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Ever been to a barbecue party where the chef' placed as much food as he could possibly fit onto the
barbecue grill, every so often stabbing the food with a fork and juggling it around so that it cooks
evenly? Ever noticed how, within a few minutes, the flames start gently flickering under the food, the
chef proudly standing back admiring the char grill effect that he's creating? Ever notice the panic that
sets in when the flames suddenly leap up and around the food burning it black on the outside and
leaving it raw on the inside?

The difference between great char grilled barbecue food and burnt offerings lies in a few small
precautions. The chef that we've just described made a few fatal errors that could easily have been
avoided. Before discussing the errors though, lets consider the equipment that we're talking about.
Although the same can happen with gas as with charcoal, gas grills can be turned lower, or off, when
the flames start getting out of control. The flames can also be controlled if the barbecue grill has a tight
fitting lid, as with a Weber kettle grill. However most people seem to cook on an open top barbecue grill
with the lid, if it has one, open. Note that we're talking about a barbecue grill here, where the food is
cooked directly over the hot coals. True barbecue uses indirect heat with the food fully enclosed as
though in an oven. So, the barbecue grill that our imaginary chef is using is an open top, charcoal,
barbecue grill.

Now lets have a look at our imaginary chef's errors.

First, he filled the grate with charcoal along its entire length, providing a constant heat source, with no
area of lower heat to place food if it started to burn. A simple solution is to use the rule of thirds.
Imagine the grate of your barbecue being in thirds. Fill two thirds of the grill with charcoal and leave the
remaining third empty. Cook your food over the hot coals and when your food is ready, or starts to
burn, or creates out of control flames, move it over to the section above the empty grate. The food will
stay warm but won't cook any more (or possibly it will but much more slowly), and wont cause any
flare−ups. A further refinement can be had, if you've a large enough grill, by placing a double level of
coals in one third of the grate, a single level of coals in the middle, and no coals in the final third. You
now have three levels of heat!
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A further mistake was to overfill the grill. Completely filling it leaves no room to manoeuvre the food.
You're not able to turn it for even cooking and you've no space to move the food to a lower heat.
Assuming that you're using the rule of thirds as described above, , when you first start cooking, leave
empty the area of the grill above where you've placed no coals. You've then space to move the cooked
food into. Secondly, don't pack the cooking part of the grill with food. Leave room to comfortably turn
your food.

A second problem caused when over filling the grill is to use foods that require different cooking times.
When the coals are first ready to use, they're at their hottest. This is the time to cook small, thin items
of food that can be cooked in a short time with a high heat. These include items like sausages,
burgers, kebabs and small pieces of meat off the bone. Don't forget that food, such as burgers and

sausages, drip fat and juices onto the charcoal during cooking and it's this that causes flare−ups. So
you'll need to constantly watch the items of food and move them to an area of lower heat if necessary
(did I mention the rule of thirds? ). After the heat has died down somewhat, start grilling food that takes
a little longer to grill like chops and steaks and meat on the bone. Finally when the heat is even lower,
grill food like fruit kebabs that really only need heating through.

Last, but not least, our imaginary chef stabs his food with a barbecue fork to turn it over. During the
initially few minutes of grilling, the heat seals the surface of the meat, sealing in the juices. When the
meat is stabbed the juices flow out onto the coals, causing the meat to dry out and become tough, and
producing a flare up which burns the food. When turning food, always use barbecue tongs.

With a charcoal barbecue controlling the heat is difficult. Instead you need to ensure that you cook your
individual items of food at the most appropriate time and that you have separate areas of heat. Use the
rule of thirds to provide separate areas of heat. When cooking your food, first grill quick cook food
when the coals are at their hottest. Second, cook food that requires cooking at a mid temperature for a
longer time. Thirdly, cook food that needs a low heat. Another rule of thirds!

Les runs The Barbecue Hut website that provides free and useful information about barbecue grills
and smokers, and also includes a wide selection of free recipes.He is also author of The Char Grill
Chat
newsletter.Website:http://www.barbecuehut.comNewsletter:http://www.barbecuehut.com/chargrill_chat
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My first experience of a barbecue was as a seventeen year old at a friend's
house. His farther, Douglas, was an expert at barbecuing, with many years
experience, we thought! It was a hot summers day but with a light breeze, so Douglas, with all that
experience, decided to erect a cardboard frame about one foot high around three sides of the

Barbecue Success With The Rule Of Thirds  

2



barbecue. The barbecue grill itself, which was fuelled with charcoal, was positioned next to, and
underneath, some trees in the back garden. Not having seen a barbecue being lit before I was keen to
watch, and moved in closer. Douglas placed the firelighters in the grate, set fire to them and arranged
the charcoal in a pyramid over them. A number of years later I found out that this was the classic way
to light a barbecue. Now, Douglas, in an attempt to speed up the process uncovered his secret weapon
and enthusiastically said "Lighter fuel, this will have the barbecue going in seconds!" With the poise of
a highly trained swordsman, Douglas sent a jet of lighter fuel through the air and across the whole
length of the barbecue. Douglas was right! The barbecue erupted into flame. I was very impressed.
Unfortunately, seconds later so did the cardboard frame and then the surrounding trees! Luckily there
were enough of us there to safely put out the flames and to carry on with the barbecue.

A few years later I began barbecuing for myself and always remembered Douglas and his flaming
trees. Apart from not erecting a cardboard frame around your barbecue and keeping it well away from
trees, there are some simple rules to follow to ensure that you start your charcoal barbecue in safety.

If you're setting up a barbecue for the first time, read the instructions carefully first.

Carefully choose where to set−up your barbecue. Make sure that it's on level ground and don't try to
move it once it's lit.

Don't attempt to start your barbecue in very high winds. Not even with a cardboard frame!

Don't try to barbecue indoors. I know people that have tried to barbecue in a shed and in a garage!
Extremely dangerous.

Use proper firelighters to start your barbecue. They're better than rolled up paper and won't fly away in
the wind.

Only ever use purpose−made firelighters and fuel on your barbecue. Never use petrol, white spirit, or
paraffin. Not only is it extremely dangerous but it also taints the flavour of the food.

Everyone loves a barbecue but don't forget that the grill gets extremely hot. Follow the rules above and
keep safety in mind. You'll experience a great barbecue, your guests will have lots fun and you'll enjoy
yourself.

Les runs The Barbecue Hut website that provides useful information about barbecue grills and
smokers, and also includes a wide selection of recipes.He is also author of The Char Grill Chat
newsletter.Website:http://www.barbecuehut.comNewsletter:http://www.barbecuehut.com/chargrill_chat
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