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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
You can’t fight fate…

For as long as I can remember, I’ve
always been a teacher, and I realized
that I could really help people
through BBQ when I was at a caravan
park and met a man at the camp
kitchen who was there with his three
young sons who were running
around screaming and playing up.
It was the only two weeks of the year
that he got to spend with his kids
and he was at the end of his rope. He
saw what I was grilling and asked me
for a few pointers as his kids weren’t
really interested in the sausages and
onions he was burning.
I ran into him the next night and he
was cooking almost exactly the same
thing that I’d been cooking the night
before. His kids were quiet,
interested in what he was cooking
and actually having and engaging in
conversations with him. He just gave
me a little nod. I nodded back and he
turned his attention back to his kids.
That’s when I knew I had to start
Smoking Hot Confessions.
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W H AT I S C O M P ET I T I O N B B Q ?
Come on, join me down the rabbit hole…

Grilling is not BBQ…

Competition BBQ…

One of the first things to understand is
that what we call BBQ in Australia is
not considered BBQ in the BBQ world.
It all comes down to temperature.

Now that we’ve established what ‘Real
BBQ’ is, what is Competition BBQ?

Grilling uses high temperatures and
the meat is cooked directly over the
heat source. This is what most
Australians call BBQ.

Competition BBQ is the name given to
a truly unique sport whereby teams of
up to 4 people cook a range of
different meats and present them to a
panel of judges who will taste and rate
the meat. The scores are calculated
and the winners are announced.

‘Real BBQ’ is cooked at much lower
temperatures for longer periods of
time. Most people cook between 107C
and 149C (225F – 300F). The meat is
also cooked ‘indirect’, meaning that
the meat is not positioned directly
above the heat source.

Sounds simple right? There’s actually
a lot more to it than that. The
competitions are usually a two day
event with people cooking through
the night, prepping meats and tending
fires.

The result is tender, juicy, delicious
meat that tantalizes your taste buds!

Does this sound like something you’d
be into? Read on!
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A BBQ Thermometer: This BBQ thermometer from Tel-Tru shows
the temperature ranges and the names of those ranges.

“

Burning sausages twice a year for the kids’
birthdays isn’t BBQ…
Ben Arnot
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B E F O R E T H E C O M P…
By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail…
- Benjamin Franklin
1. Organisation: Packing Lists, Run Sheets and Boxes.

If there were just three things that I could recommend to you that will take away so
many headaches, it’s boxes, packing lists, and run sheets.
For boxes, I swear by 50 litre plastic boxes from the local hardware store. I always
make sure I get the clear ones with the clip on lids and the wheels on the bottom. It’s
important they be clear so you can get an idea of what’s inside without having to open
it up. This is very useful when you’re looking for something in a hurry. I store
everything in them, from my gadgets to my charcoal.
The clip on lids are fantastic because they not only secure the contents safely inside,
but thanks to the way they are moulded, they also keep the water out. Very useful if
you’re like me and forget to put them away, leaving them out in the rain.
Finally, the wheels are really handy for helping move them around, particularly sliding
them in and out of vans and trailers.
An essential point to make is that it’s important that you get all matching ones. The
lids are moulded to the same dimensions as the wheel bases meaning that they stack
perfectly on top of one another. And then those stacks will slide. Very handy indeed!

Once you’ve got your boxes, the next thing to do is create a packing list. Do this a few
weeks before your competition so you have time to add things to it as they pop into
your mind. Make a table in Microsoft Word or Excel and add columns to be ticked off
firstly when you’re packing to go and secondly when you’re packing to come home
again. I even go so far as to write what goes in which box. A good friend of mine then
puts a mini-list for each box on the outside, so she can see what’s inside without
having to open it!

10

P
2. Stalk the competition

3. Bring food for yourselves to eat
too

Did I say stalk? I meant research.
Use Facebook and Instagram to stalk
research the competition. It may give
you a competitive edge, but more
importantly, it will give you something
to talk to them about when you meet
them, which will help you build
rapport.
•
•
•

What do they cook on?
What do they like to cook?
How do they present their
hand-in boxes?

At the first major competition I
entered, I was so focused on the
competition that I didn't even think to
pack any food for the team to eat
while we were there.
It was a three-day competition.

Here's a big shout out to the Flamin’
Mongrels for sharing a feed of chicken
wings with us at midnight on Friday
night! Thanks fellas!

4. Specialists
How you organise your team is completely up to you. There are three schools of
thought on this. One is that there is a team captain who is the foreman, if you will, who
runs the whole show. One of the benefits of this setup is that the team captain can
retain creative control over the whole process. The downside is that the team captain
also shoulders all the responsibility. However, for those that don’t have regular team
members to practice cook with, it might be the only option.
The second school of thought is to have team members specialise in different areas.
One team member might be the ‘Master of Chicken’ while another might be the ‘King
of Brisket’. An advantage of this is that responsibility is shared between team
members and with only one task to focus on, team members can really work on
perfecting their specialty.
The final idea, which I think is probably the best, is to have team members generalise.
Cross-training is all the rage in the fitness world and the same principles apply here.
Have your team mates practice in all the different roles. The biggest benefit of course
is that if a team member can’t make it to a competition, or if something happens to a
team member at a competition (see Lesson 17), they can fill in for each other.
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Social Media: Most teams will have Facebook and Instagram
accounts. Make sure you check them out.

“

Use Facebook and Instagram to research
the competition. It will give you something
to talk about when you meet them.
Ben Arnot
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5. Pick up your meat before comp day
For one comp I went to, I decided to try a new butcher. For weeks beforehand I was
doing practice cooks with meat from this butcher. Everything they gave me was
beautiful – meaty beefies, juicy chicken thighs, succulent pork ribs and some of the
most delicious lamb I’ve ever eaten. Trust was built and so I was comfortable waiting
until I was on my way to the comp to pick up my meat. Unfortunately, when I went in
to pick up my order, what came out was extremely disappointing. It was still good food
for the back yard, but it definitely wasn’t Comp Ready. The beef ribs were positively
anorexic, the pork ribs looked like the apprentice had been let loose on them and the
chicken things looked like quail thighs.
However, it was too late and I had to make do with what I had. I think I did pretty
respectably, but most certainly not as well as I’d been expecting as the irregular meat
threw off my entire system and schedule. There are three lessons to be learned from
this:
•
•
•

Red Meats can be wet aged for a few weeks (if vacuum sealed) so pick them
up early
White meats need to be picked up a day or two before so pick them up early
Don’t pick them up on comp day on your way to the comp!
6. Name / Customise your Pit

This might sound like a strange one, but bear with me. People love a good story and
one of the things that everyone is going to want to talk to you about is your pit.
Especially fellow competitors. Personally, I’m obsessed with where the names come
from for people’s pits and also their team names. So, name your pit and give it a good
backstory.
Making a name is easy. Everyone I know names their cars. And who knows where
those names come from? I have no idea where mine come from, but I’m terribly
creative. My Pathfinder’s name is… well… Pathy…
If you’ve bought your pit, it’s a good idea to customise it a bit if you can. Even if it’s just
thermometers. Other competitors particularly will love to have a good yarn about why
you replaced, what you replaced them with, and why you chose that particular
replacement. If you’ve built your own pit, well, you could talk about it for days!
If you’re trying to build your team profile, a ‘hero pit’ with a catchy name and an
13
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7. Estimate your garnishes and
then add 50%
This will stop you having the send
your team mates on a supermarket
run 15 minutes before hand in.
Twice.

8. Do a practice pack

At least a week before you go, run
through your checklist and do a
practice pack. This will stop you from
spending 6 hours packing on the day
you're supposed to be leaving, and
arriving 10 minutes before the social
event starts. Especially embarrassing
when you only live a half hour drive
away!

9. Start a page for your team on Facebook
and a profile for your team on Instagram
One of the best things you can do, if you want to get into competition BBQ is start a
page for your team on Facebook and a profile on Instagram. This is especially
important if you want to attract sponsors – you need to be able to show them your
reach and presence on social media. Aside from this, it can be a great part of your
conversations with the people that you meet. Ask them if they are on Facebook,
befriend them, like their page and then tell them you have a page for your team as well
and invite them to like yours too. This is a great way to start building a fan base. You’ll
start to notice an interesting thing happen – the more fans you have, the more fans
you’ll get as people start jumping on the bandwagon.
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Garnishes: If you think you have enough, you don’t!

“

Everybody loves a good backstory. Keep this in
mind when naming your team and your pit.
Ben Arnot
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D U R I N G T H E C O M P…
Goodwill is the only asset that competition cannot
undersell or destroy
- Marshall Field
10. Smart Phones: Program Run Sheets into alarmed reminders
Did you know that there is more power in a Smart Phone than all the supercomputers
that put humans on the moon? And what’s more important than space travel? Well, if
you’re reading this then you already know the answer!
Remember the run sheets that we talked about before? Programming them into a
smart phone is a great idea. Why? One word. Sleep. If you’re able to power on through
the night then that’s great, but I don’t recommend it. Most of the time you’re going to
have a long drive home once the comps over. Staying awake for 36 hours, cooking in
the heat, (probably) drinking and then trying to drive isn’t a great plan.
Grab yourself a swag, a smartphone and your run sheet. Program your run sheet into
your phone with reminders and alarms, climb into your swag, catch some shut-eye,
and thank me when you make it home to your family safe and sound.
11. Don't show off to the local
weatherman.

12. It's not the size of the smoker, but
how you use it

Unless he has his camera crew with
him of course. Opening up your BBQ's
to give him a quick lesson will just
result in you losing heat and your cook
getting off-track. And then he'll just go
interview someone with a bigger beard
than you. Damn my patchy cheek
bones!

Don't be intimidated by blokes with
bigger BBQ's than you. My beef ribs that
scored a 4th place at Burleigh were
cooked on a 31-year-old, salvaged
Weber kettle. And the motion of the
ocean, baby!
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13. Accept things beyond your control
There is an element of competition BBQ that is truly beyond your control and that is
the judging table. It is a blind judging system so there is no way for you to know who is
going to get your hand-in box and no way for the judge to know whose box they got
either.
What this means is that there is no way to predict who you’re going to get on the table.
Every judge will have a different palate – some will prefer a lot of chili, others will
prefer none. Some prefer simple rubs of salt and pepper while others prefer more
complex flavours. You get the idea. Something you cook that might do well at one
comp might not do as well at another.
You need to accept that this is beyond your control and is just a part of the game. If it
really bothers you, take comfort in the fact that everyone is in the same boat.

14. Facebook Live for coverage
Social media is your best friend at competitions. It’s so easy to instantly provide
insights and updates to your fans, creating really engaging content. However, video is
king. And the king of video at the moment is Facebook Live.
If you haven’t used it yet, Facebook Live is a Facebook feature which turns your mobile
phone into a live television broadcast studio – you press the ‘Live’ button and then you
beam live video around the world.
These live videos get far more engagement even than photos. The live videos I shared
from this Burleigh BBQ Championships easily got a minimum of 5 times the
engagement of the photos that I shared.

Hit that ‘Live’ button and get filming!
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My rig: My 1984 brown Weber, found down the back of a garden shed!

“

It’s not the size of the smoker, but how you use it!
Ben Arnot
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15. Set up your site to ensure what you want to promote is at the front
•

Got pit sponsorship? The pit goes in front

•

Sharing recipes on a website? Put your prep table in front

Front of Site

Front of Site
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16. Merch is King
One thing you’ll notice when you go to a comp is that all the teams will be in a uniform
of some kind. Different teams go to different degrees to ensure that they stand out
from everybody else. At Smoking Hot Confessions, we have aprons, t-shirts and
hoodies. And here’s a good tip – when you’re organising your uniforms, make sure you
get something like a hoodie to keep you warm – this way you won’t have to hide your
branding when you get cold.

Something else that you’ll notice is that a lot of teams sell merch at their sites during
the competition. This is a great idea as it will help you offset costs. But be warned –
not all event promoters are okay with this, as site fees for vendors are significantly
higher than team sites. So contact the promoter first to make sure they are okay with
you selling merch.
My last tip on this is to start with caps, before t-shirts. Caps are typically universal in
the fitting as opposed to t-shirts, which means you should have less caps left over at
the end of the comp.

17. Keep a smart phone
handy for Googling
At one comp, my wife had to
retire when her back went out.
My Dad was left with 15
minutes to teach himself how
to prepare a comp box on
YouTube. I think he did pretty
well!
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18. Don't write yourself off on the
first night.
You can try and justify it as
'Networking' all you want, but if you
can't get your site set up the next day,
you're going to have problems! Also,
cooking can be really difficult when
you can't even look at food without
dry heaving...

19. Lanyards melt
Gravity and plastic work against you
when you're leaning over a BBQ.
Either put them in your pocket or
hang them from a mirror-ball like we
did. After we'd melted one. Or two.

20. Make sure you have a PR person on your team.
Once the public starts coming in, you'll need someone to converse with them and
answer their questions, which is vital to promoting both your team and the sport of
competitive BBQing. This needs to be someone other than the pitmaster. Or have a
team of pitmasters. If not, your pitmaster will spend all their time talking to the public
instead of cooking some great BBQ.
21. Always bring 2 spare tarps,
ropes, and cable ties.
These are great for when you need a
well ventilated extended ceiling/wall
after the health department arrives
unexpectedly and tells you they want
you to put up three walls, put your
three BBQ's inside and cook away.
They also make a great waterproof
blanket for if you drink too much and
haven't/can't put up your marquee in
the middle of the night...

22. Take selfies

Remember how we’ve been talking
about social media? Now’s the time
to make it work. Take selfies with
people that you meet. Tag them in the
photo and post them immediately.
This will not only cement your new
relationships but also give your fans
immediate updates on your
competition shenanigans!
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Warning: Always network in moderation!

“

Cooking can be really difficult when you can‘t
even look at food without dry heaving…
Ben Arnot
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A F T E R T H E C O M P…
When you compete with someone as good or better than you, you
may not always win, but you never lose.
- Michael Josephson
23. Drive home safely
Australia is a wide brown land and
odds are you’re going to have a long
drive to get to and from the
competitions. Make no mistake – a BBQ
competition is hard work and you’ll be
exhausted at the end of it. Make sure
you take frequent breaks and even stop
and have a nap if you need to do. Do
whatever it takes to make it home safe
to your loved ones.

24. Have a debrief / reflection session
One of the best things you can do is get
your team together and catch up for a
discussion about the experience. The
sooner the better. Break down the
competition and chat about what
worked and what didn’t. When you
identify what didn’t work, dive deep on
that to come up with solutions for next
time. And trust me, there will be a next
time!

25. Follow up on your new contacts
When I interviewed the experts for the Comp Ready series of podcast episodes I
asked them each for three tips for new competitors. Every single one, without fail said
to make sure you introduce yourself to people and make some friends. I’d like to add
to that and make sure that follow up with these people after the competition is over.
Befriend them on Facebook, follow them on Instagram, and send them a message to
start up a dialogue. Just say hi, and thank them for something they told you that was
helpful. Knowing what I know about competitive BBQ teams, there will definitely be
useful information shared.
Doing this will establish your network and solidify relationships for the future. BBQ
friends are friends for life!
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26. Take notes for next time
It doesn’t matter if you use a pen and a notebook or type notes into a smart phone.
Just make sure that you have some way of recording your thoughts. You’ll be so tired
during the comp that you probably won’t remember these things later. This is true of
your post-comp debrief too. Write down everything that you talk about – the good and
the bad. It might be a few months between competitions and you don’t want to forget
what you’ve learned.

27. Make sure your fire is completely out so you don’t start smoking in the
trailer on the way home!
This sounds a little ridiculous, but it does actually happen. There is one particular
team who got pulled over by the Police on their drive home after the Police noticed
smoke coming out of the offset on the trailer. Turns out that the coals that they
thought were out, weren’t quite out and they woke up and started burning again once
the air started being forced into the smoker once it was moving at highway speed.
Luckily there was no damage, but it could easily have been disastrous. Especially if a
spark or ember got loose and started a bushfire.
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Your Team: A team that cooks together… well… eats together!

“

A BBQ competition is hard work and you’ll be
exhausted. On the drive home, have a nap if you
need to do. Do whatever it takes to make it
home safe to your loved ones.
Ben Arnot
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WHERE TO FROM HERE?
Want to know more about Competition BBQ? Check out The
Smoking Hot Confessions Podcast. Season One is called ‘Comp
Ready’. In these episodes I interview the best of the best in
Australian BBQ to reveal all the tricks and secrets of the most
successful competitors, butchers, pit builders and suppliers.
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Follow any of the links below to Subscribe!
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