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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to CHARRED, a rather useful collection of easy and colourful grilled vegetable recipes. As a passionate omnivore, my overriding desire with this book was simply to explode the myth that good barbecue has to be all about Man vs. Meat.

Barbecuing as a way of cooking, and indeed as a way of life for some, is on an exponential rise. Cooking over fire at home has never been more popular, and the British competition barbecue scene is flourishing. Running alongside that, the appetite for eating more veg and less meat is huge, as we realise it’s better for both our planet and our bodies if we make our diets a little less carnivorous.

Up until now, inventive vegetarian barbecue recipes have failed to hit the mainstream with any great impact and are often limited to corn on the cob and halloumi, perhaps with a little damp coleslaw nestled alongside. Not that there is anything wrong with either, and indeed there are several delicious recipes for both within these pages, but really, grilled sweetcorn plus a rather addictive cheese are just the very cusp of what is possible. Within these pages, I hope to show you that the taste of pretty much any vegetable you can think of can be elevated by a little fire and smoke.

When you cook over a grill or griddle, some sort of magic happens: flavours intensify, surfaces caramelise and edges get irresistibly crisp and charred. Plus, the whole theatre around this way of cooking can only add to the experience. Don’t take my word for it; there is plenty of geeky science behind what we all instinctively know – that fire basically makes things taste better. The high heat of the grill or griddle causes intense caramelisation of sugars and also causes the aroma- and flavour-enhancing Maillard reaction. This chemical reaction between amino acids and sugars is definitely not limited to the cooking of meat. Carrots, cauliflower, sweet potatoes, onions, sweetcorn, broccoli, mushrooms and so many others are capable of the Maillard reaction given the right temperatures.

My favourite place to cook is outside, and this is where I head given every opportunity. Freeing myself from the shackles of the kitchen and getting out into the fresh air is irresistible, and besides, who can deny that food tastes better when eaten outside? However, as we all know, the weather can be inclement, and while I enjoy barbecuing all year round it’s a rare winter’s night that would find me outside in the cold and dark. So with that in mind, as many of these recipes as possible have been designed and tested on a griddle pan on the hob as well as on a barbecue in my garden.

Not all the recipes will work on a griddle pan. For some, particularly those from the Low, Slow and Smoked and the Stuffed and Wrapped chapters, you will need to get outside and get the barbecue lit. Look out for the or symbol on each recipe to see where it’s best cooked. A good, hot oven could also be used for a few of the stuffed vegetables (look for the symbol), but you obviously can’t add that element of smoke that adds so much in the flavour department.

Conversely, not all these recipes are natural candidates for cooking outside – the more delicate fritters and bean burgers actually benefit from being cooked in a frying pan with a more generous amount of oil – those delicious crisp edges cannot be achieved with heat alone. But there is absolutely nothing to stop you taking your frying pan to the fire and cooking them outside. I do this often, for all the same reasons I like grilling on my barbecue.

So, delve into CHARRED. I hope within its pages you will find much inspiration for broadening your barbecue repertoire. Do find me on social media, ask me questions and share your vegetable-meets-fire creations.

Happy grilling!

@GenevieveEats
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CHARRED PRACTICALITIES: EQUIPMENT AND TECHNIQUES

Cooking on a barbecue requires more intuition than cooking inside on a hob. Various factors will affect success – the fuel you are using, the humidity in the air, how windy it is, to name but a few – so you need to learn to go with the flow a little more and adopt a done-when-it’s-done attitude. I often think this is why there has been a huge surge recently in professional chefs embracing live fire cooking. It adds another level of challenge: you need to learn to work with your fire, and to a certain degree there’s no technology that can help with that; it just comes with practice and a certain amount of confidence. And barbecue cooking is all the more enjoyable for it.

Equipment

I like to keep things simple in the cooking department and prefer to operate with the minimum of equipment and gadgetry. However, there are some bits of kit that are invaluable. Here are a few of the things I just wouldn’t be without:

A barbecue

Obviously the number one item you need (although do see griddle pan, overleaf), and you can go gas or you can go charcoal. There is a bit (actually, rather a lot) of snobbery about using gas among the barbecue community, which I can understand to an extent. Certainly gas doesn’t give you that all-round elemental fire thing that is the main draw for barbecue fans. However, the simple fact of the matter is you can get great results from gas grilling. As something of a barbecue addict I have both in my garden, tending to veer towards the convenience of the gas grill if it’s cold and wet and I just want to cook something super-fast and head back inside to eat it. I much prefer using my charcoal grill – the enjoyment factor is definitely higher and it’s my go-to option.

The main thing, whether gas or charcoal, is to get a barbecue with a lid, as you then have the option to use it like an oven – the heat stays in and you cook all round the food rather than just searing the underside.

The fuel

If you’ve chosen gas, gas is pretty much gas, but with charcoal there are a few factors to consider. Try to avoid mass-produced charcoal from a garage or supermarket if you can. This often contains chemicals to promote speedy lighting and these can taint your food. Really, with the right technique (see chimney starter, overleaf) there is absolutely no need for any fire-lighting accelerants in your charcoal. I would urge you seek out a good lumpwood charcoal, made in an environmentally friendly way with minimal energy input and from sustainable, ecologically sound sources. Making charcoal is an ancient skill that, if done properly, promotes ecological diversity within woodland habitats, so you can feel good about burning it. Finally, with decent lumpwood charcoal it’s fine to add the odd lump now and then during cooking to keep the fire going steadily (if you are smoking over a long period of time, for example). You can’t do this with cheaper charcoal or briquettes, as they need to be burned to embers before they get near food.

I either buy my fuel online from the excellent Oxford Charcoal Company, or I pick up bags of artisan charcoal from small local producers when I’m out and about on my travels.

A chimney starter

This is the simplest and most efficient way to get your charcoal lit, and once you’ve invested in this cheap bit of kit I guarantee you won’t look back. It’s a simple metal cylinder with air holes and a grill towards the base, and you just fill it up with charcoal, set it on the grill bars, place a firelighter and a sheet or two of scrunched-up newspaper under the base, and light it. Within 10 minutes or so you’ll have a whole heap of hot coals at your disposal. Use heatproof gloves to upend these into your barbecue, distributing them to suit your cooking technique (see direct and indirect grilling, below). You can also use a chimney starter to cook up extra batches of fuel to add to the barbecue if you are doing a long cook; just be sure to set it on a heatproof surface. I use an old flagstone.

Natural firelighters

Little twisty firelighters made from wood shavings dipped in wax, these contain no chemicals to taint your food and are a pleasure to light. Find them easily in wood-stove shops and online, and even in some supermarkets.

Long-handled barbecue tongs

Things will get pretty hot, so you need the right tongs to turn your food and move things around.

Leather gloves or heatproof mitts

I have a set of leather welding gloves that are invaluable for manoeuvring the chimney starter, repositioning the grill and lifting off hot trays of cooked food. Although I do wish they were smaller – there must be lady welders out there who would appreciate gloves that fitted!

A plancha

Otherwise known as a chapa or a hotplate, a plancha is a heavy-duty flat cooking surface. I have one made by Netherton Foundry in Shropshire that is brilliantly sturdy and will last me a lifetime. The heavyweight nature of a plancha means it heats slowly and emits the fire’s energy in a steady, even way. Which makes it brilliant for cooking fritters and flatbreads and delicate veg that might fall through the grill bars. A plancha makes amazing pancakes too. And yes, I do occasionally cook pancakes on my barbecue.

A cheap, thin baking sheet

If you don’t have a plancha, you can improvise with an old baking sheet, although it will no doubt warp and twist under the high heat, so grabbing something cheap and cheerful is fine. Occasionally a baking sheet is the better thing for the job; for example, if you want quick, high heat under something that would be a bit wobbly directly on the grill bars, like the lentil-stuffed courgettes. Or with the stuffed mushrooms, which have a tendency to ooze cheese that you wouldn’t want to lose to the fire.

A griddle pan

With a griddle pan you will be able to add that barbecue vibe to your food even when the weather outside is miserable, or indeed if you have no space to barbecue. Invest in a heavy-duty cast-iron griddle, ideally with a generous surface area covering two rings on the hob to give you maximum cooking room.

Kebab skewers

I always recommend using metal skewers. Not only are they reusable forever, they won’t catch fire like the bamboo ones are prone to. I know that we are often advised to ‘soak bamboo skewers for 30 minutes’ to stop them burning. In practice I find this to be completely inadequate. As a bonus, the metal helps conduct heat through to the centre of whatever you are cooking so it cooks more evenly too. You’ll find metal ones very cheaply in most supermarkets, particularly during the summer ‘barbecue season’.
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Techniques

As I mentioned earlier, much about barbecue cooking is learning ‘on the job’, and if you do it often you quickly learn what works for you and what doesn’t. Here are a few things to think about.

Heating-up time

With a chimney starter and decent fuel you can get a charcoal barbecue ready to cook on in around 10–15 minutes. Without a chimney starter, it’s more like 30 or perhaps even a little more. A gas grill will take around 10 minutes to heat up, which is about the same time as a griddle on the hob. Heating up a plancha from cold will add an additional 10 minutes to heating-up time.

All barbecues will have hot spots and cool spots. This is actually a good thing, as you can move food around to suit its heat requirements. With a gas grill, learn where they are, and with a charcoal grill, learn how to create them (see below).

Direct and indirect grilling

Simply put, you either grill directly, over the fire, or indirectly, off to the side of the fire, or you can cook on both, which you could call two-zone cooking. You can configure your charcoal arrangement in different ways: a ring around the edge, or a pile in the middle with the edges clear, or (the way I usually do it) a sort of half and half arrangement with coals one side and nothing the other. To achieve this with a gas barbecue you simply leave some of the burners unlit and use that side to cook indirectly. I would always advise you to set up your charcoal barbecue for two-zone cooking – if there is an even layer of coals all over you have no wriggle room to move things away from the fire if they are cooking too quickly.

With a griddle pan, you can achieve something vaguely similar to two-zone cooking by starting veg off on a cold griddle so they begin to soften as it heats up. This is useful for grilling something dense like slices of butternut squash. If your grill spans two rings on the hob, even better – you just don’t light one half and the heat will transfer across the griddle in a much more gentle way on the unlit side.

How hot is too hot?

Vegetables can often take a higher direct heat than meat – there are no collagen fibres to tighten and toughen up, and no particularly critical or safe internal temperatures to worry about. So in that sense they are often easier.

It’s good to consider the different cooking requirements of different vegetables, as that will affect whether you choose direct or indirect cooking methods, or indeed opt for a bit of both. So something like delicate asparagus will cook best over a quick, high heat, whereas the dense flesh of parsnips is best given the low and slow treatment. In some cases, like with cauliflower or carrots, the ideal thing is a brief plunge into boiling water to start off the cooking process before finishing off on the grill.

When you want to cook different veg at the same time and in the same place – as on a kebab skewer – try to make all the pieces evenly sized so they all come into contact with the grill. If the veg in question have wildly different cooking needs, like the Moroccan aubergine and tomato kebabs, you are best off threading and cooking on separate skewers.

Smoking

For the same reasons as above, you can run the barbecue slightly hotter when you smoke vegetables than you would if you were smoking meat. Temperature is not quite so critical. However, some recipes, like the swede or the onions, are definitely designed to take as long as possible for the best results.

To create smoke for flavour you have three options. The first, using whole wood logs, is great if you are cooking on an open fire, not so great on a barbecue with a lid, as there will be too much smoke and it’s all a bit harder to control. The next option, and my preferred one, is little chunks of wood that you can add bit by bit as you go. I would start smoking by adding about three to my fire, then top up with the odd one or two now and then. Thirdly, you can buy bags of smoking chips, which usually say to soak them in water before you use them so they don’t burn too fast. I have tried soaking and not soaking and generally prefer the latter, just adding them more frequently. When the chips are wet you get something of a damp and rather acrid smoke, which is not altogether desirable. It’s worth noting that the hotter the fire, the less smoke effect you get, and that a more gently burning fire will smoke more.

Once you get into smoking you can experiment with all sorts of different woods to give slightly different flavours. My standard go-to wood for smoking vegetables is little Jenga bricks of oak.

You can smoke on a gas grill – it’s not as easy, but it’s possible. A few come with tubes you can fill with smoking chips and rest over the burners, or you can put the chips into a tin tray and do the same thing. I wouldn’t use chunks of wood on a gas grill.

Note on equipment

Where I have suggested that you use your frying pan or grill pan on the barbecue (and by all means stick to the hob if you prefer), make sure that it is flameproof and non-stick and does not have plastic or wooden handles.
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Ingredient notes

A few final thoughts that are not just relevant to grilling but to all areas of my kitchen . . .

When using spices, try to use whole spices and grind them as you need them – the taste is quite simply a million times better if they are freshly ground. In an ideal world, toast your spices before grinding – it takes seconds in a dry pan over a high heat but adds so much to the flavour.

With spices and herbs I implore you to use them often and to use them generously. To me, there is little point in adding a mini-sprinkle or a quarter teaspoon. Throughout this book you will see me refer to a ‘loose handful’ of this or a ‘heaped teaspoon’ of that. Be bold with your flavours and you will be amply rewarded.

When I refer to salt in a recipe, I invariably mean flaky sea salt, unless I specify fine salt. That is my preference, partly because I love the texture between my fingers as I crumble it into a marinade and the crunch between my teeth as I eat. Good salt is certainly worth its salt in my kitchen. I always think if you are cooking from scratch and not eating much processed food, you can be reasonably liberal with salt as a seasoning.

Finally, to olive oil, the starting point of so many of the recipes within these pages. I generally have a fairly standard bottle of extra virgin olive oil that I do much of my cooking with. Nothing fancy, just a blend that will add some flavour but not cost the earth. Then I save the really good olive oil to drizzle over post-cooking when I want a properly good hit of what is undoubtedly one of the best tastes in the world.
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