4-H Outdoor Meat Cookery

Learning Activity: Building the Fire
Learning Objective: Youth will learn to safely start charcoal to provide the heat for grilling.

Life Skill: Healthy Lifestyle Choices
Background: You may want to line your grill with aluminum foil. This helps protect your grill and makes clean up much easier.  If your grill does not have a grate for the charcoal, you may place dry sand or small gravel in bottom to help the fire “breathe’ and burn hotter.  If your grill is rounded on the bottom, use the sand or gravel to level the fire base.  If your grill has bottom vents, open them before starting the fire.  Select a high quality charcoal.  The better charcoal briquettes start easier and burn more uniformly.  To determine the number of charcoal briquettes, spread briquettes 1 to 2 inches beyond the area the meat will cover on the cooking rack.  Start your charcoals by one of the following methods: liquid starter, chimney starter or ready to light charcoal.

Liquid Starter: Arrange the charcoal in a pyramid shape on the charcoal or fire grate.  Add the liquid starter according to manufacturer’s directions and wait at least one minute before lighting.  Use a long stem match or long stem butane lighter to start the fuel.

Chimney Starter: You can purchase a chimney starter or make one by punching or drilling holes around a large can. Place newspaper in bottom of chimney starter and add charcoal to top.  Liquid starter may be added to briquettes.  Light newspaper through a bottom hole.

Ready to Light Charcoal: These briquettes are pre-soaked with lighter fluid.  Arrange in pyramid shape and light.

Warning:  Never use gasoline or kerosene to start fires, never add starter to hot coals and never grill indoors!

Regardless of the starting method, allow all liquid starter fluids time to completely burn off so that the fuel will not impart an “off-flavor” to the meat. Also, paraffin or gel starter blocks can be substituted for the liquid starter fluid when starting charcoal.  Electric charcoal starters are available for purchase.  Coals will be ash-covered (white) in about 30 minutes. Then, evenly spread a single layer of coals over the fire grate. Most meat cuts are prepared over medium heat coals. The coals will glow through a thin ash cover or you can hold your hand four inches over the coals for about six-eight seconds.

Activities:

1. Make a chimney starter from a large can.

2. Demonstrate proper charcoal starting techniques for each method.

3. Determine the approximate coal temperature. (2-3 seconds hand count = hot coals; 6-8 seconds hand count  = medium coals; 11-14 seconds hand count = low coals)

4. Demonstrate paraffin, gel or electric starters

Materials Needed:

1. Large can, drill or pointed beverage opener

2. Grill, charcoal, starter fluid, matches or lighter, newspaper and tongs 

3. Paraffin, gel or electric starters
