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INTRODUCTION




[image: A cartoon of a chef standing with a plate of several burgers in one hand, and a spatula in the other. ]




The hardworking burger chef, an all-too-often unsung hero. This character is from a 1962 menu for Goody’s.












THE HUMBLE, VERSATILE, IRRESISTIBLE HAMBURGER


The workaday hamburger commands some rather mighty statistics. America is the burger’s birthplace and eternal spiritual home and its inhabitants take it very seriously, gobbling up three burgers per week on average, totalling an astonishing 50 billion burgers per year. As of 2024, the United States was home to approximately 84,000 burger restaurants—the better to please such insatiable appetites.


But love for this carnivorous handheld transcends its official, if hotly debated, birthplace. Burgers make up about 60% of all sandwiches consumed across the globe – be they venison burgers in Queenstown, New Zealand, or chicken burgers laced with chilli oil in Southern India, viral smash burgers infiltrating Western Europe, South Africa and Japan, the thousands of halal Ramly burgers peddled daily at stands across Malaysia, or the Big Macs unwrapped by the millions on any given day in 120 countries worldwide. The Golden Arches reportedly slings 75 hamburgers per second around the world, which translates to roughly 6.48 million burgers every 24 hours. Big Macs are such big business, in fact, that in 1986 The Economist saw fit to create a Big Mac Index, which playfully measures a country’s purchasing power by how many Big Macs can be bought in that country with US$50.


But why do we crave this humble assemblage of a seared beef patty with optional (essential) cheese on a bun? For one thing, burgers are an affordable, fast, filling, adaptable and affably handheld meal – though occasionally they veer into creations so outlandishly tall that couldn’t possibly fit in two hands, much less inside a standard human mouth. On a more profound level, perhaps the burger connects us to some primordial human desire to eat fire-cooked protein and bread with our hands – a modern-day incarnation of a nearly universal culinary vernacular.




[image: A vintage photograph of the inside of a diner, featuring a long counter with a row of tall stools. A few patrons sit at the counter, while a waitress stands behind it, serving them.]


[image: A burger with cheese, lettuce, and patty sits on a plate with a serving of fries. The meal is on a table, accompanied by four bottles of condiments.]




A timeless and reliable meal through the years.








Within the burger bun’s squishy confines, many find a common nostalgia for childhood taste memories that transcend generations, triggered each time they unwrap a foil-swathed cheeseburger on their laps at the drive-in, or hunch over the counter at an old-school diner to tuck into a slider dressed in mustard, pickles and onion. For many, the burger represents the fast, cheap, family-friendly comfort food that fuels the Great American Road Trip. To others, it’s a viable path to self-determination: start with an ambition and a few good recipes, and build a counter-service joint of your own. Before long, a stable of regulars are singing your praises; then, maybe one day, that little joint swells into a national, or global, burger empire. It’s a story that’s often repeated around the world, documented dozens of times within these very pages; and by the time you read this, there’ll be dozens more. After all, it’s hard to go wrong with a dream and a damn good burger.


For all the ways the burger encapsulates the sepia-tinted nostalgia of the past, it’s a place for innovation, too. The friendly, burger-shaped vessel can introduce us to new flavours and cultures, or nudge us towards healthier and more sustainable choices, be they meat alternatives or less food waste. In its trendier guises – from the ubiquitous, crisp-edged smash burger to the outlandish, blingy, caviar-topped clickbait that stops us scrolling and sends our jaws to the floor – the burger still captures the zeitgeist unlike any other food. It’s not for nothing that the perfect cheeseburger – pert with a charred patty, cheese, lettuce and tomato on a sesame seed bun –gets its own emoji.


So here’s to the burger in its infinite guises: pillar of tradition and spurner of dogma, community builder and frequent point of contention, timeless emblem of profligate pleasure and friendly vehicle for progress, built across millennia and continents and yet conspicuously, messily, deliciously American. A handheld gift for all to share. But, like, order your own, OK?










01 THE BASICS


Pick any element of the humble hamburger – from its tender bun and myriad toppings to the singed patty at the heart of the thing – and you’re sure to find numerous, stubborn claimants to that component’s origins, each to be taken with a grain of salt (or a squeeze of mustard). Come to think of it, you’re just as likely to get an earful if you engage almost anyone on what you consider to be the “best” fast-food burger, or avow your preference for brawny pub burgers over crisp-edge smash burgers. Love for this omnipresent handheld runs deep and wide, as does the propensity to constantly tweak and reinvent its elemental parts, which probably began right around the time humans first got the bright idea to char minced (ground) beef patties and sandwich them between tender bread slices a little over a century ago.


While we can’t definitively point to a single inventor of the hamburger sandwich or scientifically establish the superiority of one burger style over another, these introductory pages trace the burger’s history and more dubious lore amassed over time and across thousands of miles, culminating somewhere in America, sometime in the nineteenth century. A handy Burgerpedia outlines the most iconic styles and key ingredients that make up this delightful handheld.


It’s about to get messy. Hope you brought napkins.






A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BURGER


A HANDHELD MARVEL MILLENNIA IN THE MAKING


Though the humble hamburger has been widely popular in the United States for only the last century and a quarter, one could argue – without the tracest hint of theatrics – that it represents the delicious culmination of millennia of culinary history, amassed in fits and starts from across the globe.


The burger’s origins stretch back as far as the earliest days of cattle domestication in Stone Age Mesopotamia and the ancient Chinese creation of jiaozi, or dumplings made with minced (ground) meat. By the thirteenth century, minced meat more overtly entered the gastronomic canon when the Mongols and Tatars were fighting in Mongolia. According to George Motz, American burger historian and owner of the New York restaurant Hamburger America (see page 95), the Tatars were particularly fond of raw mutton, and used to ride with it beneath their saddles all day. After they set up camp, they chopped up the raw, warm meat, added a handful of spices, and ate it just like that.


Minced mutton eventually made its way to ship workers and ports lining the Baltic Sea, which cleared a pathway for its westward push to parts of Europe, including Scandinavia. Eventually, it made its way to Germany and the port of Hamburg, when the dish also shifted from raw mutton to chopped cooked beef, known as frikadellen. It made for a cheap, tasty meal for German migrants awaiting their ships, and when they left for the United States in the mid-nineteenth century, they brought that knowledge with them.




[image: Replica of a Sumerian frieze depicting carved figures of people and livestock engaged in daily activities.]




Cattle farming depicted in 2500BC, in what is now Iraq.










[image: Black and white illustration depicts a crowd of men, women, and children in nineteenth century attire gathered around a registration booth, with some of them interacting with officials. Signs overhead indicate the registration process.]




German immigrants being registered upon arrival in New York City in 1866. The hamburger as we know it today wasn’t too far behind.








Of course, frikadellen meant nothing to non-Germans living in the US at the time, supposedly prompting the name to be changed to “steak in the style of Hamburg” or, more plainly, “Hamburg steak”. As German migrants moved westward to farm, state fairs also started popping up to educate folks about agriculture. German farmers set up stands peddling their Hamburg steak, which was considered quite exotic at the time. And it wouldn’t be long before someone got the bright idea to synthesize charred minced (ground) beef and bread.


But who?



WHO INVENTED THE HAMBURGER SANDWICH?


Like all good (and tall) tales, the hamburger sandwich has numerous origin stories and just as many folks who’d confidently poke holes in each of those claims. Even the 2016 recognition of Louis’ Lunch in New Haven, Connecticut, as the official “Birthplace of the Hamburger Sandwich” by the Library of Congress hasn’t quieted this long-raging debate despite proffering more written evidence than many claims based in oral history. All we know for sure is that the beefy handheld we know and love was born somewhere in America during the late nineteenth century.


The Connecticut-born story posits that a harried customer came into Louis’ Lunch one day, explaining that he was in a rush and asking for a meal to eat on the run. Owner Louis Lassen made a patty out of minced (ground) steak trimmings, grilled (broiled) it and then sandwiched it between two slices of white toast. If you need more proof, this fourth-generation, family-owned restaurant is not only still in operation, but still churning out its classic burgers on toast, which are cooked vertically in its three upright cast-iron grill (broiler) stoves dating back to 1898.




[image: A building with arched windows, surrounded by a sidewalk, trees and buildings and a sign reading, 'Louis Lunch, Established 1895'. ]


[image: Statue of Charlie Nagreen wearing an apron, hat, shirt, tie, and suspenders, holding a hamburger in one hand, set on a pedestal, surrounded by plants, in an outdoor setting. ]




Louis’ Lunch and Charlie Nagreen both lay claim to being the birthplace of the burger.










[image: A vintage photograph of an eatery with a group of people sitting on stools at the counter. The establishment has a striped awning and a sign advertising 'Seven Up'.]


[image: A close-up of the interior of a vintage car with a steering wheel and dashboard. A tray on the dashboard holds a burger, condiments, two bottles of sauces and a cup of Coca cola.]




From kerbside to drive-thru, the burger has always been about convenience.








Of course, the state of Wisconsin begs to differ, claiming that back in 1885, Charlie Nagreen, who earned the moniker “Hamburger Charlie”, got the bright idea to squash the butter-sizzled meatballs he was selling at the Seymour Fair between two bread slices, for more portable snacking.


Meanwhile, in Athens, Texas, “Fletcher Davis”, known as Uncle Dave, supposedly invented the hamburger in the late 1880s, when he started peddling minced beef patties at his small café on the Henderson County courthouse square. Legend further has it that Uncle Dave took his sandwich to the 1904 World’s Fair, in St. Louis, where it was derisively nicknamed the “hamburger” by St. Louis citizens who viewed the practice of devouring (often raw) minced beef as barbaric – thus poking a hole in the aforementioned story of how the name “hamburger” came to be. Texas is so sure of this version, by the way, that in 2007 the state legislature adopted a resolution naming Davis the hamburger sandwich’s inventor.


Wait a minute, though. Other reports tell us that around 1891 in Bowden, Oklahoma, Oscar Weber Bilby began grilling minced Angus meat on yeast buns – a claim that earned the Oklahoma governor’s support in 1995. Indiana has a pair of candidates, too, in Frank and Charles Menches, who replaced minced pork with minced beef patties in the sandwiches they were selling at the 1885 Erie County Fair.


Are you starting to see the problem?


Indeed, there’s no definitive way to prove who actually invented the burger as we now know it, as sure as its many claimants may seem. Luckily for us, threads still connect us to the burger’s rich American heritage in the form of restaurants that have stood the test of time, including Dyer’s Burgers in Memphis, Tennessee, which opened in 1912 (see page 103); Cozy Inn in Salina, Kansas, which debuted in 1922 (see page 92); Taylor’s Maid-Rite in Marshalltown, Iowa, which arrived in 1926 (see page 83); Miner-Dunn in Highland, Indiana, which opened in 1932; and White Manna, born in Hackensack, New Jersey (see page 84). Most of these timeworn storefronts are best reached by car, meaning you can experience their delicious, historical contributions the way generations before you have: by embarking on the Great American Road Trip, which itself came of age alongside the evolution of America’s favourite fast food meal. Plus, you should never get into a lively argument about burger origins on an empty stomach.



A SMASH HIT, AGAINST THE ODDS


In its infancy, there was no guarantee that the burger joint would survive at all, given the 1906 publication of The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s extraordinary, journalistic novel that exposed the dangerous and unsanitary conditions at American meat processors and slaughterhouses.


When J. Walter Anderson joined forces with Edgar Waldo “Billy” Ingram to turn Anderson’s series of burger stands into the first fast food chain in Kansas in 1921, the pair set out to counter hamburger meat’s abysmal reputation via interiors of shining porcelain and sleek stainless steel. Indeed, the first White Castle restaurants were pillars of cleanliness and health; Ingram even commissioned a medical school study demonstrating the health benefits of hamburgers. His system, which included mincing (grinding) meat onsite, became a blueprint for the slew of national hamburger chains that followed during the burger chain boom after the Second World War: McDonald’s (see page 46) and In-N-Out Burger (see page 42), both of which debuted in 1948, Burger King (1954, see page 61) and Wendy’s (1969, see page 67). Before long, the burger – much like American-style fast food franchises – spread globally.


Since then, the burger has made its way to almost every country on earth, and not just in the fast-food formats popularized by the behemoth American chains that now blanket the globe. Many others have long since staked their own regional and cultural claims on this versatile handheld. Likewise, the modern American burger packs the same cultural stuff that makes the country of its birth what it is: regional flavours and immigrant influences, some adherence to dogma and probably more fearless breaks with the old school, a generous smear of showy one-upmanship. Oh – and plenty of oozing, melty cheese.




[image: A vintage advertisement for White Castle hamburgers features an illustration of a man holding a bag of burgers and a woman beside him with clasped hands. The text reads, 'Give Mother a Night Off by taking home a bag of... White Castle Hamburgers. Buy 'me by the sack.' ]




A 1930s magazine advert for White Castle restaurants – a snapshot of social attitudes of the time.










[image: A vintage photograph of a McDonald's restaurant featuring a large sign advertising hamburgers for fifteen cents. There are large, metallic arches interspersed with the building and signboard, and two classic cars parked in the foreground.]




The early days of an empire. McDonald’s now sells around 6.5 million burgers every single day.












THE BURGERPEDIA


The relative simplicity of a minced (ground) protein patty sandwiched on a bun lends itself to infinite variations. Lest this modest handbook swell into a 12-volume encyclopedia, we’ve pared back the list of types of burger to a handy compendium of the most common burger styles and regional variations – followed by a blow-by-blow account of the burger building blocks, the core ingredients that make a burger a burger.


TYPES OF BURGER


Fast Food Burger


You know it when you see it, right? A thin patty, sticky American cheese and commodity toppings like iceberg lettuce, diced onion and brined pickles, ketchup and mustard on a tender white-flour bun speckled with sesame seeds. What it lacks in ingredient quality, it more than makes up for in speed and price, not to mention greasy, sentimental comfort.




[image: A closeup of a fast food burger with a meat patty, lettuce, and melted cheese on a sesame- speckled bun.]







[image: A photograph of a hand in a black glove pressing down on a beef patty with a burger press, while more smashed patties sizzle on the grill, some burger buns lie beside.]





Smash Burger


In the century-old burger style that took the world by storm in the early 2020s, fresh minced (ground) beef is whacked on a super-hot griddle until it forms an irregularly shaped patty that gets very crispy at the edges. The origins of smash burgers at American diners in the early 1900s owed to the propensity of their cooks to make the most out of a limited amount of beef. The smash’s more recent ascent has mainly to do with flavour: smashing little beef balls into the griddle creates a wider surface area in contact with the heat, thereby increasing the extent of the Maillard reaction, the process of browning that occurs whenever a mixture of proteins, amino acids and sugars are heated. In plain terms, this magical process is what gives caramelized food its intense, savoury flavour.



Pub Burger


You’ll know a pub burger instantly by its fat, brawny patty, which is typically no smaller than 225g (8 ounces), but often larger. Toppings tend to be strappier, too. Think thick-cut smoked bacon, tangy cheddar and maybe a sunny fried egg on a brioche or pretzel bun. It’s the kind of thing that all but begs to be washed down by a cold beer.




[image: A photograph of hands reaching for a burger topped with various ingredients alongside a serving of fries, and a small bowl of sauce.]





Fancy/Steakhouse Burger


The fancy burger is a fixture, nay point of pride, at many steakhouses, often prepared in-house from prime, aged beef trimmings and grilled (broiled) to a nice char with a still juicy, ruddy interior. (After all, they know how to cook their beef.) The fancy burger almost always comes on a tender bun, often made in-house, and is heaped with bespoke, chi-chi garnishes, be they foie gras or microgreens, house pickles, artisanal cheese, fancy bacon, savoury onion jam, aïoli or ketchup (also probably house-made, natch). If a fast food fixture like American cheese sneaks into the mix, it is pronounced proudly on the menu. Even high-end places can admit when fast food gets it right.




[image: A fancy burger with glossy buns, three beef patties, and melted cheese, with a knife stuck in through the top of the burger.]







[image: A photograph of three sliders arranged on a platter, each with a meat patty, fresh lettuce, and other toppings, in a toasted bun topped with sesame seeds. The background features vibrant drinks.]





Slider


Not to be confused with a miniature burger, the slider is as much about the cooking method as its diminutive size. It comprises a thin burger patty cooked on a griddle with onion and pickle on top. During cooking, the buns are placed on top of the steaming onions, absorbing their sweet, sharp flavours before the whole little package is assembled, wrapped and sold by the sack.


Extreme Burger


As its name suggests, the extreme burger is more about shock value and excess than the eating experience. As such, anything (obscene) goes: burgers topped with a dozen discordant ingredients, stacked eight patties high or custom-built to the size of an ottoman; burgers sandwiched between grilled cheese sandwiches or glazed doughnuts; topped and smeared with the world’s hottest chillies in six different forms; exorbitantly expensive burgers sporting gold leaf, truffle and caviar garnishes. Thanks in part to the rise of shock food reality TV shows, like Bizarre Foods and Man v. Food, extreme burgers are the kind of thing you get your name on a plaque for finishing. No place captures this category quite like the hospital-themed Heart Attack Grill in Las Vegas, where customers have the option to order burgers featuring up to 1.8kg (64 ounces) of beef and topped with as many as 40 slices of bacon.




[image: An Extreme burger with a beef patty topped with melted cheese, garnished with truffle and caviar, between a toasted bun coated with gold leaf.]







[image: A photograph of a street scene featuring a long line of people waiting outside a 'PLNT Burger' restaurant decorated with balloons. Street signs point to Broadway and Fifth Avenue. ]





Viral Burger


Not limited to one style (though extreme burgers are common culprits), the viral burger is a product of the rise of social media and foodie culture. It’s the trendmaker, the reason we watched the crisp-haloed smash burger soar to global fame in the early 2020s, and why the Oklahoma onion burger made a roaring return a century after its invention. It’s the visual marvel in our feeds which we can’t look away from, like the oversized burger with fries stuffed right in the middle at Bossman’s Burgr Factory in Dubai or the quadruple cheeseburger blanketed entirely with molten cheese sauce at Arizona Burger & Bar in Vienna, Austria. It’s the veggie burger to end all veggie burgers which still draws relentless queues, as at Superiority Burger in New York (see page 56) years after its hotly anticipated reopening. It’s the digital journal-keeping of burger maniacs who travel far and wide in search of the perfect beefy handheld before taking up the torch themselves and starting joints of their own (see Hamburger America, page 95; Hundred Burgers, page 137; and Gasoline Grill, page 149). Some of it might be mere clickbait or flash in the pan. But sometimes popular things are popular for a reason. As the late, great American pop artist Andy Warhol said, pop culture is about liking things.



Burger Adjacent


Are they or aren’t they burgers? Covered in three parts across these pages – the loose meat sandwich (see page 83) made up of crumbled, minced (ground) beef on a bun; the patty melt (see page 88), which illicitly slides a cheesed beef patty onto griddled rye bread; and the chopped cheese (see page 169), in which burger components are hacked into a lovely mess on the griddle, then scooped onto a roll – it’s up to you to decide.




[image: A close-up of a burger with a beef patty and melted cheese inside a toasted square shaped bun. The burger is placed on a wooden surface, accompanied by a small bowl of ketchup and fries.]






REGIONAL SPECIALTIES


Cheese-stuffed aka Juicy Lucy (Minneapolis, Minnesota)


In this innovative creation hailing from Minneapolis, Minnesota, two thin beef patties are sealed together around a ball of cheese and cooked till richly charred outside and oozing with molten cheese inside on a squishy bun. It’s no surprise that this deliciously brilliant burger has long since crossed Minnesota state lines, cropping up on menus around the Midwest and beyond.


Steamed Cheeseburger (Connecticut)


Born in the 1920s and still ubiquitous in a small slice of Connecticut which writer John T. Edge playfully refered to as a “cheeseburger microclimate” in his book, Hamburgers & Fries: An American Story, the steamed cheeseburger forgoes the griddle for steel steaming cabinets, yielding burgers resembling the texture of meat loaf. Small patties are hand-packed into trays and steamed till cooked through. Meanwhile, chunks of cheese steam in separate containers until liquified. The patties are slid onto rolls, then topped with the molten cheese and the standard condiments.


Onion Burger (Oklahoma)


Born along the historic highway Route 66 in Oklahoma during the Great Railroad Strike of 1922, the onion burger involves pressing a heap of thinly sliced onions into smallish beef patties, griddling them (with optional cheese) until it all coagulates into a grid-like mass of singed beef and soft, charred onions, which protrude from the edges of the soft bun. Some rightfully argue that the onion burger deserves credit as one of the originators of the smash, since it involved whacking mince (ground) beef and onions into irregular, paper-thin patties and sizzling them until caramelized.



Green Chile Cheeseburger (New Mexico)


It makes sense that the US state responsible for growing the most chilli peppers would eventually find a way to meld its famous long green chillies with charred beef and cheese on a bun in fiery, beefy, cheesy, handheld bliss. The green chile cheeseburger was purportedly born in the 1930s as Route 66 carved its way through northern New Mexico. These days, you’ll find the smoky, mildly spicy green chile cheeseburger all over New Mexico, in much of Colorado and parts of Texas.




[image: A close-up of a Frita Cubana with melted cheese, beef patty and shoestring fried potatoes between a large bun, served on a plate.]





Frita Cubana (Miami, Florida)


As its name suggests, the Frita Cubana originated on the streets of Havana, Cuba, around the 1930s, but was reintroduced in Miami’s Little Havana in 1961 and has since become synonymous with Cuban influence on this steamy south Florida city. It comprises a boldly seasoned patty made from minced (ground) beef and chorizo, which is basted and fried on a griddle (sometimes with onions underneath) and then served on a fluffy Cuban roll or bun with spicy tomato sauce or ketchup, slivered raw onions and, occasionally, shoestring potatoes.
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