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For Bef and Acey xx

Another wonderful book to be cooking outside in the garden with, watching mates have a great time!
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my favourite way to cook

Why do I love barbecue cooking? First and foremost, it’s got to be the flavour profile. All those smoky, coal-fired charred flavours and delicious caramelisation – there’s nothing else like it. In nearly every country in the world, people cook over coals and flames and you can explore some incredible global influences on the grill, tasting a bit of almost every cuisine you can think of – without ever leaving your back garden. The social aspect of barbecuing and cooking outside is hard to beat too. At the weekend, I love nothing more than inviting friends and family over, lighting up the coals and cooking up a big barbecue feast. And not just in the summer months either – you’ll find me out there all year round, hovering over the flames and grilling up a storm!

I think cooking over fire brings people together in a really special way and we, as humans, feel very connected to it. But there is a misconception that barbecue cooking is difficult; it’s actually one of the most forgiving ways you can cook. There’s an element of unpredictability, but that’s part of the fun. You can’t be too precise as you can never completely control it – it’s not like cooking in your oven at home. The reality is about playing with all those amazing flavours, making a bit of mess and, most of all, enjoying the process.

The basics of barbecuing

It’s true that barbecue cooking isn’t difficult, but there is a little more to it than simply whacking on a burger, hoping for the best, then taking it off when it’s looking a bit burnt. I promise, though, that it only takes a bit of practice to understand how cooking over coals works, and how to use your barbecue to get the best from your ingredients.

What kind of barbecue?

There are a few different ways of cooking on a barbecue – and, of course, there are a few different types of barbecue to choose from. The kind of barbecue most people will have at home will be some variation of a metal rack set over coals, usually with a lid. You can wave your hand over the grill and instantly feel where the hotter and cooler areas are. It’s how most of us get into barbecuing and it’s a brilliant way to learn the basics – and you can achieve some incredible results!

A really helpful way to approach cooking on a barbecue is to think of it like using the grill in your kitchen oven, but the heat is coming from the bottom rather than the top. We all know how to use a grill, and this really isn’t much different. It can be quite an intense heat and has a great smoky flavour, so cooking like this is perfect for smaller pieces of food that cook fairly quickly, whether that’s halloumi cheese, prawns, a minute steak or a bratwurst hotdog. You wouldn’t cook a roast chicken under your grill at home, so think about it from that perspective and it’ll help you understand the cooking process.

Another option is an egg-style barbecue. If you have one of these, you can treat it almost exactly like a domestic oven at home, except you are getting all that amazing deep, smoky flavour from the coals. This type of barbecue is very easy to use: you heat the coals to the right temperature, checking the temperature gauge on the front, and then regulate the heat by closing or opening the lid. Once at the correct temperature, it can maintain that for quite a long time – I’ve even done a roast turkey in one at Christmas! (It’d be great with the sprout and cabbage slaw.)

Turning up the heat

When it comes to controlling the heat, this can be done in one of two ways. Using metal coal tongs, you can simply move the coals around underneath the grill to create hotter or cooler spots. Depending on what you’re cooking, you’ll likely want a range of temperatures on your barbecue at the same time – higher, direct heat to sear meat or fish; cooler, indirect heat areas to cook some veg more slowly – so shift your coals around to create different heat zones. You can also just pick up whatever you’re cooking and move it to a cooler part of the barbecue, maybe around the edge, or some barbecues have a choice of racks, positioned further away from the coals.

If you need to adjust the heat across the whole of your coals, close the lid on the barbecue. To increase the temperature, leave the air vents open to keep the oxygen circulating and the coals burning; or to lower the temperature, close the air vents and the coals will start to cool down.

If you need a longer, slower cook for something like poussins or Jerk-style chicken, then you’re looking for direct all-round heat. Closing the lid on the barbecue turns it into more like a conventional oven, creating a surrounding temperature of about 180–200°C. You do still have to keep checking to make sure it’s not getting too hot or cooling down, adjusting the air vents accordingly and maybe adding some more coals halfway through. Slower cooking over a longer time is best for larger pieces of meat or big pieces of veg. The longer cooking time means they take on even deeper chargrilled flavour that goes right into the core of what you’re cooking. These kinds of recipes are also perfect for egg-style barbecues where the heat stays steady for longer.

Thinking outside the grill

You can also cook directly in the coals! It’s a good idea to place your meat, fish or veg in a sieve (or fish cage) first to protect them a little bit, but then you can sear it right on the hot coals. Often, I’ll cook something slowly first, and then put it directly on the coals for a final blast of intense barbecue heat and flavour. It’s an especially good way of getting smokiness into chunky veg – aubergines, beetroot and potatoes work brilliantly cooked like this. Try the Dirty roasted beetroots with ajo blanco.

Another way you can work with your barbecue to maximise those incredible flavours and get the most from your ingredients is to cook something inside in your oven first and then finish it off on the grill. Some of the recipes in this book do this – like the ribs, here and here, which are braised in the oven and then caramelised on the barbecue to get deliciously charred. It’s a great way of prepping ahead before you have people coming over too, and reducing the amount of time you need to cook over coals.

You can even treat your barbecue like a hob and cook using pans or trays. You’ll still get a lot of that amazing smoky flavour and it’s ideal for ingredients you wouldn’t usually think about cooking on the grill, like more delicate fish or vegetables, without risking them sticking to the rack or falling between the gaps.

Thinking about your barbecue more like an oven and grill – with or without a hob – makes the whole process easier to understand and less intimidating.

The secret to cooking over coals

Barbecue cooking is all about its distinct char‑ grilled flavour. It’s what is unique about cooking over coals that you can’t get from any other style of cookery. And the secret to success is working even more flavour into your food at every stage of the process to enhance that barbecue taste: think rubs, marinades, glazes and smoke.

Dry rubs and marinades

Dry rubs and marinades are easy ways to make a big, big difference to meat, fish and veg. They’re core techniques used in barbecue cooking around the world – to cure, tenderise, season and impart flavour. Dry rubs are blends of spices, seasonings and sometimes sugar, which add an intense extra level of flavour, especially if you give them enough time to work into your ingredients. And they create a beautiful flavour-packed crust as they cook.

When it comes to marinades, even if you have just half an hour it will impart so much extra flavour, and can also help prevent meat and fish drying out during cooking. You can use bold ingredients – such as tamarind, harissa paste, garlic and ginger, as in the bream, prawns and cauliflower steaks. Or keep it simple, with just a little lime zest, salt and pepper and olive oil, as for the tuna steaks.

Consider what you’re adding a marinade or spice rub to: meat cuts with a higher fat content can stand up to much stronger flavourings than more delicate fish and seafood. But then again, don’t over-think it – there are no hard and fast rules when it comes to barbecue cooking.

Glazes

Glazes are another brilliant way of preventing things drying out and taking that flavour profile up a notch, as you brush them onto meat, fish or veg while they’re on the grill. Usually a combination of sweet and sour, they can be as simple as honey and vinegar, as in Paprika pork skewers. But it’s also an opportunity to go big and include more complex layers of flavour like in the Lamb cutlets with a Sichuan sweet chilli sauce. One note of warning: as glazes are usually quite sweet and sticky, they can drip down onto the hot coals and cause flames to leap up and burn your food. Some barbecues have a drip tray which can help prevent this, but otherwise just keep an eye on it and don’t slather on too much glaze at once.

Smoke

To further enhance that distinctive, irresistible smoky taste, you can either cook things slowly on the grill, to allow more time to absorb flavours from the coals, or there are a couple of clever ways I like to introduce an intense extra smokiness right at the end of cooking. One way to do this is by dropping a bunch of woody dried herbs like rosemary or thyme directly onto the coals; they set alight, creating a delicious herby smoke that wafts over whatever you’re cooking. I’ve done this with the smoky potatoes. Another way is to add wood chips to the coals, which burn quickly, releasing a flavoured smoke – try the Smoky hot queso dip. You can experiment with different types of wood – fruit woods are sweeter and milder, so work better with fish and chicken, while oak and hickory have deeper smoky flavours, more suited to lamb, pork and beef.
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Sauces and condiments

Then you have your secret barbecue weapon: dipping sauces and condiments, which are a brilliant bonus way of introducing a final layer of flavour to your barbecue feast. You can make an incredible chimichurri sauce or home-made tzatziki, but to be totally honest, bottled condiments work fantastically well too. Even just a simple mustard will go a long way, adding a bit of heat or warmth, or an Americanstyle mustard to bring some sweetness. Barbecue sauces are great too, combining that sweet-sour taste that glazes often have. And, of course, you can’t go far wrong with classic ketchup.

The original global cuisine

You might normally think of barbecue cooking as being just a lot of burgers and steaks, but there’s so much more to it than that. Many nations around the world cook on coals and cook outdoors every day, whether at home or even in restaurants. They know nothing compares to the flavours you get from coal-fired (or wood-fired) simple cookery. Cooking outside is the perfect opportunity to experiment with how different cultures make the most of all those tasty barbecue flavours.

I’ve taken inspiration from almost every corner of the planet – from Indian-style Lamb with 
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