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To Chery, thank you for always being there to fuel my creativity.


Introduction

I have always enjoyed cooking, in one capacity or another. I think I started as a taste tester, shortly after I could hold a spoon without throwing it, and then worked my way up to helper. Some of my first chef duties came on special days such as Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, or other occasions when our brigade agreed that a surprise or impromptu breakfast in bed for the parents was needed posthaste.

Looking back, I doubt if our domestic catering efforts were even edible, and some of my strongest memories are of the messes we made in the process. But we tried and were encouraged to try again. I always did my best to learn from the guests’ (my parents’) reaction to early-morning smoke alarms, well-done (20-minute) eggs, and toast you could chip a tooth on. As time went on, the smoke detector remained silent, the kitchen stayed cleaner, and I kept expanding the quiver of dishes I could cook to perfection.

A few years ago, when I began cooking on the kamado grill, I felt the same excitement that I’d had when cooking as a kid. Discovering the kamado was like cooking for 30 years and then discovering salt. The kamado adds so much flavor to dishes that it makes me want to cook better every time I fill my grill with charcoal.

There’s a funny thread that pops up now and again on Internet forums, about how owning a kamado will ruin you for going out to dinner at a restaurant. You see comments such as these:

“Restaurants are falling short of expectations.”

“It was good, but I can cook flank steak 10 times better than what that chef was doing.”

And my personal favorite: “We won’t go out very often now, but when we do I’ll either order a) Something I know I don’t want to make at home, or b) Something I want to make at home and am looking for some inspiration.”

And it’s true. Kamado-grilled food often does taste better than what you get in a restaurant! Dining out becomes mere fodder to inspire new dishes at home, and reading the menu becomes an “I can make that” true-false quiz.

Cooking on the kamado grill has been a creative journey for me each step of the way. Starting out, I thought I’d never grill a steak at anything under 700°F—until I learned just how quickly hair singes and knuckles burn. Smoking meat began innocently enough, and then one day I put so much hickory smoke into chicken thighs that the roof of my mouth itched when I bit into one. Even my passion project of pizzas yielded unsightly and inedible results at the beginning, with raw toppings and a crust that looked and tasted like charcoal. I guess you skin your knee along the way and learn from your mistakes on the grill. I’ve done my best to learn from both my culinary successes and my failures, and I hope that my experience will help you make fewer mistakes and more fantastic dishes.

My personal zeal for creative cooking on the kamado grill has my head on a constant swivel looking for new and innovative ideas. The reward is watching a complete stranger’s reaction to my cooking. If someone takes a bite and looks confused, excited, inspired, and exhilarated all in the same breath, I know my food has created an emotion as well as an experience. When someone tells me they’d never have thought of cooking that on the grill, I know I’ve done something right.

COOKING ON THE KAMADO

The kamado grill is one of the most versatile—and addictive—cooking devices you can own. Part of the mystique is that the cooking possibilities are seemingly endless. With a basic understanding of how the kamado operates, it becomes fun to challenge yourself to see just how creatively you can use it. Baking, braising, broiling, deep-frying, grilling, pan-frying, poaching, roasting, sautéing, searing, stir-frying, and toasting are all methods available for tackling just about any culinary conundrum with your kamado.

Kamado grills are produced by a variety of manufacturers, but they all have certain features in common. The diagram below shows the kamado’s typical basic components.
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The early kamado wasn’t much more than a clay pot used as an refractory-style device to utilize fuel efficiently. Today’s ceramic kamado is safer, easier to use, and far more efficient. Stronger handles and hinges are better-engineered to support the weight of the dome. Air circulates with greater efficiency across the coals and cooking surface, and the kamado has a tighter seal during cooking, thanks to high-temperature gaskets.

Similar to wood stoves, kamados all provide methods for controlling the airflow through the grill. Air is taken in toward the bottom of the cooker through the bottom vent and exhausted out of the grill through the top vent (cap-vent). Charcoal is ignited in a firebox toward the bottom of the cooker.

GETTING STARTED

Hardwood lump charcoal is what’s almost exclusively used in kamado grills, partially because it produces less ash than engineered charcoal briquettes. It also produces a very efficient, even heat, adding an unmistakable barbecue flavor. Most manufacturers make their own version, which can be purchased where you bought your grill. National hardware chain stores carry brands like such as Cowboy Charcoal and Royal Oak for a reasonable price, but you often have to deal with massive amounts of dust and very small charcoal chunks in each bag.

At this time, my personal favorite charcoal is FOGO, because the lumps are always extremely large and you have almost no shard pieces or dusty waste. Just recently I tried Komodo Kamado’s extruded coconut charcoal made from coconut husks and tapioca starch. Unlike other brands, this charcoal comes in log-style pieces, about 11 inches long and 2 inches in diameter. These logs burn extremely consistently and add very little flavor to food—ideal for a delicate fish or a dessert.
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There are various methods of lighting the hardwood lump charcoal that range from primitive and virtually free to expensive gadgets that accomplish the same thing. Regardless of how you ignite your grill, never use commonly found charcoal lighter fluid—it can leave a residue inside your kamado grill that is hard or impossible to remove and will infuse a horrible taste on any food cooked in the tainted grill. My preferred method is immersing an electric starting element into the hardwood lump charcoal and allowing it to radiate heat for about 5 to 10 minutes until it’s ignited. If you have a chimney starter where you load the cylinder with charcoal and ignite paper in the bottom, try drizzling a couple tablespoons of cooking oil on the paper to sustain your flames for a bit longer. I tend to stay away from wax-based charcoal ignition sticks that you light and immerse in your charcoal because I don’t enjoy the residue that’s left behind, which smolders into my food. However you light your charcoal, use caution, do not leave the ignition process unattended, and if you have a penchant to get distracted, set yourself an alarm on your phone to remind you to check the process after about 5 minutes.

STABILIZING THE GRILL

Once the kamado is ignited, it needs to come close to your target cooking temperature and remain there for at least 30 minutes to become stabilized. Stabilizing your kamado is like letting your car warm up on a frigid morning before you begin driving. Although it’s not entirely necessary, the kamado—like your car—will operate better when it’s preheated to the desired temperature. When the thick walls of the kamado have come close to your target cooking temperature, the heat you lose by opening the dome is recovered much more quickly and your food cooks at the appropriate temperature longer.

For the kamado to become stabilized, keep the lid closed after you ignite the charcoal. You want the kamado to be burning clean, with little or no smoke, before you add food. If you’ve ever had an old toaster that got smoky because of excessive crumbs, you know how much better toast tastes when the toaster is clean and smoke free. Similarly, stabilizing the kamado lets some of the acrid smoke and any residual morsels from previous cooks burn off from your charcoal, resulting in a cleaner heat source.

GRILL COOKING METHODS

Today’s kamado has thick walls that are much denser than those of metal grills. Metal grills have little insulation, so they rely exclusively on the direct heat source to cook your food. Kamado grills, on the other hand, are often quite heavy, and their sheer mass is part of the magic. The extra thermal mass of the thick-walled kamado lets the vessel itself radiate heat onto your food, assisting in the cooking process. Because of this insulating effect, the majority of the cooking on the kamado grill is done with the lid, or dome, in the closed position.

There are four fundamental set-up methods for cooking on your kamado. These differ only slightly, but using the proper setup will help you achieve the results you want.

Direct Cooking


[image: ]



In direct cooking, the grill grate is positioned directly over the coals, with only about a 6-inch space between the hot charcoal and your cooking surface. Other than placing food right in the coals, direct cooking is the hottest, fastest, and most violent way of cooking. Direct cooking is fantastic for searing and achieving a flavorful crust on food. Depending on how hot your grill is running, direct cooking can be very quick—but if you don’t pay careful attention, your meal can burn just as quickly.

Raised Direct Cooking


[image: ]



Raised direct cooking is when you elevate your cooking surface inside the kamado dome. Raised direct cooking increases the distance from the hot charcoal to your food, with the additional cooking benefit of radiant heat from the dome of the grill. Raised direct cooking really shines when you’re cooking meat on the bone, or thicker cuts of meat where you want the crisping and browning benefits of direct heat but can take advantage of a longer cook time.

Indirect Cooking
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Indirect cooking happens when you place a heat deflector/shield (or simply a water-filled drip pan or pizza stone) between the hot charcoal and your food. Indirect cooking is ideal for long, slow-and-low cooking, when you want meat’s collagens, proteins, and connective tissues to break down slowly to provide tender, flavorful results. Most recipes that can be baked in a conventional oven—breads, desserts, casseroles, and roasts—can be cooked over indirect heat.

Raised Indirect Cooking
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Raised indirect cooking with fire bricks and a pizza stone.

Cooking over raised indirect conditions creates a true baking and browning environment for food. You set up your kamado for indirect cooking with the heat deflector in place, but you raise the grate above the typical cooking height to get your food closer to the dome. Some kamados come with rigs for raising the grate, but there are also many after-market products that will do the same thing. I often just use firebricks to raise my grate for this style of cooking. Raised indirect cooking is most commonly used for dishes such as pizza, where you need the dough to leaven and bake but you also want the top to be well cooked.
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