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cTake a flip through any cookbook or food 
magazine, and it quickly becomes evi-
dent. Much of chicken’s popularity comes 
from its uncanny ability to meld with 
(and sometimes disappear into) other 
flavouring agents, giving background 
base while other ingredients take centre 
stage. And yet, in many modern dishes 
designed for speedy prep, noble chicken 
is reduced to a protein topping, plunked 
unceremoniously on top of salad or pasta.

This is just plain wrong. The chicken 
is a mighty bird, not a meat crouton.  
It has moxie, able to please the fussiest 
eaters (even many vegetarians), and 
feeds a crowd on the cheap. The merest 
waft of grilled chicken, that incomparable 
smell of vapourizing fat and its promise 
of moist meat and crispy skin to follow, 
is nothing short of miraculous. At the 
cottage, a grilled-chicken dinner should 
be an event, a hands-on, no-holds-barred, 
napkin-ripping free-for-all where 
 knuckles are bathed in succulent juices 
and dipping sauce is flying. Shirts will 
be ruined. Tablecloths will not survive.

But there’s trouble in the henhouse.  
A chicken comes complete with bones, 
skin, and two kinds of meat, each requir-
ing subtly different treatment by the 
cook. So, from a small bird comes a long 
list of grilling malfunctions: dried-out 
breasts, underdone thighs, incinerated 
skin. Don’t blame the chicken, though. 
Most disasters are pilot error—usually 
caused by treating our favourite bird like 
it’s a frozen hamburger patty. Fortunat-
ely, you can circumvent all of these com-
mon fowl fiascos with a better under-
standing of chicken fundamentals and 
some foolproof grilling techniques. ›› 

Chicken rules the roost.

{ Recipes begin on page 106 }

Indonesian chicken satays with dipping sauce

By David Zimmer  Recipes by Jane Rodmell
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Birdwatching basics 
Get to know your chickens. First off,  
the use of hormones and steroids in 
chicken feed has been illegal in Canada 
for decades, so don’t worry about them. 
Also, most chickens sold for eating  
in Canada can be labelled “grain-fed” 
because much of their diet is grain and 
grain by-products. But they can also  
be fed some protein from bone meal or 
fish. If this is a concern for you, look for 
chickens that got their protein portion 
from vegetable sources, usually soy  
(they are often labelled “vegetable grain 
fed” or “vegetarian grain fed”). Birds fed 
mainly corn, sometimes called “yellow-
skin chicken,” are available, but there is 
disagreement about whether a corn diet 
affects the taste or merely colours the 

meat and skin so the bird looks tastier. 
(Personally, I’m a fan.) Free-range chick-
ens, birds that are allowed to roam and 
forage outdoors, are said to produce more 
flavourful meat. What’s unfortunate is 
that there is currently no legal definition 
of what “free range” means, so sourcing 
these birds can be a bit of a crapshoot. 
Just don’t confuse free-range chickens 
with “free-run”: All birds raised specific-
ally for meat in Canada are allowed free 
movement within a barn, so they’re all 
called free-run. 

“Organic chicken” is mainly about  
the feed—which must come from sources 
that meet organic farming standards. 
There can be no antibiotics mixed in, and 
any additives, such as vitamins, must be 
approved. Organic birds eat grain, corn, 

Rah, Rah, 
Rubs!

Pride of Szeged 
Chicken Rub 
a mild hungarian 
blend with garlic, 
basil, and paprika.

The Art of Spice 
Chicken &  
Poultry Rub  
an unusual, appeal-
ing flavour combo 
—north african, 
maybe?—with cori-
ander, cumin, and  
a little cinnamon.

Char Crust  
Amazin’ Cajun  
this rub adds some 
peppery heat with 
the slightly bitter 
depth of blackened 
chicken, and helps 
crisp the skin. 

Old Bay Seasoning 
heavy on the celery 
seed and with  
a hint of cayenne,  
this mix can also rim 
your caesar glass.

Club House  
La Grille Chicken 
Seasoning  
onion and lemon 
flavours dominate 
this mix, which  
has a coarse texture 
that holds its own.

President’s Choice 
Roast Chicken  
Seasoning  
a classic, poultry-
seasoning blend  
of mediterranean 
aromatic herbs.
Mmm—sage, rose-
mary, and thyme.  
—Martin Zibauer

or both, and must have access to the out-
doors (whether they choose to “range”  
is up to them).  Also, the land they roam 
has to meet organic standards, which, 
among other things, means it has to be 
pesticide-free. Confused? You should be. 

A chilling tale
What’s more important for grill artists 
are how the bird has been chilled after 
processing and its size. Most  grocery-
store chicken has been water chilled, 
dipped in an icy bath—containing chlor-
ine as a disinfectant—to quickly cool  
it to refrigerator temperature. Whether 
sold loose, in the butcher’s case, or 
 plastic-wrapped and perched on a foam  
tray with a chicken diaper underneath, 
water-chilled birds tend to have skin 
that is very white and slippery from all 
that added H²O. Air-chilled chickens,  
on the other hand, are rapidly cooled 
with circulating cold air. The skin is a 
more  natural-looking yellow, the meat 
has a firmer texture, and the birds shrink 
less when cooked. Air-chilled chickens 
taste better, and they’re now widely 
available at grocery stores. While water-
chilled chickens are generally not identi-
fied, air-chilled chickens are usually 
labelled as such. Buy them.

A nice, full-figured bird
Chickens come in a range of sizes, from 
tiny, single-serving poussins and Cornish 
hens to 4–9 lb (2–4 kg) capons, roosters 
that have been castrated at a young age. 
In between are fryer/broilers, usually 
around 2½ months old, that weigh  
3-4 lbs (1.5–2 kg), and roasters, a general 
term for birds up to about eight months 
old that weigh 3–6 lbs (1.5–3 kg). Very 
old birds, between 10 and 18 months,  
are stewing hens. They’re flavourful, but 
tough and not made for grilling. 

Because grills produce an intense, dry 
heat, really small birds—and their deli-
cate breast meat—can easily dry out. ››  

Fact: Free-range chickens 
often prefer being indoors

Old-fashioned barbecue sauce
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Hot chick or not?  
The very desirable  
bird at left looks fit  
and trim, with good-
sized legs relative  
to breast, and dry, 
slightly yellow skin. 
The water-chilled 
chicken at bottom is  
puffy and pale, with 
legs that just don’t 
look as if they’ve  
done much strutting.
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…Then secTion  
5. Flip the spatchcocked bird 
breast-side down, then split  
in half by cutting along the slit 
left by the keel bone.

6. Cut through the wing joint, 
leaving a small piece of breast 
meat attached to each wing.

7. To remove the hindquarter, 
first cut the skin to expose the 
joint. Bend the thigh back to 
pop the bone out of its socket. 
Cut through the joint.

8. To separate thighs and legs, 
look for a line of fat, which 
shows where to cut. Leave  
the two bone-in breast pieces 
whole or cut in half.

FirsT spaTchcock…  
1. With the chicken breast-side 
down, use kitchen shears to 
cut through the ribs on  
both sides of the backbone. 
Save the back for stock.

2. Spread the chicken open 
and use a sharp knife to cut 
through the cartilage at the 
neck end of the breastbone.

3. Crack the chicken open 
like a book, then remove the 
keel bone, located beneath 
the cartilage you cut. It 
should come out fairly easily.

4. Turn the chicken over and 
flatten, and tuck wing tips 
under “armpits.” That’s it; 
your chicken is spatchcocked. 

How to spatchcock and section So the best bet for the barbecue is to start 
with a big fryer/broiler or a mid-sized 
roaster, somewhere in the neighbourhood 
of 4–5 lbs (2–2.5 kg). (With bigger bones 
and a higher fat content, mid-sized 
capons have deep, rich flavour and are 
perfect for a crowd.) Chickens this big can 
withstand the rigours of grilling, and their 
higher fat content keeps the meat juicy. 
Look for birds—let’s call them “joggers” 
—with legs and thighs that are large in 
relation to the breast for the best flavour 
and performance on the grill. When buy-
ing cut-up chicken pieces, again, look for 
mid- to large-sized legs and thighs; those 
tiny “drummettes” are easily torched  
and won’t have much flavour. Likewise, 
breasts, bone-in or boneless, should be 
large so they’ll stay juicy on the grill. 

On the grill: legs and thighs 
In my opinion, these are the best bits, 
moist and more flavourful than breast 
meat thanks to dark meat plus bone-in 
status, all wrapped in delectable, crispy 
skin. But legs and thighs can be tricky. 
With dense flesh, bone, and lots of flame-
enticing fat, they are easily mistreated—
underdone within, while burned black on 
the outside. Two-stage cooking is the best 
way to avoid half-raw chicken and stave 
off a mini-Chernobyl grilling disaster.
1. Set up your grill with one side on 
medium-high and the other on dead low. 
If you’re using a charcoal grill, set your 
coals off to one side, leaving at least half 
the grill as a warming zone. Oil the cook-
ing grates, then grill chicken pieces over 
direct, medium-high heat, skin-side up. 
2. After 3–4 minutes, give them a flip and 
stand by. As the fat melts, you’ll get flare-
ups. Don’t mess around spritzing flames 
with water or beer—all this does is move 
the grease around, create steam, and cool 
the grill. Instead, be active: Shuffle the 
chicken, dodging the fat fires. All grills 
have hot and cool spots, so use them to 
your advantage. (If flare-ups become 
unmanageable, shift the food to the low-
temp side until the flames calm down.) 
Keep this up for another 3–4 minutes. 
3. Use your judgment. If the first side of a 
piece could use a bit more browning, feel 
free to flip. If the skin needs more time, 
make it so. Continue until the chicken 
pieces are evenly char-browned and a joy 
to behold, 3–5 minutes more. ››

Five-spice rotisserie chicken with hoisin barbecue sauce
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