Hookahs 101

By Lazria (lazriasr@yahoo.com)

This work may not be altered in any form without previous written permission from the author.

Duplication in whole is allowed providing this disclaimer is visibly shown on the work and credit is given.

This guide is for distribution to people over the age of 18 for care and use of a Hookah pertaining to the consumption of shisha (tobacco). No other use is implied or construed.

The author of this guide is under NO responsibility to the reader for any results that come from following this guide.

Use common sense and caution with handling any hot material and/or fire.

Tobacco use is known to be a cause of cancer and other medical risks.
An instruction for basic care, cleaning, set-up and correct usage for a Hookah (also known as Nargile Pipe, Water Pipe, or Shisha Pipe).

Because there are as many different types of Hookahs as there are users, this guide will only cover the most basic needs of the Hookah owner/user. Typical Hookahs can range in size from 10 inches to 7 feet, range in hose numbers from 1 to 6, and either be functional or decorative. I own 4 different pipes, ranging in size from 17” to 30”. Three are Syrian and one is a Modern. Even though they are different styles, most hookahs have the same basic components that form the modern hookah.
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Parts

The Stem

            The stem of a hookah is the longest part. It’s normally made of steel, although aluminum, brass, and other combinations are available. The stem is made up of two parts: a lower stem and upper stem. They are joined in the middle by a larger section that contains one or more valves. Some of these valves you will be able to plug in hoses, others allow for the release of smoke from the base, without removing the stem and bowl during use. This valve normally has a screw-off top to it with a small metal ball inside – be careful removing the top! If you loose that ball, you’ll have to find it or replace it, as the valve won’t function without it. If you loose it, try making a small replacement out of balled-up aluminum foil.

The upper section supports the ashtray and bowl head, the lower part extends into the base jar and the water. The stem may be 1 unit or may be several smaller pieces that screw together. Normally the longer the stem, the slightly cooler the smoke (by allowing it cool more before you inhale), making it both smoother and taste better.

Stems have to been cleaned, normally after 3-6 uses as the shisha (tobacco) will drip juice and get small burnt pieces into the tube, as well as pick up the flavor of the shisha. They sell long cleaning brushes to clean the insides, but a clean new shotgun-cleaning bore can be used.

The Base

            The base is the container that the liquid (normally water) is stored in. The stem fits snugly into the mouth of the base jar, normally by a rubber grommet (although newer models may have screw on stems). The grommet is sized (25-30 being the most common) according to the diameter of the base’s opening and the circumference of the stems’ lower section base lip. If need be, a grommet can be trimmed to fit snuggly with it’s chosen base/stem combo. Longer stems normally require larger bases; although sawing the stem can permanently alter the length of the stem, it’s normally easier to purchase larger bases.

            Bases can be glass, plastic, and metal – just about anything. As long are it’s safe to consume food from, it can be used as a base jar. In order to protect the base, a silicon “base protector” can be used or the hookah can be placed on a piece of cork or cloth. Larger stems should have heavy bases, that way it will help prevent the hookah from tipping over and possibly causing a fire or injury. 

The Hose

            In order to draw the smoke out of the base, you will need a hose. There are many different types of hoses, ranging from washable, leather, cobra, sheik, and even disposable versions. They range in length from 48” to 84”, with several different types of mouthpieces, normally made from wood or plastic. Washable hoses are preferable, as they are been designed to be cleaned with water. Putting water in a non-washable hose can be a very bad thing, as many have the metal coil inside uncovered, which will rust. If many people will be using the same hose, you can invest in disposable plastic mouth tips that fit over the end. They also sell “hookah filters”, some of which catch particles before you breath them in and others supposedly stop nicotine. 

Hoses attach to the stem via a silicon or rubber grommet. They plug into one valve on the middle section of the stem. Certain types of hookahs allow you to modify the smoke release valve to turn a 1-hose hookah into a 2-hose version, just be careful to pick up the correct version adapter for the type of hookah stem you have.

            Before every use, it’s a good idea to blow through the hose, to dislodge any particles that may have gathered there from the last smoking session. After time, even washable hoses may pick up a taste from the shisha. Every good hose has a limited lifespan, it’s often best to have two or three hoses around just in case your main hose has outlived its usefulness.

The Bowl

            The last main part of the hookah is the bowl. This is where the shisha is burnt to produce the smoke. It sits atop of the stem, normally with an ashtray beneath. They attach to the stem by means of a silicon or rubber grommet. 

Bowls are commonly made of clay, glazed porcelain, metal and glass. There are many different types, with different hole patterns, colors, uses and even multi-head bowls. The best thing you can do is try several different types, as some shisha do well in a simple clay bowl, while other higher-grade shishas even have custom bowls. It’s always best to have several, as after awhile, they may become brittle and crack or break.            

In order to burn the shisha, you will need some type of screen: an aluminum or steel reusable screen, aluminum foil, or even a glass screen. This screen sits atop the shisha in the bowl, with a coal to provide heat. The reason you use a screen is the shisha needs heat, but not direct flame. It’s not like a cigarette; if you light the shisha, it will produce hot harsh smoke. There are many different ways to top off the bowl, but only you will be able to decide on the best choice for your set-up.

Various Other Supplies

            As already mentioned, you’ll need several different types of rubber or silicon grommets (get several sets – in case one leaks or breaks) to seal your hookah, but there are even more items that you may or may not need or want. You will need some type of tongs to pick up and handle the coals. You can get fancy tongs made for hookah use or a BBQ tong, it’s all up to the person using the hookah. If you bought your hookah as a set, it probably already came with a set of tongs.

            Your going to need coals as well. Coals can be the quick-lighting versions (normally round), Japanese Silver coated tabs or natural coal. The type of coal you use is often based on what you can find locally, but there are defiantly better brands and versions to use. Natural coals do not have any taste or chemical smell, but take a torch, stove top or hot plate to light and are harder to use for the beginner. Quicklites are just that, quick lighting, often with just a simple match or lighter, but can have a chemical taste or smell that may overpower the shisha. Japanese coated coals are the middle ground, they offer less taste/smell but require more heat to start that typical Quicklites.

Several good brands of coals are 3 Kings, 3 Eagles, Goldens (both round and tabs), Stargate, Nour, and Dynnimate. Burning time on coals can range from 25 minuets to an hour. Also, if you plan on using a stove or have your heating element elsewhere, I recommend on getting something to carry the coals around. They make coal trays, but a good brass pot from the thrift store and an oven mitt work just as well.

            Another very important item is the shisha or molasses tobacco. Shisha is a name used for the tobacco smoked through a Hookah. Shisha can be called many different things, depending on whom you are taking to and where in the world you are. There are MANY different brands and types to choose from. Most contain some nicotine, the amount based on whether or not they are washed or unwashed. They are even a few brands of Herbal Shisha for those who don’t want to smoke tobacco, but I don’t recommend them.

Shisha is often fruit, candy, nut or coffee flavored, moistened with honey, glycerin or molasses. Most brands offer 50g sample packs, as well as 100, 150 or 250 gram tubs. The 50g packs are good as samples, but take caution as the flavor sometimes may be diluted. Getting several 50g packs allows you can find out which brands you like as something I enjoy, you may hate and visa versa.

Several good brands for the beginner are: Al Waha, Al Amir, Havana, Hookah-Hookah, and Layalina. These shouldn’t be too hard to locate locally as well as online. These aren’t the only brands, but are good to start with to help narrow down your tastes without spending a lot of money. Several brands I wouldn’t recommend until you are more used to smoking your hookah are: Nakhla, Starbuzz, and Tangiers. They are much stronger and take some getting used to. For the beginner it may just be too strong and you’ll end up coughing or even with a slight headache. Search around and read reviews, try small packs first and remember that one flavor in the same brand may rock, while a different flavor just plain sucks.

Another good item that goes with shisha is airtight containers. Simple Rubbermaid tubs will do, but you may want a set dedicated to shisha use as they will get nasty (smell like shisha and they are holding tobacco). Air is the enemy of shisha – it dries it up and renders it basically worthless. Storing your shisha in an air-tight container in a cool dark place is best, some store them in the fridge. If you chose that method, make sure your container is 100% air-tight as fridges will remove moisture from items. If by some chance your shisha has dried out, you can sometimes fix it. Place the shisha in a zip-lock or new airtight container and pour a small amount of either honey or pure glycerin over it. Not too much, maybe a teaspoon to tablespoon depending on the amount of shisha. Mix it up and let it sit overnight. Check it the next day to see if the normal consistency has returned, if not repeat. Sometimes the shisha will just be too dried out – toss it and replace, both the shisha and container you had it stored in - clearly it wasn’t airtight.

If you plan on smoking outside, it might be wise to pick-up a windscreen. They help prevent the coals from getting blown off the bowl, even indoors (fans are enemies of hookahs) as well as heat the bowl evenly, allowing the shisha to reach smoking temperature faster. All a windscreen is a metal “tin” with holes that sits over the bowl, in the ashtray.

Another nice but not necessary item is a diffuser. A diffuser is a small plastic part with small holes drilled in it that slips over the end of the lower stem. It basically breaks up the large bubbles into much finer bubbles. The theory behind it is the smaller the bubbles, the better the surface area of the bubbles to carry the taste of the shisha smoke and the cooler the smoke will be. It also cuts down on the splashing and noise. You can purchase one or make one.

Cleaning brushes would be nice, but again, aren’t necessary. Depending on the length of your stem, just get a new shotgun/rifle cleaning bore and use that. For the bowl; soap, water and your hands work best. The base, a baby-bottle bush works great. They sell cleaners for your hookah, but just warm water or a lemon juice/water mix works just fine. Make sure to dry everything – rust is the enemy of hookahs. A wet stem will get particles stuck in it twice as fast as a dry one. And remember: if your hose isn’t stated as a washable, DO NOT put water in it! It will rust and ruin the hose.

If you plan on roaming around with your hookah, a case or bag will be a good idea. You can purchase one (Or if you were lucky, yours came with one) or improvise something. If you search around the Internet, you’ll find several good suggestions and ideas on making your own.

One last thing you may also want to invest in is a good torch type lighter or even a small butane torch or hot plate, depending on the type of coals you want to use. You don’t have to, standard disposable lighters or matches will work for most quick-lies, but Japanese coals and natural coals need more heat. If you don’t have a gas stove, a butane torch is very effective.

Basically, this is just about everything you’ll need to start enjoying your Hookah. Many companies offer “starter packs” or bonus goodies when you get your hookah. Shop around, read reviews and compare prices. Some companies won’t ship out of the USA, some will – take that into consideration if need be. 

Also remember to check around for local stores or clubs, it’s always easier to run down the street to pick up more coals than wait 2 weeks to ship them. Plus sometimes you’ll find a killer deal locally that nobody can match online.
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Set-up

            Ok, you have everything ready – all your supplies and hookah in your possession, right? Now it’s time to smoke. One thing to note, just because this is how I set up my personal hookah(s), doesn’t mean you need to follow it to a tee.  You may find out something that needs tweaking, so by all means – experiment! This instruction is more for people who literary have a Hookah and have NO clue what to do next. You now know what all those parts are called and what they are for, now its time to set everything up for use.

1. Base: Many people use ice cubes in their base, along with cold water. The colder you can get the liquid, the better the smoking experience. You can also experiment with what you put in the base. Different juices, liquors, milk, and coffee… it’s all up to your personal taste. TIP: If you use ice, be careful dropping them in – do it after you fill it with liquid or it may crack the glass. 

Before you fill the base, it would be a good idea to put on the stem and make sure the grommet fits snuggly. You need an airtight seal between the stem and base, so now is the time to adjust it if needed. Also, check where the bottom of the stem sits. You will need to cover the bottom by 1-1.5 inches to get the best results. Too much and you’ll not have enough air space for smoke. Too little, you’ll have no drag and no smoke. Fill the base and wet the seal. Seat the stem and carefully move the hookah to its location – hold the base and stem, not stem alone!

2. Bowl: Place the ashtray on the stem’s lip and a bowl grommet on the very top of the stem. Open your shisha and stir it up. You want it to be nice and juicy. Dry shisha will burn and taste bad. Sprinkle some of the shisha in the bowl. Don’t overfill! You want it loose and fluffy. You need to get air between the tobacco otherwise the heat will singe the shisha, burning it. 
Next take your screen of choice (reusable, foil, glass) and place it on top. I use foil – crimp the foil down over the bowl head or simply place on top of the bowl for metal or glass screens. Next take a toothpick, knife, or the poker on the tongs and poke holes in the foil. Everybody has a different pattern for holes – experiment to find the best pattern for you.

Then flip the bowl over and gently bowl thru – this clears the holes and makes sure there’s a good airflow pattern, plus pushes the foil back off the shisha. Slightly moisten the grommet and carefully push the bowl on top. Don’t force it too hard, you can crack the bowl and possibly cut yourself. TIP: If the bowl won’t stay down on the grommet you can place a damp paper towel around the seam between the bowl and stem. It’s not pretty, but it works. 

3. Hose: Take a hose grommet, wet it, and place over the end of the shorter end tip. Carefully insert it into the correct valve on the stem. Don’t twist too hard or you can damage the valve/stem. Place your hand over the bowl (but don’t press down on the shisha) and suck through the hose. You should feel a drag against your hand and see/hear bubbles in the bottom. Yes? Move to step 4. No? Check all the seals and water level. Try again.

4. Coal: Depending on type of coal, light it as needed. Careful, there may be sparks. After the coal is glowing red, you can move it to the top of the bowl. Don’t place it in the middle at first - the edges go first! Draw through the hose and you should start to notice smoke filling the base. If not, then try lighting a 2nd coal. Some shisha needs more heat to get smoking. TIP: Sometimes a whole coal is too much heat, try breaking the coal up into 3-4 small pieces and spreading them across the outer edge of the bowl; this can help diffuse the heat better. If need be, put the windcover on for 5-10 min, it helps heat the bowl to smoking temperature. Cut be careful, you may need to remove it later (smoke gets harsh or starts to burn) and it will be HOT!

5. Sit back and relax. Smoking should be fun and enjoyable. If you start to taste something strange – check your heat. Move some coals around (don’t forget to ash them) and see if that helps. If you notice the smoke is too strong, blow gently into the hose – you should see smoke coming out the other valve on the stem. When empty, start drawing fresh smoke. If you get light headed or queasy, slow down or go get something to eat. Certain types of shisha have a little kick to them.

Clean-up

Well, now it’s later and it’s time to clean up. It’s annoying, but it’s a part of owning a hookah. If you don’t take care of it, you won’t have any future excellent smoking sessions. Go to a hookah bar – they’ll do all the hard work and you just pay.

First things first, what to use to clean the hookah. I use lemon juice, episome salts and hot water. Some people use beer, baking soda or purchase “cleaning” fluids. Some even use harsher chemicals, but whatever you choose to use, make sure you rinse well. Heating up chemicals and inhaling them can be deadly.

In addition to the cleaning fluid or water, you’ll need:

Warm water 

Paper towels or rags

Cleaning brushes (baby bottle brush, gun bore, ect)

1. Remove bowl, turn upside down and unwrap foil. Scrape the burnt shisha off the bowl, into the foil. Wrap up and toss. Dip the bowl in the lemon juice mix. Wash off with warm water. Blow thru the bottom opening, over the sink. This will dislodge any loose stuff from the inside. Be careful sticking your fingers inside – sometimes they can have sharp edges. Dry if off and set aside. Wash off the ashtray and dry it off – they can rust if made from metal.

2. Remove hose from stem. If it’s washable, pour either the juice or water inside the hose. Cover the two ends with your fingers. Now lift one end up higher than the other. You should feel the liquid moving around. Do this a couple of times, and then drain the liquid. Don’t worry if it’s a nasty color, that’s what you want out. Now pour some clean water in and repeat. After the second drain, pour more water straight thru till it runs out the other end. Then blow thru the hose – several times. Be very careful if you try to use an air-compressor; you can destroy the hose. Then hang up to dry, tips down. If your hose isn’t washable – just blow thru the hose several times to dislodge anything.

3. Remove the grommets from the stem (bowl and hose – leave the stem/base one on), unscrew the smoke-release valve (Don’t LOOSE the bearing), and carefully pull the stem off the base. Rinse off the grommets and set aside. Take your stem brush (long skinny one) or gun bore and dip it in the juice/water – then starting at one end, insert it into the stem. Brush it several times then swap ends and repeat. After, pour clean fresh water thru the stem till it runs clear. You can repeat the brushing if you want, depending on how long ago your last cleaning was. Afterwards, blow thru the stem to clear out any left over water. Dry outside and set aside.

4. Empty the base. Pour some juice/water in the base and cover the opening with your hand. Shake it up (careful, don’t drop it!). If you have a base brush or baby bottlebrush, use it to clean the inside, otherwise pour out the liquid and pour in fresh water. Shake again and pour out. Wipe down the outside and set aside to air dry. To do a deep cleaning on the base (if you notice grimy black residue on the inside) fill the base with baking soda and water – let sit for an hour, then clean as normal.

I normally let the whole thing air dry for at least an hour, then re-assemble. Make sure to put that bearing back and you don’t have to wet down the grommets for now. That will make it easier to pull it apart later. If you have a coal carrier, dump out any ashes if you want. Put your shisha (and coals) away and your done. Not much effort and now you’re ready to go again. 

Enjoy your new past-time, treat your hookah well and it will last you several years of wondrous smoking sessions.
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