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This book is dedicated to my Hamburger Heroes—the men and women who wake up every morning, open the doors of their iconic, multigenerational restaurants and thanklessly make hamburger magic. You truly are the heartbeat of America.


For Ruby and Mac—I love you both.
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FOREWORD



By Nick Solares, Food Writer–at–Large Host, The Meat Show


George Motz is a man on a mission: the preservation of the great American hamburger. And given his particular talents—part food writer, part anthropologist, part raconteur, part photographer, part filmmaker—he is the right man for the job. George’s mission might seem quixotic at first blush. After all, hamburgers are everywhere, aren’t they? Not exactly. At least not in the sense that George sees them.


To George, the hamburger and the people who serve them, and, indeed, the restaurants, bars, and joints where they are served, are an indispensable part of our heritage. There is arguably no more universal symbol of America than the hamburger. It is as close to a national dish as we have, and just like the American project itself, the burger is reflective of both our regional uniqueness and our national unity.


George understands this better than anyone. Over the last two decades he has crisscrossed the nation, seeking out and documenting unique and captivating visions of the hamburger, each telling its own tale, and at once painting a larger picture of America. Long before Instagram and Twitter reduced discourse to a single image or 160 characters, long before Yelp and Facebook, long before the food blogs even, there was George traveling America and amassing an encyclopedic knowledge of the subject.


And unlike social media posts designed to garner likes, or pay-for-play reviews, George does not beat around the bush, nor suffer fools gladly. And he most certainly does not, as he will often say, “play favorites”—every burger in this book is worthy of your time. And collectively, they are worthy of preservation. Just don’t expect George to rank them. Because what is important to George is not that one particular style of burger becomes ubiquitous, but rather that the local nuances are maintained. He stands as a bulwark to the commoditization of the national chains.


I first met George as one of his students—he was presenting his film, Hamburger America, that spawned this very book—at a continuing education course at New York University, replete with a practical lesson—burgers where served! I was a budding food writer at the time, focusing on steakhouses. But George’s mission inspired me to broaden my scope, and led to my job as a professional hamburger reviewer for Serious Eats.


It’s true that what you hold in your hands is a book. You can certainly use it as travel guide. But it can also be a call to arms. You should absolutely visit as many of the places here as possible. But you should also seek out similar, undiscovered places. Just make sure you let George know when you do so he can include it the next edition.


So go forth into Hamburger America. Seek out and devour the delicious, evocative, compelling, life-affirming hamburgers you will find. And don’t forget to thank George—the Patron Saint of Hamburgers.
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INTRODUCTION


By George Motz


The American burger joint is far more than just a place to eat. It’s a community center, and even the ones that don’t serve alcohol act as a sort of bar without booze. It’s a place for people to catch up and get news whether it’s local or global, and every burger joint has its characters, its regulars, and its lifers. For all of the burger counters, shacks, and dives I’ve fallen in love with over the years, it’s the ones with the deepest souls I find myself returning to for my fix of community. And the best ones out there are those that make me feel like a regular after being a complete stranger but a few minutes earlier. This book is full of such places.


It has been one hell of an 18-year mission rambling through America eating burgers and meeting my true burger heroes. As time goes by I’ve had the good fortune to be able to retrace my steps and check in with old friends at burger joints. I’ve been pleasantly surprised to find sons, daughters, nephews, cousins… all jumping in to help and in many cases take over the restaurants in which they’ve grown up. These brave souls are the future of Hamburger America.


When I’m on the road, I always find it amusing when people blurt out “This is your job?! You just drive around eating burgers?” That as we know is only part of the story. I do get to travel for burgers, often, but it’s taxing on the body and mind. Good health is important, and I exercise and eat well when not on the road. You should, too.


Putting things in perspective—when I started compiling information on America’s greatest burger destinations, the Internet was downright ridiculously disorganized, I used paper maps to get around, and Instagram did not exist (how is this possible?). I jumped on the first Garmin GPS system, but traveling with it required a separate case.


Today, my life is much easier. Research is a snap with the amount of information out there and every news source archiving their entire print output. But life is also easier because my name and burger reputation seem to precede me. It’s amazing to walk into a classic burger joint for the first time and be greeted with, “We have your book!”


The part of my job that’s not easy is hearing about a place that has closed, which happens all too often. Between this version and the last, we lost an astonishing 14 classic burger joints. Most closed for financial reasons, a few the victims of highway expansion, development, and one (Cotham’s Mercantile) sadly burned to the ground. Two of them closed as I was buttoning up this revision.


But the new crop is good! I went deep and we discovered classic places open for decades that could easily have been in the first edition of this book. Many of the new discoveries came from a dedicated legion of fans that understand exactly what belongs in Hamburger America. Anyone that takes the time to reach out to me with a hot burger tip is my hero, and I take every piece of information very seriously. It is, understandably, one of the reasons I’ve been able to do what I do.


Get out there and eat burgers that are, according to this book, some of the best in America. But as you enjoy your heavenly handful of greasy goodness, take a moment to ponder the history of the place you are eating in. It’s the reason that burger tastes so damn good. And when you leave, please don’t forget to tell them what a great job they are doing. Your appreciation makes them the historically significant burger destinations that they have become.
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ARKANSAS



HAMBURGER STATION




110 East Main St | Paragould, AR 72450 870-239-9956 | Mon–Fri 10 am–8 pm | Sat 10 am–7 pm | Closed Sun





You’ll smell Hamburger Station before you see it. That’s because the unmistakable aroma of onions commingling with beef grease fills this neighborhood just across the tracks from downtown working-class Paragould, Arkansas. “Blue collar are my bread and butter,” the friendly Bert Daggett told me in his tiny, clean, short-order kitchen with two young girls helping out. “But we get all types: from the bottom of the ladder to the top come here.” Just then a large diesel locomotive pulling thirty-plus grain cars slowly lumbered past only a few feet from the burger stand. The entire stand shook, the engineer let out a few blasts of the horn, and Bert said, “We don’t even hear it anymore.”


The burger to get at Hamburger Station is the Hum-Burger, also sometimes called the “Hum.” It starts as a five-ounce patty of fresh ground 73/27 chuck from a local butcher and is cooked on a tiny flattop that has been in operation since opening day. The patty gets a generous sprinkle of salt and pepper after it hits the griddle. “It’s just one of those things,” Bert explained of the single-sided seasoning approach, “some science someone figured out before me. Pepper on the bottom burns and gives it a harsh taste.” A regular cheeseburger comes with mustard, onion, and pickles on a toasted bun, but the Hum adds sweet Texas onions that are thinly sliced and cooked into the patty, much like the style of the Fried Onion Burgers of El Reno, OK (here).


The Hum-Burger is an incredible burger. I’ve only had one to date but its simple perfection knocked me over. The paper wrapping, even for only a few minutes from window to picnic table, warms the finished product perfectly. The pepper is not overwhelming, the dill pickle gives a vinegar bite, and the onions create a deeply satisfying, savory hamburger experience.


Seating is limited to a handful of picnic tables outside (there’s no seating inside). Place your order at the window and wait patiently for heaven to arrive. Everything gets wrapped in paper to go, so you’ll be eating out of a paper bag outside. It’s the way a hamburger stand should be.






[image: image]







Bert is not the sort of person you’d think to find in a place like this. He has three college degrees and had a successful career but when he was in between jobs the opportunity to purchase Hamburger Station came up. The burger stand was owned by two women, Marky Callum and Dottie Bittick, who converted a closed gas station into a burger stand in 1985. The station was already on the National Historic Register, which means the structure can never be torn down. Bert came along in 1998 and found the women, golf buddies of his mother’s, were looking to retire. They were tired of running the business and only wanted to sell it to someone who wouldn’t change a thing. It has been twenty years since he bought Hamburger Station and as he put it, “It must be working!”


He did make one change though in the past twenty years, and it became his one mistake. “I switched from Kraft to Hellmann’s mayonnaise.” He got a call soon after from the ladies at Lucille’s Beauty Salon only a few blocks away. “They let me have it!” Bert remembers, and he switched back to Kraft mayo right away.


It was a life lesson that has helped Bert and his crew crank out consistently great burgers over the past two decades at Hamburger Station. People in the area refer to the Hum-Burger as an “undiscovered gem,” and Bert has customers who travel from as far away as Memphis for his under-the-radar burgers. “When someone tells you ‘that’s the best burger’ it just recharges your batteries.”


Bert is one hard-working guy. The tiny stand is open all winter and, as he explained, “If my girls can’t get to work because of snow, I’ll go pick them up.” Bert himself is at the stand daily and has only taken one break since buying the place. “I was out once for surgery, for a whole week!”















CALIFORNIA



THE APPLE PAN




10801 West Pico Blvd | Los Angeles, CA 90064 | 310-475-3585 Tues–Thurs & Sun 11 am–12 am | Fri & Sat 11 am–1 am | Closed Mon





The Apple Pan serves up one of the best burger experiences in America. The synthesis of flavors and textures in their burgers is second to none, and the presentation is entirely Californian with its waxed paper wrapping. The atmosphere of the place is pure nostalgia, not the kind that is manufactured, but real and enduring. In the twenty years that I have been going there, nothing has changed—the burger I ate in the early ’90s is exactly the same as the one I ate last week.


The Apple Pan looks completely out of place on Pico Boulevard in the neighborhood of West Los Angeles. The small white-shingled burger cottage is directly across the street from the towering behemoth Westside Pavilion Mall. All of Westside has built up around the tiny burger spot but the Apple Pan remains. Where the four-story mall stands was once a pony ride field. If you look directly at the Apple Pan and block out all of the surrounding urban chaos, you will be transported to a burger shack on a quiet country road somewhere in rural America.
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Clark Gable used to visit regularly when he was working down the street at Paramount. Jack Nicholson and Barbra Streisand are regulars, as are many other Hollywood stars looking for a late-night burger fix.
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The interior looks the same as it did on opening day in 1947 with its scotch plaid wallpaper and now worn terrazzo floor. A horseshoe counter with twenty-six red leather stools and two clunky old mechanical cash registers surround an efficient short-order kitchen. The counter and grillmen all wear crisp white shirts and paper hats and take your order the minute your pants hit the stool. If you ask for fries, out comes a paper plate and the thwock-thwock of a counterman pouring ketchup for you. Ask for milk and you’ll receive a metal cup holder with a paper insert. It’s almost as if someone forgot to tell them the ’50s were over. I hope no one does.


The burger menu consists of only two choices—the “Steakburger” and the “Hickoryburger.” Both start as fresh ground beef that is formed into quarter-pound patties in the restaurant daily. “We’ll patty up to a thousand a day,” Sunny Sherman, the owner and granddaughter of the man who started the restaurant told me. The most popular burger at the Apple Pan is the Hickoryburger. What separates this burger from most is a proprietary, tangy hickory sauce that goes on the burger along with pickles, mayo, and a sizable wedge of crisp iceberg lettuce (no tomato). All of this (and a slice of Tillamook cheddar if desired) is placed on a toasted white squishy bun and served the way most burgers are in Southern California—wrapped in waxed paper, no plate. The Steakburger replaces the hickory sauce with a sweet relish.


Iceberg lettuce on a burger is an LA tradition, but no burger I’ve met takes this condiment so seriously. “We only use the middle layers of the head, not the core or outside,” grillman Lupe told me. “Just the crisp part.” A prep chef slices perfect chunks of the crisp lettuce—one head of iceberg can yield only seven to eight chunks. That’s a lot of heads of lettuce when you are cranking out up to a thousand burgers a day.


The result of biting into this pile of textures and flavors is pure bliss. The softness of the bun, the tang of the sauce, the warmth of the griddled beef, and the snap of the lettuce and pickle synthesize in that first bite like no other. It’s nearly a perfect burger experience.


Walking into the Apple Pan at peak times can be daunting. There’s no real order to who sits where. The trick is to position yourself behind someone who looks like they are finishing (look for half-eaten pie). If you are alone, the wait is minimal. For groups of ten—forget it.


Ellen and Allan Baker opened the Apple Pan in 1947. Allan had succeeded with another venture across town called King’s Kitchen. From King’s he brought the Steakburger. With the Apple Pan he introduced the Hickoryburger.


Allan built the Apple Pan as a business to retire on and had not planned to work there but did anyway. He hired Joe Kelly, his caddy from his golf days in Chicago, to be the general manager. In 1973, when Joe fell ill, Charles Collins took his job. Charles celebrated his fiftieth year of employment at the Apple Pan in 2007 (and retired after fifty-two years in 2009), but he is not alone. Many of the countermen have been donning paper caps and serving up burgers and pie for decades. Today, the Bakers’ daughter and granddaughter, Martha Gamble and Sunny Sherman, own the Apple Pan. They are committed to keeping the Los Angeles landmark as vibrant as it has been for seventy years.


The timeless quality of old Los Angeles is a draw that is hard to ignore. The Apple Pan does its part to remind us of what can endure in this town of disposable careers and an ever-changing cityscape. There’s no need to rush down to the Apple Pan. It’ll be there forever.


CAPITOL BURGERS




4301 West Pico Blvd | Los Angeles, CA 90019 323-936-0366 | Mon–Sun 7 am–7 pm





John Stamouvlasis is one of the greatest characters in this book. He is hardboiled and gruff with a striking, deadpan sense of humor and piercing green eyes. He’s also extraordinarily passionate about simple cooking and food. It may be the perfect combination for a burger joint operator.


“My dad used to say, ‘Don’t let anyone take advantage of you.’” When I asked John a question about the history of Capitol Burgers that he couldn’t answer, he would respond with a straight face, “Ask my dad.” His father, who built the stand in 1965, has been dead for some time. The humor was not lost on me.
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John’s dad, George, arrived in America from Greece in the late 1950s by way of Mobile, Alabama. By 1961 he ventured out to Los Angeles looking for work. His first move was to visit a Greek church and ask where other Greeks were. A Greek bus driver gave him a lead on a Greek burger joint called Jim’s Burgers. He worked there for three years, saved his money, and hand-built the stand that is still with us over fifty years later on West Pico.


Show up hungry because the double cheeseburger at Capitol is no joke. Fresh, thin, pre-formed patties are cooked quickly on the flattop and married to a heap of waiting fresh veggies on a big toasted bun. A burger with everything comes with chopped onion, crisp iceberg lettuce, a few slices of tomato, pickles, and mustard, held together by the classic SoCal waxed paper wrap. Lean on the counter near the order window and take in the vibe of urban South Central LA.


John started working for his dad in 1972 when he was eight and takes the business of burgers very seriously. “If you don’t put your heart and soul into it,” he imparted, “you’re not going to make it.” His day starts as most others are ending—at midnight. That’s when John heads to the produce market to buy veggies for the day. He does all the prep himself, opens by 7 a.m., and sometimes has the help of a few nephews to run the place. They offer relief, but John pointed out, “There’s more to the business than opening and closing.” I asked John when he sleeps, and he simply shook his head.


The quiet, urban neighborhood went into decline during the 1970s and ’80s, but came around after the Rodney King riots of 1992 (the epicenter of the violence was only a few blocks away). “Now there’s traffic,” John pointed out, almost in disbelief. And through it all, the burgers have never changed.



CASSELL’S HAMBURGERS





3600 West 6th St | Los Angeles, CA 90020 | 213-387-5502 Sun–Thurs 7 am–11 pm | Fri & Sat 7 am–2 am | www.cassellshamburgers.com





Sometimes when a good burger joint fails or begins to slip into obscurity, I feel helpless but know that its demise was predestined and possibly necessary. In the case of Cassell’s Hamburgers, by the time Al Cassell sold his award-winning burger joint, things in the neighborhood had transformed dramatically.


In 1948, Cassell opened a burger spot across from the Bullock’s Department store on Wilshire Boulevard in what is now part of Los Angeles’s Koreatown. He successfully ran the restaurant until 1984 when he sold the business to Hakbae Kim. Mr. Kim, as he was affectionately known, was smart enough not to change anything, but in 1986 he moved the restaurant just a few blocks from its original location and out of the slipstream of Wilshire Boulevard. Mr. Kim’s son, Jon Kim, became the next owner and while he tried to stay true to Cassell’s vision, the writing was on the wall. Although the burgers were fantastic every time I visited the Koreatown burger outpost, I was always in the place alone; never another customer in sight. The joint was out of place in a rapidly changing neighborhood and Cassell’s felt like a burger museum that was only open for me. The end was imminent.


Cassell’s closed, but then something extraordinary happened—it came back to life. Many great burger legends have faded into history and I’ve unfortunately witnessed too many of them. Very rarely does an icon become not only resurrected but handled with respect to its former life.


“I’m not really a foodie guy,” new owner, Jingbo Lou, told me recently sitting at the bar at the new Cassell’s. Jingbo, a Korean American architect, purchased the dilapidated Hotel Normandie and turned it into an amazing boutique hotel. The ground-floor space with huge windows overlooking Normandie Avenue and 6th Street was screaming for a restaurant and Jingbo told me, “I was looking for a classic American place to come to this corner.” He had heard from a preservationist friend that Cassell’s was for sale and he jumped at the opportunity. In December 2014, it became a reality. Everything from the original Cassell’s was moved to the new location six blocks away, including the grilling apparatus that made the burger famous.
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Al Cassell made a name for himself by employing a unique method for cooking burgers on equipment that was given to him by his uncle-in-law. The large, high flattop griddle contains two smaller flattops that slide out from underneath. These smaller, sliding flattops are actually the bottom half of a double broiler called a “crossfire.” When the patty is placed on this flattop and slid back in, the burger cooks simultaneously from the top as well as the bottom. I’m guessing that Al’s griddle was designed for speed but he inadvertently created a method for keeping the burger very moist. When a burger is placed in this contraption, it is not touched until it is placed on a bun. No flipping or pressing is necessary. Legend has it that only two of these grills were made and came from San Francisco.


Cassell’s brought in veteran chef Christian Page, who had previously worked with Nancy Silverton to open the newish LA burger spot Short Order. His ideas about preservation were in line with Jingbo’s, right down to grinding the beef daily for the burgers, just like Al had done for decades. “Most importantly, for us, is keeping the soul of the place,” Christian told me. They did, however, add a “vegan” patty to the menu to, as Christian put it, “cover all of the Angelenos.” The burger, thanks to grinding in-house and cooking on the original equipment, tastes pretty much the same.


In the old days, you took your undressed burger to a limited toppings bar. Health codes prevented this in the new space so Christian serves those toppings on the side now. He also worked hard to get the famous horseradish potato salad right and nailed it. “It wasn’t easy!” he told me. “His recipe called for ‘handfuls’ as a measurement, so we tested with different sized hands to get it right.” Now that is dedication to the craft with a deep appreciation for history.


All of the original signage made the trek to Hotel Normandie as did the tables and chairs. It’s not exactly like the original Cassell’s, of course, but if anyone were to revive and gently update a burger joint it would be these guys. And hey, it’s probably the only burger you can get in this book with valet parking!



GEORGE’S BAR & GRILL





68885 Ramon Rd | Cathedral City, CA 92234 | 760-328-9991 Mon–Sat 11 am-3 pm | Closed Sun





You were warned by the sign outside, written as clear as day, for all to see: “World Famous Burgers and Insults.” This is no joke. You have been warned.


Obviously, I would never send you into a dangerous place or a joint that serves bad burgers. But I have to tell you that this is one of those places where if you are even the slightest bit of an asshole you are NOT getting a burger. Period. True story: A good friend of mine went in, made a wisecrack about ketchup, and was shown the door. All that travel for nothing.


That said, assuming you are having a great day and are playing by the very simple rules at George’s you will be rewarded with a burger that I dream about constantly. Even the man behind all of those insults can become a friend if you see things his way, in his bar.


That man is Ed Marinko, second-generation owner of this desert watering hole surrounded by strip malls near Palm Springs, California. Ed is tough, grouchy, and sparsely covered in simple dark blue tattoos. He also sports a thick white beard giving him the look of Santa’s badass younger brother. Ed is married to his craft, and anyone who knows anything about burgers knows that this man is a burger savant.


Here’s how it works at George’s: Ed is ever-present, at the griddle or prep station behind the bar. He will make small talk and say hello to just about everyone that walks into the dark bar out of the blazing desert sun. He’s actually a really nice guy, that is, until you cross him. He has a rule about ketchup on burgers—it’s a big no-no. However, he does provide ketchup for his fries. If he catches you putting ketchup on your burger, you’ll be dining on the hood of your car. But there are other ways to get into trouble with Ed. Being too drunk makes him angry. Dumping your bowl of chili on your burger is indefensible. Even general narcissism will set him off. I once heard a woman that he knew say, “Aren’t you going to wish me a happy birthday??” Ed’s loud response, “My birthday doesn’t mean anything to me, yours means less.” Under the old TV, mounted high in the corner of the bar, is a plaque that reads, “SCREW THE CUSTOMERS.” Just be happy you followed my advice and are eating a burger.


George Marinko was a middleweight boxer in Pennsylvania before moving to the California desert to open a bar in 1969. His impressive collection of vintage baseball bats is still on the wall behind the bar, in the care of George’s son, Ed, who became the owner of the place over two decades ago.


Plain and simple, the burger at George’s is one where you will begin to make plans for a return visit while still holding an unfinished burger in your hands. Unquestionably, get the double cheeseburger. Ed uses fresh ground, fatty chuck and makes four-ounce patties by hand every morning. He cooks the patties slowly on a very seasoned griddle, sprinkles them with a secret seasoned salt, then transfers the patties to buns that have been set up with condiments, by Ed, while the burgers are cooking. When you finally get your cheeseburger, with shredded lettuce, fresh tomato, and slice of raw onion, wrapped in waxed paper, you’ll understand from the perfect construction just what Ed was doing back there.
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Every burger that leaves the tiny, efficient bar kitchen is made by Ed from beginning to end, from open to close. Ed takes his time, too, because he has a pace that seems to work (and that’s that). I’ve waited as little as twenty minutes and up to one hour and forty-five minutes on busy days.


The crowd is a funny mix of old-timers in pastel polo shirts (it’s the Land of the Retiree) and tattooed bikers in leather and do-rags, and they seem to mix well.


George’s is closed in the summer because it’s just too damn hot in the Coachella Valley. (It can reach 115 degrees in August, yuck.) So Ed and Linda hit the road for Hawaii every year.



GOTT’S ROADSIDE





933 Main St | St Helena, CA 94574 | 707-963-3486 | Open Daily 10 am–9 pm (Winter) 10 am–10 pm (Summer) | (Six Other Locations) | www.gotts.com





The drive to Gott’s takes you right through the heart of the Napa Valley. You’ll pass rows and rows of vineyards and welcoming wineries with products to sample. Take a deep breath and smell the dense, pungent odor of freshly pressed grapes. It seems like the last place you’d find a good hamburger joint. That is, of course, until you pull into Gott’s Roadside.


Gott’s is in the center of it all. Most of the patrons of this updated classic ’40s burger drive-in seem to be the buttoned-down wine-tasting types, but the stand does get its fair share of working-class locals as well. A bit of an anomaly in this part of the Napa Valley, Gott’s has endured the influx of luxury hotels, inns, and spas as well as a number of high-end restaurants.


The burger stand opened in 1949 as Taylor’s Refresher. In the late ’90s, two brothers with a long family history in winemaking, Duncan and Joel Gott, bought the ailing stand. The structure received a first-class face-lift, but they made sure to maintain the integrity of the original stand. The city of St. Helena allowed the Gott brothers to expand only slightly, as Duncan put it, “for health reasons.” He explained, “Before we bought the place, the refrigerators used to be outside, out back.” Today’s Gott’s is a superclean, contemporary version of the former stand with an upgraded kitchen and menu full of gourmet road food. In 2010, the Gott brothers, proud of the burger stand they had resurrected, decided to change the name from Taylor’s to Gott’s Roadside. The change became the subject of local news and debate.


The hamburgers at Gott’s are well thought out, tasty, and like so many quality hamburgers of the Pacific Northwest, socially conscious. Duncan explained, “We spent weeks of testing to come up with the right blend for the burgers.” The one-third-pound fresh patties come from naturally raised, hormone-free cattle of Niman Ranch. They are cooked on an open-flame grill and served on locally made, soft, pillowy buns. A “secret sauce” also goes on all of the burgers at Gott’s. It’s a creamy, tangy, mayo-based sauce similar to “Goop,” (see here) the standard condiment on some old-school burgers of the Northwest. “The spices in the sauce we keep secret,” manager at the time, Dave, told me. All of the burgers are served with lettuce, pickle, and presented in fry boats on a small metal sheet pan (which helps perpetuate the drive-in aesthetic).


The burger selection at Gott’s ranges from the traditional with american cheese to gourmet creations topped with guacamole or blue cheese. New to the menu is a kimchi burger and Gott’s now has a tasty green chile cheeseburger, too. The extensive menu also includes healthy options like ahi poke tacos and Cobb salad but no meal at Gott’s would be complete without one of their extraordinary milkshakes. Gott’s now uses organic Three Twins premium ice cream and organic milk, which means their milkshake game is strong.


There is no indoor seating and the carhops are long gone, so find a spot at one of the many large red picnic tables in front, or on the spacious back lawn. Save your wine tasting for Gott’s, too. There’s a separate “bar” here that serves a rotating selection of over twenty local wines and twenty different beers on tap, in bottles and cans. I’m not too confident about the pairing of a cheeseburger and a good Cabernet, but I can tell you there’s nothing like a great burger and a cold beer. Or maybe kombucha is your thing—they have that, too.


I asked Duncan why the offspring of a wine family (his brother is a fifth-generation winemaker in the region) decided to buy a hamburger stand and he told me, “We have a family love affair with food.” They weren’t even sure the venture would work. “The day we opened five hundred people showed up, and we thought, ‘We could do this… we could be successful!’”


HINANO CAFE




15 Washington Blvd | Venice, CA 90292 310-822-3902 | Mon–Sun 8 am–2 am | www.hinanocafevenice.com





Saturday morning is special at Hinano Cafe. “This whole bar is full of people with pitchers in front of them,” manager of twenty-five years, Mary Alice, told me. I can see myself indulging in this activity as well because Hinano is one of those places you dream about melting into. It’s the perfect, broken-in tiki-themed bar only steps from the sands of Venice Beach. Outside, surfers are pulling on wet suits in the street and pumping the parking meters. Inside, the air is filled with the saltiness of the Pacific and the aroma of burgers. What else could you ask for?


The moment also makes you hum that famous line sung by the Doors in 1970, “I woke up this morning and I got myself a beer.…” It’s very fitting for this bar but even more so since the legendary lead singer Jim Morrison lived nearby and apparently frequented the place. “Ahhhh, it could be an exaggeration, but it’s a good story,” Mary Alice admitted, but added, “Dennis Wilson [Beach Boys drummer] was here often for sure.”


The burgers are available all day, starting at 8 a.m. The short-order kitchen is just inside the front door, connected to the long bar. Everything comes to Hinano fresh daily. The chef cooks fresh 80/20 one-third-pound chuck patties on the flattop and toasts the seeded buns, both sides, on the flattop, too. The griddling of sesame seeds “wakes up” the seeds and brings out an almost nutty flavor. Ask for everything and you’ll get red onion, shredded lettuce, tomato, pickle relish, mustard, and mayonnaise. Your cheese choices are limited to cheddar or swiss.


The only thing frozen at Hinano are the veggie burgers. “So many of them go out with bacon on them,” Mary Alice pointed out, “I don’t get it.”


The tiki theme is not random. As the story goes, former owner Joe Larson opened the bar on Christmas Eve in 1961. “He spent a whole bunch of time in Tahiti,” Mary Alice told me, and he was an extra in the film Mutiny on the Bounty. The bar’s name comes from a white flower that grows in Tahiti. The old-school bar has thick leather-topped stools for your drinking comfort and sawdust on the floor. For the last twenty-two years Hinano has been owned and run by Andy Schelich and Mark Van Gessel, only the third owners in the bar’s long history.


Finding old, comfortable things like Hinano Cafe in Los Angeles is a treat. It tends to be a town of new, flashy things. It’s good to see LA hold on to a bit of its past.
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HODAD’S




5010 Newport Ave | Ocean Beach, CA 92107 | 619-224-4623 Open Daily 11 am–10 pm | (Two Other Locations in San Diego) | www.hodadies.com





Hodad’s is exactly what you’re looking for in a Southern California burger destination—an open-air restaurant serving enormous, tasty, no-frills burgers wrapped in waxed paper just steps from the beach. The atmosphere is inviting, with its license plate–covered walls, the front end of a ’66 VW Microbus that serves as a two-person booth, a public water bowl for dogs outside, and a sign reading “No shoes, no shirt… no problem!”


There are basically three burgers to order here: the Mini, the Single, and the Double. Single burgers start as a one-third-pound patty. A Double involves two patties, and after adding cheese, lettuce, tomato, onion, mayo, bacon, and so on, becomes very large. The bacon served at Hodad’s is out of this world. An employee once invited me into the kitchen to show me how the bacon is prepared. Fortunately, for the sake of keeping proprietary secrets safe, I didn’t really follow the process. It involved large amounts of special, uncooked bacon in a sieve sitting over a pot of boiling water. At some point this bacon boil is transferred to the grill, cooked until crispy, and married to your burger. The taste is truly unique and adds an intense smokiness to the burger experience. I also got a glimpse of the decades-old cast-iron grill. Needless to say, I can see where a Hodad burger gets its flavor.
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The restaurant doesn’t grind their own beef anymore, though they get a delivery of fresh patties every morning. Don’t miss the fries! They are enormous, battered slices of potato that resemble the popular “Jo-Jo,” a deep-fried, midwestern truck-stop spud specialty.


Like a surprising number of hamburger stands in America, Hodad’s has moved locations three times, but all within a few blocks. The first Hodad’s, built in the sand right next to the lifeguard tower, opened in 1969 by Byron and Virginia Hardin. Their son, Michael, moved the business one block inland to its current location. Michael was a beloved character and the unofficial “Mayor of Ocean Beach,” but passed away suddenly in 2015. He was a tattoo-covered surfer who drove a customized VW Microbus with about six feet missing from its center. Michael was known to drive it into the O.B. parades unregistered and employees would throw fries out the window.


Soon after his passing, his two children, Shane and Lexi, assumed ownership of the restaurant. Shane is ultra-laid-back, confident, and friendly and runs the day-to-day at Hodad’s. He clearly sets the vibe in the place and knows everyone. He has kept the legacy that his father built intact but is adding to it, and is set to open a brewery that will supply the restaurant with its very own craft brew.


Hodad’s still accepts license-plate donations, and if you submit a custom plate your meal is free. You really have never seen a collection of plates quite this extensive.


What is a “hodad”? A person who hangs out at the beach and pretends to be a surfer. Hodad or not, I would suggesting eating here after surfing, not before.
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THE SECRET MENU AT IN-N-OUT: SOME INSIGHT



The first time I visited an In-N-Out I ordered the Double-Double and was underwhelmed. In an effort to understand the hype, I visited a few more times but decided that In-N-Out was clearly the most overrated burger chain in America. A few weeks later, Oprah’s gal pal, Gayle King, had me on her radio show and the first thing out of her mouth was, “I have a bone to pick with you.… How can you NOT LOVE In-N-Out??” The backlash that followed was real. More research was necessary.


Years earlier I had heard rumor of a “secret menu” but didn’t have the guts to try it out because I didn’t believe it actually existed (we are talking pre-Internet here). Then one day as I was giving the SoCal fresh beef burger chain one more shot I overheard someone in front of me order a Double-Double “Animal Style.” There it was, right off the secret menu and the smiling girl at the register seemed completely unfazed. I followed with a similar order (my default for over a decade now at In-N-Out, a Triple-Triple Animal Style and a Neapolitan shake) and was knocked over by how good it was. My opinion about In-N-Out had been altered.


The menu at In-N-Out contains only four items (not including drinks), a spartan collection of fast-food standards. The real menu is a “secret” that contains well over eighty items, mostly modifications using elements of the printed menu. And it turns out that the staff is fully prepared and well versed on the options available, and eager to please. It’s an institutionalized secret that has been around for decades at In-N-Out, one that is part of employee training at every one of their 313 units in six states. Just about all of the fast-food chains out there have some sort of a secret menu but nothing rivals the size and depth of In-N-Out’s. Secret menu items at other chains, regardless of their popularity (like the Rodeo Burger at Burger King, or poutine at KFC), are not available at every location. You can walk confidently into any In-N-Out, ask for a Flying Dutchman Animal Style and receive the same two-patty, bunless cheeseburger available across the chain.


The company has listed a few of the more popular items on their website under the heading “The Not-So-Secret Menu” (I have a hunch it’s for legal reasons and trademarked burger concoctions) but we all know the list of options is much larger. A call to In-N-Out headquarters in an effort to learn more about the secret menu’s origins led to nothing. A friendly associate told me that there was no way to assess the actual number of available secret menu items (even though many of them are in the database and appear on your receipt). Add to the list a handful of menu hacks by fans (like Monkey Style, where fries are shoved into the burger—In-N-Out associates will respectfully deny this request) and the list expands. The gentle pushback by In-N-Out for certain requests shows that the company takes the integrity of their cult menu very seriously. And they should; by carefully controlling the entire menu, fostering mystique, and standardizing it across the entire chain, they’ve vastly improved the quality of offerings and built a sizable fan base.


Animal Style is arguably the most popular secret menu choice, and the origins of its name are a bit murky. Stacy Perman, who wrote the definitive story of the cult burger chain (In-N-Out Burger, HarperCollins, 2009) offered this explanation: In-N-Out was a popular hang for surfers and hippies in the 1960s. It’s very likely that one of them asked for a custom order, which stuck, and was so named by an associate because its progenitor was dirty, long-haired and “animal-like.” And for all of its hype, the Double-Double Animal Style is a pretty straightforward burger: two thin patties made from fresh ground beef on a toasted white squishy bun served with two slices of american cheese, crisp iceberg lettuce, tomato, and a dollop of Thousand Island dressing. It is presented California-style, wrapped in wax paper, to facilitate one-handed driving.






[image: image]







For those that love In-N-Out, and for those that have gone far past love into the fanatic stage, there is a sound basis as to how a standard burger joint can reach such status—integrity. The company has proved the age-old tenet that real customer service and an actual connection to the people that consume your product means everything. The secret menu at In-N-Out is a big part of their success but the company’s gentle touch with how a menu can be perceived speaks volumes.






IRV’S BURGERS





7998 Santa Monica Blvd | West Hollywood, CA 90046 | 323-650-2456 Mon–Fri 7:30 am–8 pm | Sat 8 am–7 pm | Closed Sun | www.irvsburgers.com





Sonia tried as hard as she could to save her tiny burger stand but the forces around her were too great. Korean American Sonia and her brother, Sean, bought the business with every penny they had in 2000 from Irving Gendis, who had flipped burgers there from 1978 to 2000. Before it was Irv’s, the tiny stand on old Route 66 opened as Queen’s Burgers in 1948. Almost from the day she bought the place, she was dogged by the threat of corporate coffee (Peet’s) taking over the property and a crazy landlord that wanted to throw her out and tear the historic burger stand down. The regulars were appalled, the neighborhood was empowered, and cute, little Sonia was not going down without a fight. At some point, she and a very generous customer took the fight to city hall and after a year, Los Angeles County declared Irv’s an historical monument. Take that!


But unfortunately, it still wasn’t enough, and in 2013 the landlord raised her rent to an unreasonable sum. The family was forced to move out. But now that the stand was landmarked it could not be torn down. See if you can guess what happened to the business that moved into Irv’s old stand and the adjoining property? You guessed it—already closed. Nice work, guys.


Irv’s did not move very far. You can now find the beloved burger joint in arguably better digs only four blocks east of the old location. Indoor seating eliminates the need to shout over the traffic to tell your lunch mates a story. But if you miss the thrill of dining only a few feet from lovely LA traffic, grab one of the outdoor tables.
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Irv’s is blessed with a very rich history of colorful customers. Over the decades, many Hollywood stars and musicians became regulars including Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin, cementing the popularity of this burger destination. Irv’s also made a great backdrop for the inner sleeve of Linda Ronstadt’s Living in the USA. Open the record album and you’ll see a nighttime snapshot, two feet wide, taken in 1978 at Irv’s with Linda and her band posing. It’s great to see the vintage stand immortalized through music.


The move did not change the menu one bit, in fact, the Hongs took the griddle with them to ensure continuity. The burger at Irv’s is still a California classic: tucked into waxed paper, on a soft, toasted white bun, and served on a paper plate. A wad of fresh ground beef is slapped on the tiny griddle and smashed HARD with a bacon weight once. Somehow Sonia, or whoever is at the grill, manages to whack the ball of meat with just the right amount of force to create the perfect-sized patty.


Usually, three people are hard at work at Irv’s including Mama, Sonia’s mother. In all of the craziness that goes on at Irv’s during lunch Sonia still has time to write personalized messages on everyone’s paper plate. On my last visit she drew, down to the color, the shirt I was wearing and included the message, “Just for George.” She positions the burger on the plate so that both the burger and the art can be admired simultaneously. I believe the shirt drawings are her way of matching the burger to the customer—one of the more unique methods of order management.


Opt for a double with cheese because a single thin patty will not sate your appetite. Available condiments are the standard lettuce, tomato, onion, and pickle. Mayo, ketchup, and mustard are also available, and the menu lists a burger that comes with “special sauce.” When I asked Sonia what the sauce was, she replied, without pause, “Love! Love is the special sauce.”


The next time you visit Irv’s, meet Sonia and Mama and feel proud to be an American. Eat your waxed paper–wrapped burger, take in the vibe of old Route 66, and remember the fight that Sonia, her family, and dedicated customers fought to save the American Hamburger—each bite will taste that much better. A soulless corporation and unscrupulous landlord may have won the battle over real estate, but they were powerless to the mighty cheeseburger.


JIM-DENNY’S




816 12th St | Sacramento, CA 95814 | 916-443-9655 Wed–Sun 7 am–2 pm | Closed Mon & Tues | www.jimdennys.net





For its first forty years Jim-Denny’s never closed. From 1934 to the late ’70s the tiny ten-stool hamburger stand in downtown Sacramento was open twenty-four hours. Most of those odd late-night/early-morning hours fed bus drivers from the Trailways depot just across the parking lot and late-night revelers at the long-gone dance hall across the street. The bus depot is no longer active and the restaurant’s hours have been reduced, but Jim-Denny’s survives thanks to its fifth owners Leada Flowers and her son, James McCuen.
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Prior to Leada and Jimmy, Patsy Lane owned the cozy burger joint for five years and was responsible for removing decades of grease and grime that had almost rendered the place unusable. “The ceiling had almost caved in, it was caked with so much grease,” Patsy told me years ago. “If you put your hand on the wall it would just stick there!”


Regardless of the rebuild and deep cleansing that the restaurant went through, Jim-Denny’s still serves beautifully greasy, griddled burgers that are slightly larger than those that Jim Van Nort and subsequent owners served for the first eighty years. And with the exception of new curtains on the windows, everything else is pretty much the same. The wooden candy and cigarette shelves behind the counter remain intact, labeled with features of the old menu (Fancy Cheeseburgers and a Fancy Cube Steak Sandwich for twenty-five cents). The ten original red leather swivel stools are still anchored at their spots facing the worn, Formica counter. The griddle continues to occupy the same spot just inside the front window.


Jim and a friend, Denny, started Jim-Denny’s just before World War II. After the war, Jim and Denny parted ways and Jim opened a new restaurant with the same name around the corner. That location (also known as number two) is the only one that remains, and thanks to the efforts of Jim in 1988, this classic American burger stand has been designated as an historic landmark by the city of Sacramento.


The burgers at Jim-Denny’s come in two sizes—a three-ounce patty and a six-ounce. Both arrive at Jim-Denny’s daily as fresh, pre-formed patties.


The burger menu is extensive. You can order a Megaburger (two-and-a-half-pound patties), a Superburger (one-and-a-half-pound patty), or the Five Cent Burger, the original price for the quarter-pound burger. Each is served on locally made fluffy white rolls with lettuce, tomato, onion, pickle, mayo, and mustard—standard.


A tradition that disappeared with Jim along with his “my way or no way” attitude was one of the restaurant’s most endearing qualities—if you sat at the last seat at the counter you had to answer the phone and take the orders. The rule was created based on the seat’s proximity to the phone. Fortunately for lovers of tradition like myself, I was glad to see that Jim’s original note to diners at the seat remains, right next to the nonfunctioning pay phone. “If you sit near the phone you must answer it. Take the order, or ask them to hold.” This was followed by sample greetings: “Jim-Denny’s may I help you?” or “Jim-Denny’s, please hold.”


Leada and Jimmy plan to own the landmarked business for a while and did a very smart thing—they bought the land underneath Jim-Denny’s. When it came up for sale from Jim Van Nort’s daughter they jumped at the chance. General manager and family member Crystal Coronel proudly pointed out to me, “That’s how this place will survive.”


MARTY’S HAMBURGER STAND




10558 West Pico Blvd | Los Angeles, CA 90064 | 310-836-6944 Mon–Sat 8 am–6 pm | Sun 10 am–6 pm





In a town where finding old, established anything is getting harder and harder look for this tiny burger stand in West LA for a genuine blast from LA’s past. What’s more, Marty’s has been serving up quality fast food made with fresh ingredients and has never succumbed to the temptation to serve processed frozen food. For nearly five decades almost nothing has changed. “Nothing,” Vicki Bassman told me. “Never will.” Vicki is the daughter-in-law of Marty himself. She told me without pause, “There’s nothing like fresh meat.”


Marty’s is the “Home of the Combo” and this fact is proudly displayed on a sign on the roof of the stand (but is slightly obscured by new exhaust housing so the old sign now reads “Home of the Comb”). The combo is so basic you’ll wonder why more restaurants have not followed suit. Invented in the 1950s, the combo at Marty’s is a hamburger with a hot dog on top. It’s a great-tasting way to be indecisive and order both fast-food icons together.


Both meats for the combo come from high-quality ingredients; the hot dogs are Vienna Beef foot-longs and the burgers are pattied on the premises daily from fresh ground chuck. Longtime grillman, Geraldo, told me, “We take a three-and-a-half ounce measured scoop of fresh ground beef and press each patty by hand.” They use a single press that produces an almost paper-thin patty, one at a time. On the original, perfectly seasoned griddle, the combo is cooked separately, then wed. The foot-long is halved lengthwise, flattened, and then halved again, resembling a small, square red raft. The burger is cooked for less than a minute on each side before the hot dog raft is placed on top. The stack of America’s two favorite fast foods piggybacked on the griddle and separated by a square of yellow american cheese is a sight both absurd and beautiful; a sight that makes you proud to be an American.
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Burgers come standard with mayonnaise, ketchup, lettuce, onion, and a tomato slice (which Angel slices as your burger comes off the griddle). Mustard and pickles need to be requested. One time a guy on line in front of me asked for his combo “my way,” and told me, “That just means extra mustard, extra mayo.”


Marty Bassman opened the roadside stand in 1958 and worked the griddle until the late 1960s when operations were handed over to his son, Howard. When Howard assumed the business he was only seventeen years old. Today, Howard and his wife run the stand as well as a successful catering business that focuses on supplying local schools with high-quality lunches and private barbecues around Los Angeles.


The tiny blue-and-orange burger stand is a blur to most as they speed down Pico. Wedged between a gas station and a fire department, and down the street from popular Rancho Park, the stand is a daily lunch spot for firefighters. “They have a gym upstairs,” former manager Angel, told me, “they have nothing to worry about.” The hard-working crew at Marty’s takes orders without writing a single thing down. “I can remember up to twenty-five orders at a time, in my head,” Angel told me once, tapping his temple.


A throwback to simpler times, the stand offers walk-up service, a few outdoor stools, and narrow counters along the sides of the structure. A patio behind the stand (that I only discovered recently) has enough seating for fifty.


Howard told me, “When I was a kid, there were mom-and-pop hamburger stands like Marty’s all over Los Angeles. They’ve all disappeared.” Across the street from Marty’s stands the ubiquitous golden arches of a popular American burger chain. Its garish presence, though, doesn’t seem to affect the brisk business being conducted at Marty’s. It seems that the waiting customers are smarter than that. They know where to find a real burger.



PIE ’N BURGER





913 East California Blvd | Pasadena, CA 91106 | 626-795-1123 Sun–Thurs 7 am–9 pm | Fri & Sat 7 am–10 pm | www.pienburger.com





“That was the last slice of butterscotch pie. Hope you didn’t want one,” the waitress said to me on my first visit to this fifty-five-year-old burger counter. The customer I had just been speaking to, who had told me he was visiting from London, said he was not leaving California without a slice of butterscotch pie from Pie ’n Burger. No big deal. I didn’t know what I was missing. Then I visited two more times and ran into the same problem (one time I showed up on a day they were not even offering the fabled pie). Finally, on my fourth visit, I got my slice. This pie is not to be missed. Their pie motto (written on the pie safe): “Take home one of our famous homemade pies for that special occasion or just when you want to live it up.”


But the obvious reason to visit Pie ’n Burger is for their incredible hamburgers. Since 1963, the long, faux-wood-grain Formica countertop has seen its share of burger perfection. The burger they made in the ’60s is the same one that is served today. Even the local retail butcher that supplies the ground chuck has not changed in over forty years. Longtime employee and owner Michael Osborn told me, “The beef we use is top quality and ground coarse. That’s why they taste so good.”


Two other important factors that go into the great-tasting burgers are the original, well-seasoned, flattop griddle, and the homemade Thousand Island dressing. “We go through about one hundred pounds of dressing a week,” Michael told me. The recipe came directly from Kraft in the ’30s. Original owners Benny and Florence Foote were in the restaurant business long before opening Pie ’n Burger. According to Michael, Benny contacted Kraft and they gave him the recipe. “We still make it the same exact way, using Kraft mayonnaise.”
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A burger with Thousand Island dressing may sound familiar. California’s own burger phenomenon, In-N-Out, also uses the dressing on their burgers but the burger at Pie ’n Burger is far superior. For years, a double cheeseburger was an off-menu item and I never knew this. The first time I visited back in 2005, I ordered what a friend ordered and never even looked at the menu. Fast-forward to 2014 when we put Pie ’n Burger on my Travel Channel show, Burger Land, and again ordered the double cheeseburger. “We definitely had a double cheeseburger bump after the show aired,” Michael confessed, “So we added it to the menu.” Yours truly, accidentally affecting burger change.
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The burgers at Pie ’n Burger are made from fresh ground beef, griddled, served on toasted white buns with iceberg lettuce and Thousand Island dressing and presented wrapped in waxed paper. The patties at Pie ’n Burger are also somewhat hand-formed. Quarter-pound balls of fresh beef are measured with an ice-cream scoop then smashed flat with a huge can of tomato juice.


The system for cooking and assembling the burgers is all about efficiency. One person flips the burgers while another preps buns with a wedge of lettuce and dressing. The grillmen are seasoned professionals—one, Franciso, told me enthusiastically, “I’ve been here for forty-two years!”


Michael started working at the restaurant in 1972, flipping burgers and going to USC full-time. When he graduated, he continued to work at the restaurant, gradually helping out with managerial duties. In the late ‘70s, Michael bought a piece of the business and in 1992 the Foote family, in search of retirement, sold the remainder of the shares to him.


Pie ’n Burger looks exactly as it did in 1963 (with some obvious wear). The wood-paneled walls and plaid wallpaper look beautifully out of date, as does the hand-painted wall menu. A cup of buttermilk is still offered with the usual diner fare of tuna sandwiches and chicken pot pie.


I asked Michael why he had stuck with the burger counter for so long and he told me, “I took the job because it was fun working here. To me, life is about having fun.” Michael also feels like he has been entrusted to Pie ’n Burger’s survival. “I feel like a caretaker to the business for the community.”



ROCKY’S CROWN PUB





3786 Ingraham St | San Diego, CA 92109 | 858-273-9140 Open Daily 11 am–12 am | www.rockyburgers.com





Step into Rocky’s Crown Pub and into darkness. As your eyes adjust, you’ll find a very clean bar with tiny windows that are just large enough to let in a bit of California sunshine. The clientele is a mixed bag of locals in Hawaiian shirts and beach blondes sipping beer and watching sports on a few television screens. The first time I visited, I arrived at 11:30 a.m. on a weekday and the place was at capacity. There was plenty of parking outside, which told me that most of the customers arrived on foot, read: very local. They are all there for one thing: Rocky’s famous burgers.


“It’s the greatest business in the world!” A longtime regular sitting at the bar named Billy Graham told me. “Two kinds of burgers, beer and wine only, and cash.” He’s absolutely correct. Anyone that can pull off this business model and be a success is a genius.


The menu at Rocky’s is limited to five things: hamburger or cheeseburger, either one-third- or half-pound, and fries. That’s it, and that’s the way it has always been. What the bar lacks in hard booze is made up for in the excellent selection of local beers on tap. It is San Diego, after all, where there is no shortage of great craft beer.


The burgers are cooked in a minuscule kitchen by the back door of Rocky’s. They hand-form patties from fresh 80/20 chuck and have two different-sized buns depending on which burger you order. Do the right thing and get the half-pound burger. Your cheese choices are american or swiss (the bartender will ask, “yellow” or “white”?) and the burger is served with green-leaf lettuce, red onion, tomato, and mayonnaise with a few pickle slices speared to the top of the bun. “People complain often that we only have burgers on the menu,” bartender Joe told me. For those oddballs, Joe said, “we have a cheese sandwich.” I’m going to guess that a cheese sandwich is a burger without the meat, cold. Please don’t order this.
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Rocky’s is all about zero pretense. The place is ordinary by design and not trying to be anything but good. Orders are taken on yellow Post-it notes, and the burgers are served in red plastic boats. Condiments line the bar in their branded containers, and don’t miss out on the crock filled with hot, pickled California chiles.


A regular named Billy told me, “I used to ride my bike by here when I was a kid in the late 1940s. It was a bar with no windows and I always wondered what went on in there.” In 1977, the bar became Rocky’s Crown Pub when a woman named Rocky bought the place and started serving burgers.


Don’t show up with a huge group; you’ll only be miserable. And don’t do what I did and stand by the kitchen door (temporarily blocking access to burger delivery). The best way to truly enjoy Rocky’s is to show up solo. If you are lucky, grab a stool at the bar, get a beer, and take in the Crown Point neighborhood vibe. For under ten bucks you can walk out into the SoCal sunlight with a full belly and a smile on your face.


THE SPOT




389 Linden Ave | Carpinteria, CA 93013 | 805-684-6311 Tues–Thurs & Sun 10 am–7 pm | Fri & Sat 10 am–8 pm | Mon 10 am–4 pm





True to its SoCal roots, the Spot is about as accurate as it gets in terms of the classic, wax paper–wrapped double cheeseburger. It’s been making burger lovers happy for decades, and there’s no question that this is a great burger. In a way, there’s something at the Spot that transcends the burger itself—the owner Jesse Bustillos. Jesse is not like other restaurateurs. To date, Jesse owns and operates five similar burger stands from Carpinteria to Oxnard. He’s a sort of “collector” of fading but historically significant hamburger joints. This makes Jesse a hamburger hero on a level that even I had not considered.


Jesse grew up in the business working at his grandparents’ Mexican restaurants in Milwaukee. When he moved to California, he began to eye the classic SoCal burger stand. “I like to clean them up and restore them,” Jesse told me, “I have nothing against corporate chains, I just like to keep old Mom ’n’ Pops going I guess.”


The Spot has been around in name since 1948, but the structure itself dates back to 1914. Originally, the property was an oceanside campground and the stand was the food shack for the campers. Today, the campground is a dusty parking lot, and beachfront camping is limited to a highly coveted state site nearby. Julia Child, who retired to nearby Montecito later in life, apparently loved the Spot and would visit often.


The tiny stand with the ancient, overpainted sign on top has no indoor seating, just a walk-up window. When Jesse bought the Spot, there were just a few chairs next to the structure so he built an enclosed patio (which is larger than the burger stand itself). If you arrive at peak times, in warmer months, expect to stand on a line that can stretch all the way to the train tracks, about two hundred feet away. The line moves fast, don’t worry. If you can’t find a seat at the Spot, head to the beach, only one block to the west.


The menu is varied but stick to the basics. The burger to get is the double cheeseburger with everything, which includes a healthy portion of crisp iceberg lettuce, fresh tomato, raw onion, pickles, and some Thousand Island dressing. It’s a curious build, which I’ve never seen before—both sides of the bun get a swipe of dressing, then the two burger patties are separated by the veggies, not stacked together. It’s actually well-thought-out burger architecture. The veggies are fresh daily because, as Jesse explained, “we are so busy, especially in summer.”


Jesse bought the Spot in 1999 after discovering that the owner of twenty-six years Ted Barajas was in his seventies and wanted to sell. That type of owner has become Jesse’s target because, like me, he hates to see these places close and disappear. Jesse also liked the stand’s proximity to the beach and the fact that there are no other food options nearby for beachgoers.


It’s good to know that someone with the preservation bug like Jesse exists. He plans to keep buying and restoring burger stands and most of his leads on real estate come from friends. He told me, “A lot of people know I’m looking.”
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VAL’S BURGERS





2115 Kelly St | Hayward, CA 94541 | 510-889-8257 Tues–Sat 6:30 am–10 pm | Closed Mon & Sun





Many diners across America attempt to re-create the ’50s malt shop experience but few offer an authentic experience. It’s not easy to bottle that feeling unless you happen to have been able to survive the last five decades with your values intact. Val’s was created to be exactly what it is today—a perfect example of a midcentury West Coast hangout that still cranks out some of the best shakes and burgers in America.


Val’s is always busy. At dinnertime, every red leather booth is taken, and you’d be hard-pressed to find a stool at the long counter that runs the entire length of the diner. There is a constant stream of take-out orders leaving through a side door and the wide indoor flame grill is loaded with sizzling patties. A Little League team had taken over the three booths in the center of the restaurant and a young couple was sharing a hot fudge sundae in the corner. In the center of all of this ordered chaos, I spotted a tall, lanky man with a bushy mustache sweeping up around a booth. The busboy? Nope, this was none other than owner of thirty-five years George Nickolopoulos. I asked him why he was sweeping, and he replied flatly, “I never stop.” I soon realized that after over three decades of ownership he still does everyone’s job, making rounds at tables, the grill, the register, constantly checking and making sure the dinner rush is going smoothly.
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Before the arched, wood-ceiling diner with its large windows was built in 1958, Val’s was a small barbershop across the parking lot. The original Val’s eventually morphed into a variety store and post office run by George’s aunt and uncle, Carmen and Al Valenzuela (hence the name Val). At some point, Al decided to start selling “charcoal burgers,” and they quickly became the core of his business. Building a larger building with the focus on burgers and shakes was a foregone conclusion.
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The burgers at Val’s come in three sizes—the one-third-pound Baby Burger, the half-pound Mama Burger, and the one-pound Papa Burger. On my first visit, I was drawn to the Papa Burger mostly because of its absurd size sporting two half-pound patties on a toasted bun. I tried to compress the burger to fit into my face but still could not ram it in. I actually finished the mountain of meat-and-cheese and was amazed to find that even though the burger was cartoonish in size, it was still exploding with flavor and juiciness. It seemed from looking around that the Mama Burger was the way to go.


I asked George how many burgers he could sell on a busy day, and he quickly replied, “If you have time to count, you are not doing enough.” Other questions about how he runs the business were met with similar responses. I had nothing but respect for this icon of the burger world and was enjoying his caginess. He did however offer one nugget of advice: “I’ll tell you this. Our meat is far superior than anyone else’s. It’s also in the way you prepare the burgers that separates the men from the boys. No one would ever consider putting as much time as we put into these.”


Don’t miss out on the shakes at Val’s. Longtime counterperson Valerie told me, “The best milkshake I’ve ever had is the Root Beer Banana shake. It’s like milkshake crack.” She wasn’t kidding. The signature shake, also known to regulars as the Rootanana, has only three ingredients—vanilla ice cream, root beer syrup, and an entire banana. A friend of mine along for the trip took a sip of his and shouted, “That’s insane!” I agree.


Val’s is a Bay Area must on a hamburger tour of America and not just for its great burgers, shakes, and easy-going atmosphere. Go to Val’s knowing that it is a family place. Not only are generations of regulars still enjoying Val’s, but George’s entire family works there in some capacity. It takes a family to run a true family restaurant.















COLORADO



BUD’S CAFE & BAR




5453 Manhart St | Sedalia, CO 80135 | 303-688-9967 Mon–Sat 10 am–9 pm | Sun 11 am–6:30 pm





Bud’s Bar is not in Denver. On a map, the town of Sedalia, Colorado, looks like it could be a suburb of the Mile High City, but in person the tiny town, surrounded by cattle farms, feels as remote as any town on the Kansas Plain.


Bud’s is one of only a few businesses in the small downtown of Sedalia. The seventy-year-old bar sits between two busy railroad rights-of-way that are only a few hundred feet apart. It’s not uncommon to be stuck at either crossing for longer than twenty minutes waiting for a long coal train to pass. “Some guys walk out, see the train, and say ‘Oh well!’ and head back inside for another beer,” Mike Steerman told me. Mike should know. He owns the place.


Mike is only the third owner of Bud’s since Calixte “Bud” Hebert converted an auto shop into a bar in 1948. In the 1960s, Bud became a local judge and decided that judges shouldn’t own bars. He sold his tavern to an employee, Thurman Thompson. In the 1980s, current owner Mike started tending the bar part-time to relieve stress from his job as a salesman. When Thurman decided to sell the bar, he set his sights on Mike, knowing that he would change little about the place.


The one thing I’ll bet most people were afraid he would change was the burger. Rest assured that Mike has kept it the same. With a name like Steerman, it would be stupid to question his Colorado heritage or his affinity for fresh beef. The burger at Bud’s is a classic griddled quarter pounder with american cheese on a white squishy bun. It’s absolutely amazing and transcends the standard notion of bar food. The burger bursts with flavor and is one of the juiciest griddled burgers I have ever eaten.


People go to Bud’s for two reasons—because they know everyone in the bar and for the burgers. Outside of drinks at the bar, Bud’s has served only burgers since the beginning. “It’s simple,” Mike explained, “we don’t offer lettuce, we don’t offer tomato, and we only use one kind of cheese.” Fries? Nope. Chips will have to do. But trust me, you’ll be focusing on this burger and nothing else.


The burgers start as 80/20 chuck hand-pressed in a single patty maker. They are cooked on a smallish flattop griddle in a bright, clean kitchen next to the bar. As a burger nears doneness, both halves of a bun are placed on the burger and covered with a lid to steam the bun to softness. Your order is served with a bag of chips and a slice of onion in a plastic mesh basket lined with waxed paper. “That’s it,” Mike told me, proud of the simplicity of his product. Locals in the know request jalapeño slices that Mike has stashed in a small jar in the kitchen.


Sunday is the busiest at Bud’s, a day where the griddle can see up to five hundred burgers. “That griddle stays full for six hours on Sunday,” Mike told me.


Mike seems to be one of the newer members of the Bud’s family, and one of the only males in a female-strong staff. Amiable bartender Nancy has been serving drinks for three decades now and most staff has been there forever.


Bud’s interior is cozy and simple. One side is lined with vintage stools, there are booths on the other side, and a few tables in the middle. An original jukebox sits just inside the front door, and one wall displays a unique item—the branding board.


Of course being from New York, I was very intrigued by the branding board, something that probably seems mundane to a ranching community. The idea is simple—it’s a long piece of wood attached to one wall of the bar that displays actual cattle brands of the local ranchers. To me, it was a viable piece of “bar art.” One glance at the board and you are reminded of just how close you are to fresh beef.
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Despite its roadhouse appearance, Bud’s has become a place for family and friends. Since smoking in bars was banned in 2006, Mike has seen an increase in business. “A little while ago we had an entire Little League team in here.”















CONNECTICUT



CLAMP’S HAMBURGER STAND




Route 202 (Near Marbledale, CT) | New Milford, CT 06776 No Phone | Open Daily 11 am–2 pm, 5 pm–8 pm | (Late April to Labor Day Only)





Way up in the northwest corner of Connecticut is a tiny burger stand that is definitely worth the drive. It has no real address and no phone but it doesn’t need these things. If you show up on a summer day at lunchtime, you’ll find a crowd that somehow found its way there regardless of its off-the-grid status.


I asked owner Tom Mendell why, after all these years, there still was no phone at Clamp’s. He told me, smiling, “It’s always been that way and I don’t see any reason to change it.” Tom’s great-uncle Edwin Clamp opened the little white-shingled stand in 1939 because he had tired of his job as a door-to-door hardware salesman. “I think he came up with this idea because he didn’t like to work,” Tom told me. The stand is still open only during the warmer months, which gave Edwin the winter off.
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When World War II started, meat rationing caused Clamp’s to shut down temporarily. During that time, Edwin used the tiny stand to manufacture a faucet washer that he had patented. After his death, Edwin’s wife, Sylvia, ran Clamp’s and worked there into her late eighties. “She was a worker,” Tom told me.


Tom, who lives in Baltimore in the winter and assumed the business twenty years ago at the young age of thirty, has changed very little about Clamp’s. He expanded ever so slightly the tiny kitchen, but the structure still remains under 450 square feet. Tom himself mans the griddle at the front of the stand and spends most of his day flipping patties to perfection. And like most great keepers of the lunchtime grill, Tom stays focused and politely refused to answer my questions as he managed the incoming orders.


Tom picks up fresh ground quarter-pound patties every morning from a local butcher. He is very serious about the quality of the ingredients that go into his roadside fare. Everything is fresh, and he makes his own coleslaw and the chili that goes onto the hot dogs and hamburgers.


Somewhat recently, the griddle was replaced. Tom wasn’t exactly sure but he thinks it happened around twenty-seven years ago because the original finally gave up. Janine, a former employee once told me, “The old griddle had a big slope in the middle from being cleaned so much.”


Clamp’s is an outdoor place. The stand is basically a kitchen with walk-up order windows. You place an order at one of the windows, find a table in the grassy grove on either side of the stand, and wait for your name to be called. Don’t expect a loudspeaker to summon you back for pickup. The girls that take your order literally shout your name, sort of like your sister calling you for dinner.


The cheeseburgers are served on white squishy buns with the traditional Yankee white american cheese. Locals know to order theirs topped with a Clamp’s specialty—a pile of sweet, slow-cooked, caramelized onions.


The drive to Clamp’s is half the fun. If you are coming up from the quaint, historic town of New Milford, Clamp’s is exactly 5.9 miles north on Route 202 from the gazebo on the town’s square. Trust me, you’ll need this info as you pass farm after farm, nearly hit a deer (as I almost did), and wonder if you’ve gone too far. Look for the small white building tucked into the trees with an American flag displayed on its side. The only identification the building offers is a postcard-sized sign just over a side door: a small plaque that reads “Clamp’s Est. 1939.” And don’t show up at 2 p.m. looking for a burger. The stand is strict about their afternoon break, which reopens at 5 p.m. for dinner. “We slam it down,” Tom said of the sign at 2 p.m. “We’ve had the same hours for seventy-eight years, and if we help one person after 2 p.m., we would need to help the next.…” It the spirit of fairness, the policy makes sense, and Tom added sheepishly, “I may have shut out Michael Stern once (beloved national food writer who happens to live nearby).”
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Tom told me, “Most of the time I’m as busy as I can possibly handle.” The only break he gets is when it rains, but even then, some like to show up for his famous burgers. “I think we have a cult of people who like to show up during thunderstorms,” Tom told me. “It’s funny. They sit in their cars, eat burgers, and watch the rain.”


HARRY’S PLACE




104 Broadway St | Colchester, CT 06415 | 860-537-2410 | Mon–Sun 11 am–8 pm Open March to October | March Hours 11 am–7 pm | www.harrysplaceburgers.com





Harry’s Place is a classic roadside burger stand painted bright white in western Connecticut. Unlike most stands of this vintage (almost 100 years old) Harry’s is very large and does a tremendous amount of business. When you walk up choose one of two ordering windows, or the separate ice-cream window around the corner of the building. Once you have your order, find a spot at one of the many picnic tables surrounding the stand. It’s a real family place and on weekends expect a vibrant scene filled with kids, strollers, moms, dads, and old-timers.
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Harry’s, which is now on the National Register of Historic Places, was opened by Harry Schmuckler in 1920. In the beginning, the stand only sold four things—doughnuts, coffee, hot dogs, and burgers, and the burgers cost a quarter. Harry ran the place for only about a decade before Ruby Cohen bought Harry’s and ran it for almost fifty years. In 1978, Romilda Garet-Neville bought the stand from Ruby, and it has been in the family ever since. Today, Harry’s is owned and operated by Suzanne Caruso and John Garet, both children of Romilda, who at 75, still run the office and payroll.
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Although the menu has grown since 1920, expanded to include sandwiches, soups, fried clams, chili cheese fries, and much more, the burgers are still first and foremost the reason for Harry’s continued success. Today, the burgers outsell the hot dogs by 2 to 1.


Place your order and find a seat, or do what I do and loiter at the large pickup window which has an up close and personal view of the large griddle. Watch as the grill cook deftly maneuvers large orders with ease by employing a method of organization that involves hieroglyphic-like slashes and marks on every patty that hits the griddle. Longtime grill cook Nicole explained, matter-of-factly, “That’s how I know which burger gets what.” For example, one horizontal slash gets cheese and a vertical slash does not. 2 diagonal slashes gets bacon, and 2 diagonal and one horizontal slashes is a bacon cheeseburger, and so on. It’s fascinating to watch and try your hand at decoding the slashes for fun. The foolproof system was put in place by Romilda’s husband, Jim Neville, who is also credited with turning the stand around after marrying Romilda in 1985. “He took it from a mom ’n’ pop run by kids who didn’t know what the heck they were doing to what it is today,” John told me.


The burger to order at Harry’s is the bacon cheeseburger with fried onions (3 diagonal slashes and a horizontal). Beef for the burgers at Harry’s comes from the butcher at Noel’s directly across the street. They use an 80/20 butcher’s blend and portion into 4-ounce balls. The ball hits the flattop and gets a gentle smash to the size of the patty. The smash creates the most incredible griddle crust. The cooked patty is then married to a pillowy soft, untoasted local bakery bun (from Nardi’s, open 1908). You can request to have yours toasted but it’s unnecessary. John told me, “95% go out not toasted.” On a busy Saturday, Harry’s can pump out over 850 burgers.


Because Harry’s is a walk-up burger stand with outdoor seating only, the business is seasonal. Don’t show up in the cold months looking for a burger. Harry’s closes at the end of October mostly because the stand is not winterized and has no heating. By March 1st when the stand reopens, all of Colechester and the surrounding area are very ready for a burger. “We crush March,” John told me with pride, “and I think because we close, people are pent up and can’t wait for it.”


LOUIS’ LUNCH




261 Crown St | New Haven, CT 06511-6611 | 203-562-5507 Tues & Wed 11 am–3:45 pm | Thurs–Sat 12 pm–2 am | Closed Sun & Mon Closed During August | www.louislunch.com





There are many claims to the origin of the first hamburgers in America. One of them is Louis’ Lunch (pronounced LEW-EEZ). Even if the claim here can be disputed, it is without a doubt the oldest continuously operating hamburger restaurant in the country. What’s more, one family, the Lassens, has owned and operated the tiny burger haven since 1895—four generations of passionate hamburger making. Operating Louis’ today is the fourth generation: Jeff and Ken Lassen Jr. In 2010, the burger world lost an icon when their father, third-generation owner Ken Lassen, passed away at ninety-three. His life was the restaurant, and it was Ken who fought tirelessly to get Louis’ Lunch on the National Register.
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