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A cooking fire is one of those things everyone should know how to make. 

Here is an old family recipe for a cooking fire.

One newspaper. Two kitchen matches. Six pieces of dry kindling. (If you 

live in New Mexico, dry branches from either a juniper or a piñon tree make 

good kindling. If there are needles on the branches, expect a series of small 

explosions ten seconds after you light the fire.) Nine pieces of dry firewood. 

(Each piece of firewood should be no more than three inches in diameter. Split 

pieces of juniper will work. So will split pieces of oak, piñon, or Ponderosa 

pine. The best woods for a cooking fire are fruitwood cuttings. Some people 

like apricot cuttings. I like apple cuttings. If you experiment with cuttings from 

different fruit trees, the smoke will tell you which wood is your favorite.)

You can build a cooking fire in a fire pit, a hibachi, or an outdoor grill.  

Of the commercially available grills, the Weber One-Touch® is the easiest to 

use. Ideally, you want a bed of coals that is between twelve and sixteen inches 

in diameter and a grill that sits four to six inches above the coals. The One-

Touch® has an 18.5-inch diameter grill that sits six inches above the coals.

Thirty minutes before you want to cook, make loose balls out of 

the newspaper and place the balls at the base of the grill. Arrange the 

kindling on top of the newspaper. I prefer the log cabin configuration 

to the tipi configuration but either one will work. Place three of the 

pieces of firewood on top of the kindling. Light the newspaper in 

four places. 

After the fire catches, lay the rest of the pieces of firewood 

on top of the burning fire. Again, I like the log cabin configuration 

but any configuration will work as long as the fire consumes 

everything. What you want to avoid is the stray piece of 

smoldering wood. 

Five minutes after you light it, you should have a roaring fire. 

At this point, the most important thing you can do is nothing. 

Let the fire burn but keep an eye on it. Ten minutes later, the 

flames should be dying down and the nine pieces of firewood 

should be well on their way to becoming live coals. (If you 

are burning oak or fruitwood, it will take longer to reach this 

stage.) After the flames subside, use a stick or a metal poker to 

even out the coals. Arrange them into something approaching 

a circle, then take the grill and put it over the coals. You want 

the heat from the coals to burn off any traces of meat, fish, 

chicken, or vegetables left over from prior grillings. You also 

want a searing hot grill for your food.

The worst thing you can do at this stage is get distracted. 

If you go inside and watch the last two minutes of a ball game, 

you will come back to coals that are past their prime. At that 

point, if you are like me, you will panic and attempt to revive 

your coals with twigs or pieces of kindling. That never works. 

If your coals are weak, do the right thing and rebuild your 

fire. Use at least six pieces of split firewood, let them come 

to a blaze, watch the flames die down, and be there—with 

whatever it is that you want to grill—when the coals are ready. 

How can you tell when the coals are ready? There is no magic moment. 

What you want is to grill over high heat but not over flames. If you are grilling 

steaks, lamb chops, rack of lamb, chicken thighs, or salmon fillets, the dripping 

fat will ignite a few flames. A few flames are all right. Lots of flames are bad.  

The best way to learn is to make mistakes. After one or two cooking fires that 

are too hot, you will have no trouble recognizing when the coals are ready.

The secret to cooking over live coals is to cook your food unevenly.  

When you cook on a stove, you apply equalized amounts of heat to food.  

This creates a homogeneity of flavor and texture in the food you eat. When you 

cook over live coals, you want there to be variegation in the heat you apply to 

the food. Think of the grill stripes that appear on a rib steak cooked over live 

coals and you will know what I mean. 

Here is another secret. Undercook everything. Aim for rare. As soon as 

you think your steak, lamb chop, halibut fillet, or tofu burger might be ready, 

take it off the grill and put it in a warm oven. Fifteen minutes later, it will not 

only be ready, it will be delicious.

 Which brings us to the Nicolas Feuillatte Non-Vintage Champagne 

Brut Rosé.

In the glass, the Feuillatte Brut Rosé is copper alloyed with gold.  

The bead is delicate and playful. At first, the flavors run in different 

directions. By the second glass, those directions resolve themselves 

into a sensual narrative. The finish is neat and quick but also 

emphatic.

Many people drink Champagne before they sit down to dinner. 

They pour it as an apéritif. A good Champagne is not an apéritif.  

A good Champagne will lead you into a dinner, entertain you, 

listen to your stories, offer advice, and lead you out of the dinner 

with charm, panache, and restraint. Champagne is bottled joy.  

If you have never enjoyed the benefits of an all-Champagne meal, 

do yourself a favor and have one for your family and friends. 

The Feuillatte Brut Rosé works beautifully with steaks, 

lamb, chicken, fish, or vegetables cooked over live coals. There 

is something simultaneously disciplined and savage about this 

Champagne. Serve it very cold. Fifteen minutes in your freezer 

will have a profound effect on its flavors. At some point during 

the dinner, raise your glass and drink to the art of the cooking 

fire. Cooking fires have been around for a long time. They lie 

close to the heart of what it means to be human.

In Santa Fe, you can buy the Feuillatte Brut Rosé at Whole 

Foods for $56 a bottle and at Liquor Barn for $53 a bottle.  

On the Web, you can buy it from B-21 Wines in Tarpon Springs, 

Florida (www.b-21.com), for $30 a bottle. D
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