
[image: ]



[image: ]
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This book was originally written with Steve Cory’s creative inspiration, and is dedicated to his memory. He was a talented and prolific home improvement writer and photographer as well as a really nice guy.
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Safety

Although the methods in this book have been reviewed for safety, it is not possible to overstate the importance of using the safest methods you can. What follows are reminders— some do’s and don’ts of work safety—to use along with your common sense.

■ Always use caution, care, and good judgment when following the procedures described in this book.

■ Always be sure that the electrical setup is safe, that no circuit is overloaded, and that all power tools and outlets are properly grounded. Do not use power tools in wet locations.

■ Always read container labels on paints, solvents, and other products; provide ventilation; and observe all other warnings.

■ Always read the manufacturer’s instructions for using a tool, especially the warnings.

■ Use hold-downs and push sticks whenever possible when working on a table saw. Avoid working short pieces if you can.

■ Always remove the key from any drill chuck (portable or press) before starting the drill.

■ Always pay deliberate attention to how a tool works so that you can avoid being injured.

■ Always know the limitations of your tools. Do not try to force them to do what they were not designed to do.

■ Always make sure that any adjustment is locked before proceeding. For example, always check the rip fence on a table saw or the bevel adjustment on a portable saw before starting to work.

■ Always clamp small pieces to a bench or other work surface when using a power tool.

■ Always wear the appropriate rubber gloves or work gloves when handling chemicals, moving or stacking lumber, working with concrete, or doing heavy construction.

■ Always wear a disposable face mask when you create dust by sawing or sanding. Use a special filtering respirator when working with toxic substances and solvents.

■ Always wear eye protection, especially when using power tools or striking metal on metal or concrete; a chip can fly off, for example, when chiseling concrete.

■ Never work while wearing loose clothing, open cuffs, or jewelry; tie back long hair.

■ Always be aware that there is seldom enough time for your body’s reflexes to save you from injury from a power tool in a dangerous situation; everything happens too fast. Be alert!

■ Always keep your hands away from the business ends of blades, cutters, and bits.

■ Always hold a circular saw firmly, usually with both hands.

■ Always use a drill with an auxiliary handle to control the torque when using large-size bits.

■ Always check your local building codes when planning new construction. The codes are intended to protect public safety and should be observed to the letter.

■ Never work with power tools when you are tired or when under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

■ Never cut tiny pieces of wood or pipe using a power saw. When you need a small piece, saw it from a securely clamped longer piece.

■ Never change a saw blade or a drill or router bit unless the power cord is unplugged. Do not depend on the switch being off. You might accidentally hit it.

■ Never work in insufficient lighting.

■ Never work with dull tools. Have them sharpened, or learn how to sharpen them yourself.

■ Never use a power tool on a workpiece— large or small—that is not firmly supported.

■ Never saw a workpiece that spans a large distance between horses without close support on each side of the cut; the piece can bend, closing on and jamming the blade, causing saw kickback.

■ When sawing, never support a workpiece from underneath with your leg or other part of your body.

■ Never carry sharp or pointed tools, such as utility knives, awls, or chisels, in your pocket. If you want to carry any of these tools, use a special-purpose tool belt that has leather pockets and holders.




Contents

Introduction

CHAPTER ONE

Dreaming & Planning

Bringing It All Outdoors

Cooking and Entertaining Styles

Getting the Exposure Right

The Floor

Sizing and Situating the Kitchen

Blending with the House

Layouts That Work

Dining Tables and Eating Counters

Backsplashes

Inside a Porch

Walls and Curtains

Over Your Head

Shade Sails

For the City Folk

Planter Box

The Grill

Pizza Ovens

Firepits and Fireplaces

Comforts of Home

Lighting the Night

CHAPTER TWO

Getting the Most On a Tight Budget

Getting More with Less

Building a Lightweight Counter Inexpensively

Counter Facing

Cabinet Options

Countertops to Choose

Doors and Drawers

Storage Solutions

Getting a Good Grill Value

More Cooking Options

Side Burners and Warmers

Sinks and Plumbing

Amenities

Refrigerators and Coolers

Grilling Accessories

Doing It Yourself or Hiring a Pro

CHAPTER THREE

Kitchens That Succeed

Side by Side

Handy and Neat

Blending In

Minimalism

Eating and Serving Counter

Two Big Curves

Kamado-and-Gas-Grill Combo

Stony Curves

A Happy, Speckled Place

Classic Entertaining Centers

Cozy but Open

Open Craftsmanship

Knotty Cedar Retreat

Spacious and Uncluttered

CHAPTER FOUR

Building Counters

Detailed Planning

Utility Lines

Framing a Counter with Wood

Framing with Metal Studs

Wiring a Receptacle

Installing Underground Cable

Adding Backer Board

Applying Stone or Faux-Stone Veneer

Applying Stucco

Facing a Counter with Tile

Building Wooden Access Doors

Building PVC Cabinets

Crafting Wood Cabinets

Stackable-Block Counters

CHAPTER FIVE

Installing Countertops & Appliances

Granite and Other Slab Countertops

Ceramic-Tile Countertop

Pour-in-Place Concrete Countertop

Counter with a Kamado Grill

Pizza Oven

Churrasco Grill

Installing a Sink

Installing Grills and Burners

Cooking and Dining Pavilion

The Urbane Counter

Anchoring Shade Sails

 

Credits

Metric Equivalents




Introduction

Many homeowners have become intrigued with the idea of an outdoor kitchen—a place to cook and prepare food with family and friends outside the confines of the house.

To quote Clemens Jellema, a world-class deck builder in the D.C. area, “Everyone wants an outdoor kitchen, but most people think they can’t afford one.” Well, this book will fix that.

When this book was first written, outdoor kitchens were much less common and were considered luxury items. Many were built massively and needed to be supported with a thick concrete slab. The appliances—grill, side burner, refrigerator, sink, and other features—were specialty items made for outdoor kitchens and were very expensive. These luxury kitchens often cost $100,000 or more. Luxury kitchens are still big business. According to the National Kitchen and Bath Association (NKBA, 2023), outdoor kitchens are becoming a standard expectation in new luxury home builds, and they’re still expensive.

Among the middle-income crowd, outdoor kitchens are not as common, but they are high on wish lists. And grill manufacturers have noticed and tried to tap into the market by offering prefab or modular cabinets. Often made of aluminum or plastic, these cookie-cutter kitchens tend to have durability issues, though the more reliable prefab cabinets, often made of stainless steel, can be expensive. In addition, adding electrical or plumbing connections drives up the cost. You’re better off hiring a contractor so that you can get a quality kitchen with all the features you want. But, once again, this is expensive. What to do?

If you have a lot of cash lying around, you may choose to hire a contractor to build your dream kitchen. But what about the rest of us? Must we be content with a standalone grill and a few sticks of lawn furniture?

The answer is a resounding no. In this book, we’ll show how to build an outdoor counter that houses all the appliances you want for a reasonable price. There are many ways to do this, and we’ll show how to do it yourself, or hire a professional to build it for you.
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You will learn how to build a great counter like this—or how to save money if you hire a pro.
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Building with bricks that match the house makes an outdoor kitchen counter feel as if it really belongs.
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Dreaming & Planning

Your goal is to build an outdoor kitchen that is inexpensive, but that does not mean you have to start out thinking small. Don’t fail to dream. Start by thinking of all of the things that you would like—a large-enough counter in a shape that best meets your needs, the countertop, side-of-counter surfaces, cabinets, drawers, a refrigerator, a sink, an overhead structure, and last but not least the grills and burners that you have dreamed about.

Look through this chapter for inspiration and practical solutions. Later, when you add up the numbers, you may need to scale back or leave space to add additional upgrades. Or you may be pleasantly surprised to find that you can fit most if not all of the features that you would like into your budget.

Once you have an idea what you like and can afford, check out Chapter 2 (beginning here), which gets specific about saving money without sacrificing goodies. Begin with a plan that copies other kitchens you have seen. Then as you think through how you will use the space, your plan should come into focus.
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Bringing It All Outdoors

Even when a backyard barbecue consists of a simple charcoal grill and a few lawn chairs on the deck or lawn, the outdoor setting creates a naturally convivial atmosphere, and the food seems to taste better and is more fun to prepare. The downside is all of the trips back and forth, the mess in the indoor kitchen, and the general lack of creature comforts.

An outdoor kitchen solves these problems, bringing outdoor cooking and dining to a new level: food preparation is easier; the cooking experience is better; and the chef and diners have comfortable places to hang out. Adding an outdoor kitchen increases the time that a family spends outdoors, and it relieves stress on the indoor kitchen (and the cook). It effectively increases the square footage of the home’s living space and the value of the home.

With the ever-growing number of products on the market, there are amenities to fit every budget. If your budget is tight, plan bigger than you can afford—leaving room for future upgrades. As you plan, think of your space as an outdoor dining/living room, designed for comfort and relaxation so that everyone who uses the space—cooks and their advisors, diners, and loungers alike—will feel at home.
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The pergola over this kitchen keeps the area shady but still wide open to the yard.
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A lot of features make this kitchen versatile. It’s built in three sections that could be built gradually over time. The counter facings are deck boards and the countertops are a thinner granite, making the materials more affordable.
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Stackable block assembles quickly and has the look and durability of natural stone.
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This counter’s rough stone veneer complements the smooth flagstone patio.




Cooking and Entertaining Styles

An outdoor kitchen will encourage your family to eat outside more often, making for less mess and more-relaxed meals. And for those occasions when you need to cook for a larger crowd, an outdoor kitchen will make the job easier. Even a small outdoor kitchen essentially doubles your cooking space, giving you two separate kitchen areas and separate domains for chefs. Homeowners who live in cold climates increasingly grill outdoors even when it is too cold to eat there. Cooking a big turkey dinner at Thanksgiving, for instance, is easier when you can cook the main course outside on the grill and devote the indoor kitchen to all of the side dishes.

Entertaining in the summer allows you to move the messiest aspects of the meal outdoors. If you are hosting a child’s birthday party, for example, you can let the kids make their own pizzas on a table that you have brought outside for the occasion. Then they can cook (supervised, of course) their creations on a grill-top pizza stone or in a pizza oven if you have one. Even if the kids get into a food fight, your indoor kitchen will remain unscathed. You can hose off the deck or patio afterward.

To design an outdoor kitchen that works for you, it helps to think about your cooking and entertaining style. Here are a few questions to ask:

■ How much will local climate limit your use of an outdoor kitchen? If your backyard is too hot or rainy or too cold or buggy, consider the products shown here, respectively, which may prolong your grilling and outdoor-dining season.

■ Do you like to cook by yourself or with others helping? How many workstations do you normally use to prepare a meal? Do you prefer to just grill outdoors, or do you like to cook side dishes and prepare salads outside as well?

■ What is your entertaining style? Do you prefer separate grilling and dining areas or a single grilling counter where you can quickly serve diners who watch as you grill?

■ How convenient are your indoor kitchen’s sink and refrigerator to your outdoor space? If they are nearby, adding outdoor appliances may not be worth the trouble and expense.

■ Which appliances and extras do you most desire? Think back on family cookouts and larger gatherings in the past, and make a wish list in order of priority. Of course, you will want a grill that will cook the way you want to cook. Maybe there are other dream features that will make you happy, such as a fridge, sink, or even a stereo or TV.
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The separate buffet counter in this kitchen lightens traffic around the cooking counter.
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Here, serious diners can sit at a table; snackers and drinkers can pull up to a bar.
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For cooking versatility, some kitchens have more than one appliance, and may even have three.
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This U-shape counter gives the cook a perfect work triangle and shields diners from grilling smoke.




Getting the Exposure Right

If you have some flexibility in where to build your outdoor kitchen, give careful thought to how the site will be affected by sun and shade. The sun follows a predictable path, which affects every home and garden differently. Even next-door neighbors can have dramatically different exposure realities. One neighbor may always get a bumper crop of heirloom tomatoes, while another is lucky to get a handful. But while more sun means happier plants, it can also be too much for mere mortals.

Here are the basics for orienting your outdoor kitchen:

■ A south-facing site will receive sun almost all day.

■ An east-facing site will get sun in the morning.

■ A west-facing site will get sun in the afternoon.

■ Southeast- or southwest-facing sites will receive sun for longer periods than those that face due east or west.

■ A north-facing site will receive little or no sun for much of the day.

Timing Is Everything

Consider your entertaining preferences and what you want to do outside. And consider what time you will use your kitchen the most. For instance, if you savor cool, quiet mornings, you might enjoy firing up a griddle now and then to treat family or friends to an easy alfresco breakfast or brunch. If you enjoy long evenings relaxing outside, a west- or southwest-facing site is probably best.

Also consider your climate and surroundings. If you live in a warmer climate, a shaded northern exposure may appeal, while if you live in a cooler climate, a southern orientation may be ideal. Does your garden have a lot of shade from nearby trees, walls, and buildings? If not, you can always create shade by planting trees or adding shade sails (here) or an overhead structure, such as a gazebo, pergola, or pavilion (see here).
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A southern exposure helps keep mold and mildew at bay. Deep eaves and a large tree keep both the cook and diners cool on a hot day.
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A southeastern exposure allows this outdoor kitchen to dry quickly after a rain. The shed offers protection from northwesternly winds.
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A northeastern exposure means this kitchen next to the house gets sun most of the afternoon and evening; the time when most people use an outdoor kitchen.
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A northwestern exposure helps keep the afternoon crowd cool in the summer and lets the sun through once the leaves fall in autumn in this outdoor kitchen situated near a tree.




The Floor

Your outdoor kitchen counter will probably rest on or abut a patio or a deck. This book concentrates on outdoor kitchens. If you need to install a new deck, porch, or patio, see Creative Homeowner’s books on those subjects. (Ultimate Guide: Decks and Ultimate Guide: Walks, Patios & Walls)

Most of the designs in this book are lightweight enough that they can rest on any surface that is relatively strong. (If you build a counter using concrete block, first pour a deep concrete footing to keep the structure from cracking and sinking.)

The floor where you cook will, of course, receive spatters and spills. That is not a problem with, say, composite or vinyl decking, which you can easily wipe clean. But other common surfaces—wood decking or a patio made of brick, stone, or concrete pavers—will not be as easy to keep clean. To solve this problem, you can seal the surface with a deck or masonry sealer. Apply several coats to keep the area relatively impermeable and easy to clean. Or lay down an outdoor rug, or do both.


TIP

A Rug Near the Grill

Grease spatters and spills can stain or damage flooring right by the grill, so consider using an outdoor rug to protect your patio or deck.
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Many composites today have sumptuous wood tones yet never need staining and easily wipe clean.
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The wide joints between stone pavers on this patio provide space for sturdy crevice plants, which seem to hold it all together.
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Ceramic tiles with a stone appearance can be mortared onto a solid concrete slab.
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Carefully cut slate tiles form a neat crazy-quilt pattern.
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Old-fashioned cobblestone pavers are a charming surface for an outdoor kitchen.




Sizing and Situating the Kitchen

Two of the first design decisions you will make are the size and location of the kitchen counter. Here we show some possible outdoor kitchen arrangements designed to meet different needs.
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At the far edge of the patio, this cooking center keeps heat and fumes away from diners. It is an attractive complement to the landscaping.
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This spacious patio has room for several different use areas. The cooking center is close enough to the house to make trips in and out easy, and an entertainment counter on the other side of the patio is perfect for sipping drinks on movie night.
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Built on a concrete slab along the edge of the deck and a good distance from the indoor kitchen, this spacious kitchen has plenty of amenities to minimize the need for trips back and forth.
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This outdoor kitchen’s location capitalizes on the view, for both the chef and the diners. Be sure that a new kitchen with a great view does not itself obstruct a view that you have been enjoying from inside the house.


Size

A capacious counter with lots of workspace and several cooking appliances makes sense if you think you will often host large outdoor parties. But bigger is not necessarily better. If large gatherings will be rare, a gigantic counter may make your family feel dwarfed during everyday intimate gatherings. In this case, setting out extra tables for work surfaces and dining to accommodate occasional big events may be the logical solution.

Be sure that the counter is large enough if you plan to do prep work outside rather than inside—especially if several people may be cooking together. A long, straight counter works fine for up to 6 or 8 feet. If you want more counter space than that, an L- or U-shape may work better so that you don’t have to traipse all the way to one end to fetch a bowl of food or utensils. Some rules of thumb:

■ At least 2 feet of counter space on each side of a grill provides room for platters of cooked and uncooked meats, a medium-size cutting board, and an additional bowl for vegetables to be cooked.

■ Plan on 2 feet of space next to a side burner.

■ Allow at least 16 inches on each side of a sink for a drainer and bowls.

■ Think of how much space you use in your indoor kitchen, and mimic that if possible. If food preparation will be elaborate, using lots of dishes and equipment, then the more counter space you can provide, the better.

Location

When situating a grill within a counter, the challenge is to place it near the home’s existing kitchen for the sake of convenience but not so near that it infringes on the house’s interior. Some considerations:

■ If you will install a sink, natural-gas grill, or electrical outlets or appliances, aim to place the counter where you can easily run plumbing pipes (both water supply and drain), a gas line, and electrical service. Consult with contractors.

■ Think through the traffic patterns. There should be as straight a path as possible from the kitchen door to the outdoor counter without running into diners or loungers. You may be able to use a window as a food pass-through. (See photo bottom left.)

■ Make sure that smoke and fumes will be carried away from the house. If the grill will be on an enclosed patio, plan to install a commercial-size range hood to remove smoke.

■ Take note of prevailing winds and sunlight patterns during the times of the year when you will use the outdoor kitchen. If the proposed site is not well protected from wind or sun, either move it or plan to install an overhead shade structure or a fence or hedge to minimize wind.

■ There are advantages to attaching the outdoor kitchen to a house’s exterior wall: utility lines are easy to run, and it is near the kitchen and protected from weather. On the other hand, a freestanding structure away from the house allows more leeway in designing the style and shape of the counter, enhances the outdoor feel, and ensures that cooking smoke will not be a problem.

■ Avoid placing a counter or overhead where it will block the view of your backyard from the deck or from inside the house.

■ Grills get hot. If you have wood siding, you’ll have to situate the grill at least 10 feet from your house. Make sure the back and each side of the grill has an air gap and fireproof barrier. (See here for more on fire safety.)
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The owners situated this kitchen so that food and supplies can be conveniently passed through a kitchen window. The counter is low enough that it does not obstruct the view from the window, and the grill’s location along the side of the house allows smoke to easily escape.




Blending with the House

When deciding on how the counter will relate to the house, you may aim for

■ A kitchen and dining area that blends seamlessly with the home, borrowing colors and shapes from the house’s exterior.

■ An outdoor room that contrasts sharply with the rest of the house, thereby creating a sort of mini-vacation spot.

■ A combination of the two, with basic “bones” that mimic the rest of the house, plus splashes of creative differences in texture, color, and style.

Builders often recommend borrowing from architectural details of the house, especially if the outdoor kitchen will be located adjacent to the home. If your new space will have a roof, for instance, try to match the shape and material of the home’s roof, or install the same siding in the outdoor kitchen as that used for the home.

If the interior of the house is visible from the outdoor kitchen, consider colors and materials that complement the visible colors in the indoor flooring, wall, or countertop surfaces.

Consider your yard’s landscaping, too. The site’s surrounding trees, rocks, and grasses provide a palette of natural colors that you can incorporate in your outdoor kitchen, often by using local stone or lumber.
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This counter’s stone sides do not imitate anything on the house, but they do pick up on the bluegray color of the siding and coordinate with the base of a nearby column, making the kitchen look at home.


[image: ]

Brick detail work that coordinates with the home’s exterior lends dignity and formality to this foodprep counter. The stone countertop is of a different color, but its rounded nosing echoes nearby pillar bases.
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Gray blocks used for the grill counter are also used as accents elsewhere
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