minutes. Typically you will direct grill at high, searing temperatures from 180°C and beyond.

American barbecue, on the other hand, involves barbecuing larger joints of meat that need to be cooked for longer periods over a lower temperature. It’s what is often referred to as barbecuing ‘low-and-slow’ or smoking. Here, the protein is cooked indirectly, offset from the heat source, which will either be in another chamber altogether, or on the opposite side of the same cooking vessel. The meat cooks by convection heat circulating around the grill or smoker, much in the same way an oven works. Typically you will indirectly grill between temperatures of 110°C and 160°C, with ‘low-and-slow’ smoking occurring at the bottom end of this scale (110°C and 130°C), and what I like to refer to as barbecue roasting between 130°C and 160°C.

As a child experimenting with barbecue in my parents’ garden, it took me a while to discover indirect grilling. Like most people, I fought to grill everything at the same time whilst simultaneously trying to manage the temperature of burning coals. Invariably meat would burn on the outside before being cooked all the way through, or cook faster than other pieces.

It all felt very chaotic and stressful. But once I’d discovered that I could build my bed of coals banked to one side and cook my meat on the opposite side with the lid down, where it would cook indirectly without fear or risk of immediate burning, it changed everything.

Suddenly I could swap items out, moving them back and forth between different heat zones so as to manage all the items that I was grilling simultaneously. I could keep some warm whilst I finished others off.

It occurred to me that a barbecue is really just another oven. Once I’d understood this elementary principle, I started to ask myself what else could I cook indirectly? Everything that I would normally cook in a domestic oven I could now barbecue instead, imparting smokiness into my food.

The recipes in this book call for either single zone, direct grilling or a two-zone set-up for indirect grilling, all illustrated below. It’s worth noting at this point that I would always advocate a two-zone set-up over a single-zone one. It provides you with so much more flexibility in how you cook, allowing both direct and indirect cooking at the same time, but also giving you space on your grill where you can pull meat off to if the fire is too hot, or rest the meat whilst you grill the vegetables.

SINGLE-ZONE SET-UP FOR DIRECT GRILLING

This is the simplest set-up and involves building a large bed of burning embers, usually at a distance of between 7cm and 15cm directly below the grill rack itself. The coals can either be distributed evenly across the charcoal grate, or be built up more heavily in one area to create different grilling zones and enable you to cook at different temperatures. Open the vents at the bottom if you have them.

TWO-ZONE SET-UP FOR INDIRECT GRILLING

A two-zone set-up for indirect grilling is slightly more complicated.

Bank your coals on the charcoal grate to one side of your barbecue. Place the grill grate over the charcoals and have a water pan, filled with water about 2.5cm or so deep, set directly above the charcoal. This is intended to add moisture to your smoke, but it’s entirely optional. Place your meat on the opposite side to the charcoal. You can place a second pan under the meat, again filled with water about 2.5cm or so deep, which will collect dripping meat juices and fat. This will prevent flare-ups in your barbecue.

If your barbecue is old school and doesn’t come with its own, it’s worth investing in a thermometer probe that can gauge the internal temperature.
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HOW TO BUILD A FIRE

I believe we are all intrinsically connected to fire. The ability to control fire was, after all, a turning point in human evolution. We have built fire since our very beginning – it is what identifies us as human – for warmth, protection and as a means of cooking food. It has allowed us to change our diet, to survive cooler temperatures and in turn to geographically disperse across the planet.

And yet controlling fire for the purposes of cooking is an activity that most people may never have undertaken. Modern life strips away our need for it. This is our loss. It’s an important aspect of who we are and we should reclaim it.

Building a fire is nowhere near as intimidating as people perceive it to be. But, like any relationship, getting to know fire properly, how it burns and behaves, so you can use it to your advantage, takes time, diligence and some work.

The type of fire you build is determined by what you’re cooking, how you plan to cook it, what piece of equipment you’re barbecuing on, and what fuel source you’re using. Ultimately, learning what type of fire to build for any given set of circumstances is a journey of discovery. It’s part of the fun, challenge and skill of learning how to barbecue. Here are some guidelines for getting started.

WOOD VERSUS CHARCOAL

The first thing to do is ascertain what fuel source you’ll be using. Most domestic barbecuing uses charcoal, as it’s more readily available. Wood brings more flavour and smokiness to the party, but it burns out much quicker. Charcoal, on the other hand, burns for longer and brings more heat, but has less flavour. This is important to note because it determines usage. Think of charcoal as your gas, and wood as your seasoning.

STARTING AND TENDING TO A FIRE FOR DIRECT GRILLING

I’ll only ever barbecue with wood exclusively if I’m cooking direct only, for a short period of time. In this instance, I’ll always build my wood fire with firelight and kindling followed by larger twigs and sticks and then logs. I arrange my logs in rows of three, evenly spaced in between, and sit three logs on top perpendicular to the first row. I’ll add one more row to the top, parallel to the first row, before lighting the whole thing up. If you’ve built your fire correctly, the whole stack will go up in a blaze, but given time (20–25 minutes depending on the wood) it will burn down to a proper bed of coals that are perfect for grilling over.

If I’m building a charcoal fire for direct grilling I use a chimney starter, packed full with briquettes, and light firelight or newspaper underneath. Within 20–30 minutes you will have a bed of burning coals to empty into your barbecue.

Whether I’m using wood or charcoal, there are basic rules I always adhere to:


	Never grill off flame. It will leave a black residue of soot that will cling to your food and taint it with an acrid taste. Wait until the flames have burnt away and you’re left with a glowing bed of burning embers.

	Always set aside an area of your fire or grill for topping up with additional fuel. This will ensure you have a constant supply of incoming coals. You will need two distinct zones within your set-up. One for cooking over, the other for adding more coal or wood.

	Use a fire poker or shovel to move the embers around, building them up in areas where you’re looking for more heat, or distributing them outwards when you’re burning too high.

	If you’re using a barbecue with vents at the bottom, play around and see how the airflow impacts upon your burn. Adjust according to requirements. If you need more throttle, open up all the way.



STARTING AND TENDING FOR INDIRECT SMOKING/ROASTING

If I’m in for the long haul, cooking low-and-slow over several hours or more, I don’t want to be building up my fire every half an hour, so I always opt for a bed of good-quality slow-burning charcoal briquettes and feed it with wood chunks intermittently to add the smoky flavour I’m looking for.

Make sure the vents in your barbecue are open and set a small bed of charcoal alight (7–10 briquettes) using a chimney starter or a blowtorch. Top the burning coals with a good pile of unlit briquettes, followed by a handful of wood chunks. Put the lid on and once the desired internal temperature has been reached close off the vents and add your meat.

The process of monitoring and maintaining the temperature in your barbecue is one that demands practice. Essentially you have two main forms of control. You can shut off (choke) or open up the air vents, or add more lit coals as the temperature starts to drop off. As a general rule, you will need to add five lit charcoal briquettes every hour or so to maintain steady temperature, but of course there are many external factors at play (such as outdoor temperature and wind), so this rule is not hard and fast.

HOW TO BARBUCUE MEAT

SOURCING

The process of correctly barbecuing meat starts with sourcing the best you can find. Ask your butcher where it came from, how it was farmed, what it was fed. You’re looking for sustainably reared meat. Better still, buy direct from the farm if you have an avenue to do so.

Rare heritage breeds, particularly with beef and pork, are a luxury worth one’s salt if your money can stretch that far. They will yield a far superior product because of the care and craft that’s gone into the rearing.

PREPARATION

There are endless debates within the world of barbecue as to the best methods of meat preparation. Ignore them. My feeling is that it’s best to figure out your own position through trial and error.

BRINING

The process of salting meat helps to keep it moist and juicy, specifically by drawing moisture to its surface, protecting it from drying out and overcooking whilst you wait for the meat to cook sufficiently at its centre.

How you apply the salt, whether with a wet brine, a saline solution or a rub, will really depend on individual preference.

I tend to wet-brine pork and game birds, as I find both are in greatest danger of drying out during the cook. Just be sure not to brine your meat for too long and if in doubt give it less time rather than more. I like to use yoghurt as a tenderiser for chicken. And I mostly dry-brine lamb or beef using a rub.

MARINATING

Many of the recipes call for marinating the meat in advance. I’m a big fan of marinades, both to tenderise meat and to add an extra layer of flavour. As a general rule of thumb, the longer you can leave the meat to marinate the better. If time is precious, don’t be put off. A long marinade is ideal, not essential.

TEMPERING

Ideally you should let your meat come up to room temperature before cooking it. This is to get the centre of the meat up to the same temperature as the surface, which prevents the surface from overcooking and drying out whilst waiting for the centre of the cut to be cooked properly. Allow smaller cuts of meat to sit, covered, for up to 30 minutes, and up to an hour for larger cuts and whole joints.

BARBECUING

Here are some principles to keep in mind when barbecuing.

MAILLARD REACTION

The Maillard reaction, so-named after the French scientist Louis Maillard, who undertook a study on the browning of meat way back when, occurs when the surface of food comes into contact with dry heat, causing a reaction between naturally occurring sugars and amino acids that generates browning or caramelisation. In simple barbecue terms, it’s what happens when meat develops its crunchy, richly flavoured mahogany-brown surface that keeps us coming back for more. No matter the cut or the technique, the end goal is always the same – we want the meat surface to have a deep caramelised crust.

REVERSE-SEARING AND TWO-STAGE COOKING

One of the major problems we face when barbecuing is the danger of meat drying out and overcooking at its surface before being cooked to adequate ‘doneness’ at its centre. Reverse-searing is a technique to help overcome this and involves cooking or smoking meat indirectly at a lower heat so that you give it the opportunity to gently come up to temperature at its core, before finishing it directly over burning embers at a far higher temperature to achieve the coloured exterior that is so desirable. This is also referred to as two-stage cooking.

Reverse-searing is considered most suitable for thick cuts of steak such as ribeye, or particularly large chops, butterflied leg of lamb, whole chickens or boned chicken joints.

LOW-AND-SLOW, BARBECUE-ROASTING AND MANGAL GRILLING

Low-and-slow smoking involves cooking large joints of meat indirectly (see two-zone set-up for indirect grilling) at very low temperatures, usually in the range of 110–130°C, for a long period of time. Most large joints of meat are suited to this style of barbecue but I tend to use it when the goal is to take the internal temperature very high, to 88°C and beyond, until the collagen breaks down and the meat all but falls apart. Examples include beef brisket or short rib, pork shoulder or ribs, lamb shoulder or shank.

In the restaurant we use a commercial woodsmoker, but your barbecue at home will be fine (see Barbecuing Devices).

Barbecue roasting occurs when your barbecue is heated to a higher temperature, usually in the range of 130–160°C. I like to employ this technique to roast my meat indirectly (see two-zone set-up for indirect grilling), as one would use an oven, only imparting the unmistakable taste of smoke.

The technique is great for slow-roasting large joints of meat, often on the bone, such as pork belly or a loin of pork, as well as a leg of lamb, whole chicken and large cuts of beef such as rib-eye.

Unsurprisingly the cook time is shorter than with low-and-slow and I tend to pull red meat out somewhere between 50°C and 60°C, depending on how I want my meat to be cooked, or 68°C and 70°C for chicken.

Mangal grilling is akin to grilling direct. Here the meat is cooked very close to the charcoal over searing heat and turned regularly. It would be rare to direct grill anything that takes longer than 12–15 minutes to cook, with the exception of some thick cuts of steak. In general, direct grilling is a good technique for small or thinner cuts, such as skewered kebabs, offal or chops, and butterflied birds.

In the restaurant we use a big open mangal (grill) for the purposes of direct grilling, but at home you can direct grill off any of the devices used for two-zone barbecuing (see Barbecuing Devices), or indeed just a fire pit with a cast-iron grill on legs.

SOUTH AMERICAN BARBECUE

Worth mentioning is the barbecue technique employed in parts of South America, specifically Argentina and Uruguay, as well as parts of Southern America, which doesn’t fall into any of these categories but instead borrows from all three. Whole animals, or entire joints, are hung or positioned at a significant distance from an open burning fire (usually wood), to roast very slowly over a gentle heat, until golden brown and cooked to the desired level. This can often take 8–12 hours. It is a labour of love that pays in dividends.

RESTING

Resting is a subject of fierce debate amongst barbecuing aficionados. Some see it as a critical step in correctly grilling a piece of meat, one often overlooked, whilst others believe it to be detrimental to the finished product.

I’m a fan of the rest. For meat that has been directly grilled, or barbecue-roasted at higher temperatures for shorter periods of time, I find that resting the meat after it has finished cooking gives it the opportunity to relax, encouraging the meat juices to redistribute evenly across the whole cut and improving texture. It’s worth noting that resting does not apply to smoking low-and-slow, where the temperature is so low that the meat is effectively resting as it cooks.

As a general but vague rule of thumb I tend to rest meat for half its cook time, turning it halfway through so that it can rest evenly on both sides. This rule tends to apply to direct grilling of steaks, chops or large joints of beef or lamb, but does not hold up in all instances.

CARVING

Always carve against the grain. It will make the meat so much easier to chew. The grain is usually pretty visible, but if in doubt you’ll definitely be able to see once you’ve made the first slice. Readjust if you got it wrong the first time. 
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ESSENTIAL TOOLS
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HEAVY-DUTY BARBECUE TONGS

These will become an extension of your arm. Like a good pair of shoes, you need to find a pair that feels comfortable. For me, the longer the better.

THERMOMETER PROBES

With enough time chalked up behind a grill barbecuing, you will learn how to feel for when your meat is ‘done’. But this tends to be a skill reserved for experts and doesn’t really help for low-and-slow-cooked joints of meat. A thermometer probe enables you to get an accurate read on your meat.

I like to use two different types of probe – a Thermopen and a Maverick Dual Probe. The latter comes with two probes, one for leaving in the meat as it cooks and a second for gauging the temperature of your barbecue. It transmits the temperature readings to a handheld device, which is particularly useful for barbecuing large joints indirect, as it enables you to go about other duties from afar whilst keeping an eye on how your meat is cooking.

CAST-IRON PANS

These absorb heat beautifully, distributing it evenly across the surface. They never bend or warp, no matter how hot they might get, which makes them perfect for cooking on or over fire and virtually indestructible. And contrary to popular belief, maintenance is straightforward and relatively effortless. Scrub after use. Keep dry and well oiled. Treat with love and care. The end.

Look out for Lodge, which is my favourite brand to use, but there are plenty of other reputable manufacturers to choose from.

WELDING GLOVES

Welding gloves are readily available online for next to nothing. Invest in a pair or five. You’ll be grateful to have them, believe me.

GRILL BRUSH

Always keep your grill grate well brushed after use. You’ll be amazed how quickly it will build up with tar, making it more difficult to cook and to clean. I don’t believe that grill grates need to be scrubbed clean too often, but they should be kept free from the excessive build-up of charred debris.

COAL SHOVEL OR TRENCH SHOVEL AND FIRE POKER

Both of these tools are useful for manoeuvring hot coals around, or getting rid of them at the end of a cook. They’ll also make you look like you actually know what you’re doing in front of your mates. When in doubt, just shovel the coals around aimlessly for a few seconds. It normally does the trick.

METAL SKEWERS

Kebab skewers can be found in most Turkish or Middle Eastern grocers of notable size. Or else buy them online. I keep a variety, in all different shapes and sizes.

CHIMNEY STARTER

A Weber chimney starter (or any other brand for that matter) is a great little device for getting your coals burning real quick.

OTHER BITS AND PIECES …


	Heavy-duty meat turner or spatula

	Firelights

	Ash and charcoal bin

	Bricks for resting your grill or burning hot items on

	Heavy-duty barbecue apron



BARBECUING DEVICES

KETTLE BBQ

A Weber Original Kettle Charcoal Grill is a brilliant entry-level barbecue to get a handle on barbecuing techniques such as two-zone cooking, low-and-slow smoking and direct grilling. It’s the simplest of designs, with vents at the bottom and in the lid to control the airflow and thus the temperature. The main advantage of a Weber Kettle is price, which is not at all prohibitive, but its downside is insulation. It doesn’t hold temperature very well, or for all that long, meaning you’ll have to spend a good amount of time playing with the vents and your fire to learn how to control the internal temperature. In short, it’s great for quick smokes, but will require more attention when it comes to low-and-slow.

DRUM BARREL SMOKER

A drum barrel smoker is essentially a vertical oil drum with a charcoal grate at the bottom and a grill grate at the top, separated by a water pan, which sits in between the two. It’s a handy piece of kit with similar upsides and downsides to a kettle, but the one main advantage being its configuration, which enables you to hang meat and utilise its depth, as opposed to being confined to the width available on the grill grate. This ultimately means they have a bigger capacity. The provision and position of a water pan also helps to distinctly separate out the meat from the heat source. I’d recommend a Mac ProQ Elite.

CERAMIC EGG

A ceramic egg barbecue such as a Big Green Egg is by far the most sophisticated barbecue available for dedicated barbecuing enthusiasts. The ceramic insulates and distributes heat brilliantly, meaning the egg will hold its temperature for many hours before you need to fiddle with the controls. The convenience of being able to step away from your fire for several hours and get on with other things comes at a price. It’s really a matter of how dedicated you are as to whether the price is justified.
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