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INTRODUCTION
AT THE END OF THE DAY, WHEN THE FOOD HAS
ALL BEEN SERVED AND SAVORED, WHAT’S LEFT IS
YOUR CONNECTION TO THE PEOPLE AROUND
YOUR FIRE.

A ﬁre adds ﬂavor to your food but it’s more than just a method of cooking. A live ﬁr
transforms the meal into a gathering, whether you’re cooking for two people or tw
hundred. Italians know this at a cellular level. Ask any Italian, any time of day, if h
would rather cook and eat outdoors or inside, and you’ll get a “whaddya kidding me?
kind of look. Outdoors! When I have a great ﬁre going and a gorgeous cut of mea
perfectly seasoned and ready to go on that ﬁre, I am a happy man. I can’t even explai
this; I just know that cooking over a live fire satisfies some deep, primal urge.

DRAMATIC FIRES AND EVERYDAY FIRES
I’ll share a few restaurant techniques but this book is really about how I cook over a ﬁre at home. M
goal is to make cooking over a ﬁre feel less intimidating, and I’ve written the recipes so cooks at ever
skill level can use them. You’ll see how I use a ﬁre to mark big occasions but also how ﬁre can elevat
a midweek family dinner or transform leftovers into a great meal (like Potato Polpette, Two Ways
page 114). I’ll show you how dramatic a ﬁre can be: Flip through the ﬁrst chapter and you’ll se
photographs of my 2011 Harvest Dinner where we cooked two whole lambs on iron crosses—met
frames that hold the lamb over the ﬁre. That’s one extreme. To see how I use ﬁre for everyda
cooking, ﬂip to page 93 and you’ll ﬁnd a pizza party that couldn’t be easier. The prep work is simpl
you cook the pizzas on the grill, and stay relaxed enough to visit with your guests.

THE MAIN POINT OF COOKING WITH LIVE FIRE
In this book, I’ll teach you how to cook over a big ﬁre, but also show you how to make ﬁre the cente
of smaller, more intimate gatherings. Yes, the folks at a Harvest Dinner will remember the drama of
whole lamb. But don’t underestimate the power of ﬂame to light up a simple Tuesday night dinne
(See The Urban Grill, page 46, which shares where I had one of the best grilled cheese sandwiche
I’ve tasted.)
The Harvest Dinner, pizza party, and rooftop grilled cheese are really about the same thing: usin
fire to create a community.
We humans have an afﬁnity for ﬁre; we’re drawn to it. There’s a natural rhythm to a ﬁre that peopl
respond to. When you cook over ﬁre, your food tastes better and your gatherings have more warmt
My favorite part of an evening might be when the embers are dying and it’s time to head home bu
everybody stays seated around the ﬁre, quiet and content in the half-light and unwilling to leave th
circle just yet—that’s the moment you aim for when you start by building a fire.

WHAT DO I MEAN BY LIVE FIRE?
I don’t mean barbecuing. While some of the foods in this book are cooked on a backyard grill, yo
won’t ﬁnd typical barbecue recipes here. This book is about live ﬁre, which means using differen
types of fuel—wood, charcoal, gas—with a variety of outdoor cooking techniques and equipmen
You’ll see how to use a hot box to cook a whole suckling pig or a dozen chickens at one time. You
learn how to cook a whole baby goat on a revolving spit over a ﬁre. You’ll also see how to use ﬂame t
add ﬂavor to simple foods you usually cook indoors such as chicken and dumplings or leftove
mashed potatoes or even a grilled cheese sandwich.
My friend Bobby Flay and I were discussing grilling and I caught some heat for a comment that
made: I said that grilling is not cooking. (Wait, wait—hear me out.) When I hear the word “grilling,”
think of a guy sitting next to a Weber in a lawn chair, drinking a beer, and holding a spatula—and it
going to take a lot to pry him out of that lawn chair.
That guy in the lawn chair is not the audience for this book. I may cook over a grill but I am no
grilling, I am cooking. I’m making sure the beef (or ﬁsh or chicken or vegetable) is seasoned perfectl
I’m thinking about the meal as whole, I’m thinking about my guests and coming up with new ways o
using ﬁre to get better ﬂavor. I may be relaxed but I am not dozing in my lawn chair; I’m keeping
close watch so the meal comes off the fire at its peak.

CHOOSE WHAT TO COOK BASED ON YOUR EQUIPMENT
You choose what to cook based on where you’ll cook: You cook different foods over a campﬁre o
with a rotisserie than you would at your grill. This book is organized around that idea. Each chapte
shows you what I cook over a specific type of equipment: the hearth, a gas grill, a rotisserie, a planch
a ﬁre pit. You can absolutely cook a recipe from the ﬁre pit chapter at the hearth; you just have t
modify it a little to work for your heat source.

STAY SAFE

This may be the most important page in this book. I hope you read it more than once. Don’t g
burned—follow these guidelines for keeping yourself and your family safe while cooking with ﬁre
Look for this banner throughout the book for other safety tips.

• Don’t build a fire under tree limbs, patios, awnings, or the eaves of a building. Don’t
build a fire closer than 30 feet to any other structure, and never build a fire indoors
except in a fireplace or a wood-burning oven. (The garage? Forget about it!)

• Use extra caution when children are nearby. At our house we have one designated fire
person and one designated kid person so if I’m minding the fire I know my wife, Eileen
has an eye on the kids.

• Before you start the fire, have a safe, cleared space set aside where you can place hot
pieces of equipment like the grill rack or the rotisserie bar and know kids can’t touch
them. Make sure the ground is flat and clear of all brush where you plan to build a fire
or place a grill, and check that your grill is sturdy and well-balanced. A live fire on a
slant is a bad idea all the way around.

• Use the right size grill for what you’re cooking. Make sure your grill and what’s on it are
completely stable. Don’t ever rest a huge pot (like that used for the chicken and
dumplings shown on page 140) on a small grill or a kettle grill.

• Don’t spray anything flammable onto flames. This includes lighter fluid and even a
spray can of olive oil or nonstick cooking spray. You can spray the meat or any food
directly when it’s not near the fire or spray the grill baskets or grill rack before you star
grilling, but don’t spray anything (except water in a spray bottle) directly onto flames.
Because fire can travel up a stream of flammable liquid, you put yourself at great risk
by spraying anything except water onto a live fire. When it’s time to oil the grill rack,
pour a little olive oil onto a paper towel and hold it with a pair of long tongs.

• Choose the right tools when working with fire. Make sure all your chef’s tools—tongs,
spatulas, roasting forks—are extra-long with grips made of wood or other material that
doesn’t melt or conduct heat. Choose high-quality heat-proof gloves with long cuffs.
Don’t skimp when buying items that keep your hands safe from flame and heat.

• When you are sliding meat or game onto a rotisserie or spit bar, keep both hands on
either side of the food. Don’t put your hand in a position where it can be hurt by the
pointed end of the bar if the roast gives way suddenly.

• With a rotisserie, spit roast, or coal pan for the hot box, keep in mind that all these will
be exceptionally hot when they come off the fire. The buddy system works here; have
a friend help you lift hot, heavy items off the fire safely. Know where you will rest it
before you lift something hot. Always have two pairs of good sturdy fireproof gloves
before you start the fire.
• Have a source of water ready; a hose connected to a spigot is best.

• If you have a fire extinguisher, bring it outside and keep it nearby but don’t let the kids
touch it. Make sure your extinguisher has been inspected in the past six months. (If it
doesn’t have a tag showing date of inspection, take it in to be checked before you star
the fire.) If you have any questions about your fire extinguisher or just fire safety issue
in general, talk to the folks at your local fire department; if they can’t answer your
question, they’ll point you in the right direction.

GRILLING EQUIPMENT AND TOOLS

You can build a grill out of ten dollars’ worth of bricks, and cook a meal that tastes just a
good or better than food cooked on a six-thousand-dollar grill that’s bigger than your ca
(For proof, see the photos on pages 180 and 219. ) Where grilling is concerned, th
winner isn’t the person with the biggest, most expensive grill; the winner is the perso
who uses smoke and ﬂame to best advantage. Throughout this book, I’ll show you ho
I aim for ﬂavor on a grill, in a ﬁre pit, with a rotisserie (or a spitjack), in my hearth, in a ho
box, on a plancha, and using the coals left over from a ﬁre. Please don’t try to tackle a
these methods at once. Choose just one piece of equipment—maybe it’s your grill o
maybe you want to try cooking on a plancha. Cook on it every week, every day if yo
can, until you know that piece of equipment and feel conﬁdent using it. Then decid
which type of grilling equipment you’d like to master next.
TOOLS

You’ll need these every time you cook over fire.

CHARCOAL STARTER CHIMNEY
A simple, inexpensive metal cylinder with small openings at its base, the chimney is a much better wa
of starting charcoal than dousing it with lighter ﬂuid. I have two of these, so I can ignite a goo
amount of charcoal at one time. (See Igniting Charcoal, page 42, for directions on how to use
charcoal starter chimney.)

CUTTING BOARDS
Big cuts of meat call for oversize cutting boards. Keep your ﬁngers safe by not carving or chopping
leg of lamb or whole pig on a too-small board. Care for your cutting boards by wiping them every 3 t
6 months with an oil specially made for cutting blocks. See Resources, page 218, for sources fo
cutting boards and cutting block oil.

FIRE EXTINGUISHER OR A WATER SOURCE NEXT TO THE GRILL
A ﬁre extinguisher is always a good idea. Make sure yours has been tested within six months an
keep it where the kids can’t get to it. If you don’t have an extinguisher, set up a hose attached to
spigot, and test it to make sure it reaches the grill before you start a ﬁre. If you don’t have a wate
source, ﬁll a ﬁve-gallon bucket with water and place it next to the grill. Chances are you won’t need
but better to be prepared. It’s also wise to keep a spray bottle ﬁlled with water beside the grill t
handle small flare-ups.

FIREPROOF GLOVES
Choose well-made gloves with long cuffs or gauntlets to protect your forearms. Make sure the glove
you buy are well-made and well-padded but still ﬂexible; the gloves that protect your hands fro
ﬂame are not where you want to save a few pennies. Always have two pairs ready so when you nee

a friend to help you, their hands are covered too.
I take good care of my grilling gloves, storing them in a drawer so I know where they are when
need them.

GRILL BASKETS
When grilling delicate ﬁllets of ﬁsh, young asparagus, or even a dozen meatballs, a grill basket ca
make it easier to ﬂip your food. A grill basket is also the best way to grill pasta (see page 61). Look fo
baskets with sturdy hinges and handles and evenly woven mesh when buying.

GRILL BRUSH
A clean grill rack means better grill marks and less chance for food to stick. The best way to clean th
rack is with a sturdy grill brush (see page 42 for tips on cleaning the rack). If you don’t have a gr
brush, a wadded-up piece of aluminum foil works in a pinch, although a real brush does a better job.

LARGE, HEAT-PROOF PLATTERS
Before you put food on the grill, have platters ready for it. To keep harmful bacteri
away from your cooked food, never use the same plates and platters that held ra
meat, ﬁsh, or poultry for the ﬁnal cooked product. I use baking sheets to hold foo
before grilling and then use platters after grilling so there’s never any mistake abou
where the raw food has been.

LONG-HANDLED TONGS, FORKS, AND SPATULAS
I invest in sturdy tools with long handles and comfortable heat-proof grips. When you’re cooking wit
fire, flimsy tools are not an option.

MATCHES
Don’t fool around with souvenir matchbooks when you’re ready to cook. Buy a box of seriou
matches that are long enough to light the fire without singeing your fingers.

METAL ASH BUCKET
Have heat-proof containers ready for ash or hot tools, and make sure they are of
limits and out of reach of any children.

PIZZA STONE
A pizza stone is usually either earthenware or ceramic, and it gives the bottom of a pizza crust i
crisp, even texture. I wouldn’t even try to cook a pizza over a fire without a stone.
I have pizza stones that have lasted for years but I’ve also cracked a few of them. To keep them
intact, handle them gently and try not to place a hot stone on a cold surface or a cool stone on a ve
hot grill. Because a pizza stone is porous, don’t ever use detergent to wash it because it will absor
the odor and ﬂavor of the soap. Instead, wait for the stone to cool completely, then scrub with a dr
brush or a damp cloth.

SMOKING GUN
I add smoke ﬂavor to ketchup, cheese, cocktails, and salt using my smoking gun. (See The Smokin
Gun, page 201, for more information about how to use one.) A smoking gun is a handheld battery
operated appliance that generates smoke by burning small wood chips that you set on top of th
gun’s heating element. It comes with a hose to attach to the gun’s nozzle. The hose makes it easy t
aim smoke where you need it.
You’ll want to create a smoking chamber where the food will sit to absorb the smoke’s flavor. If yo
have a glass bell jar, this is an ideal use for it. If you don’t have a bell jar, create a smoke chamber b
covering a bowl with plastic wrap. Lift one edge of the wrap, insert the smoking gun’s hose, the
reseal the plastic wrap around the hose to keep the smoke inside with the food.

THERMOMETERS
I use a probe thermometer to test that big pieces of meat are done. Laser and instant-rea
thermometers can be helpful too.

GRILLS AND GRILL EQUIPMENT

If you don’t already own a grill, don’t rush out and buy one; you can make your own. Live-ﬁre cookin
is about harnessing ﬂame, not ﬁring up your credit card. People cooked over ﬁre thousands of year
before the propane tank came along.
Having said that, here are my recommendations for grills, starting with the simplest. For source
for the following equipment, see Resources, page 218.
THE DIY GRILL
You can make your own grill using a heavy cast-iron grate and heat-proof stones or bricks.

I’ve cooked at an event where we lined our fire pits with river rocks, started the fire, an
put in the pork. When those river rocks started exploding, and our very well-heele
guests were dodging pork leg and river-rock shrapnel, it didn’t matter how well I
marinated the pig. Err on the side of caution and know for a fact that your rocks o
bricks don’t contain moisture.

THE HIBACHI OR URBAN BALCONY GRILL
The hibachi, a simple and inexpensive piece of equipment, lets city dwellers cook over charcoal. Se
The Urban Grill, page 46. Modern hibachis have some great features, including the ability to fold u
for storage.

THE KETTLE GRILL
The next step up is a kettle grill, most commonly called by the brand name Weber. There’s a reason a
of us have cooked over these iconic grills at one time or another. They are convenient, affordable, an
do a great job.
TOP-OF-THE-LINE WOOD-BURNING GRILL

When you’re ready for a beautifully made wood-burning grill, my choice would be the Aztec Grill. Th
Aztec has an air-ﬂow system that lets you control the radiant heat and burns fuel very efﬁciently.
reaches higher temperatures than most wood-burning grills, especially good when cooking big cu
of meat.
You’ll notice I haven’t mentioned propane-fueled grills. If you have one, don’t worry; the recipes i
this book will do your grill proud. But propane doesn’t give you the same ﬂavor as cooking over
wood ﬁre. I own a propane grill and ﬁnd myself using it when I haven’t planned ahead. For a
immediate ﬁre, you can’t beat propane, which is always there, no matter the weather (assuming th
you’ve remembered to ﬁll the propane tank). For the best ﬂavor, you’re going to want to light th
wood or the charcoal.

FIRE PIT
Fire pits can be simple; the original ﬁre pits were a hole dug in the ground. These days you have lo
of ﬁre pit options from portable to permanent and from DIY (dig-it-yourself) to beautifully crafte
custom-made ﬁre pits with grates that can be raised or lowered easily to let you move the food close
to or farther from the heat. The most important point is to set up a ﬁre pit so you can cook over it.
you already own a ﬁre pit, you can buy grates that let you cook over it, although in some cases the
may have to be custom made. If you don’t already own a ﬁre pit and are interested in one, choose
model that has grill racks that can be moved closer to the ﬂame or farther away. Read more about ﬁr
pits on page 128.
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