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an invitation to die


Writing a book about barbecue is almost guaranteed to garner more death threats than dinner invitations. Few subjects incite more passion. Consequently, just about all the outdoor cooks who fire up a kettle grill on the patio think their brisket/ribs/pork recipe is pretty darn good, maybe even the best. And if that’s what they think, they’re right. I wouldn’t argue … although I might make a suggestion.


It’s been said that all politics is local. The same applies to barbecue. And barbecue is personal. Very personal. The barbecue that most of us love best is the kind we grew up with (if we’re fortunate enough to come from a native barbecue region) or the style that first passed our lips. Barbecue imprints powerfully on the palate and the soul. One’s first taste of barbecue is never the last, but that first taste leaves an impression that lasts a lifetime.


Barbecue is the most American of foods; to hell with apple pie. If Congress decided to declare a national dish, barbecue should win by acclamation. I can’t think of anything else that generates as much anticipation, excitement, controversy, competition, and festivity. Yet it is a food born of deprivation, hard times, cheap ingredients, and simple equipment—very much like another American original, jazz. Often intertwined (especially in the regional styles of Memphis and Kansas City), barbecue and jazz are uniquely American and specifically Southern, yet appreciation of these art forms migrated east, north, west, and beyond the seas as well.


Like the roots of jazz, the basis of the cooking technique we call barbecue originates in the South, most likely in what became the state of North Carolina. While Americans and cooks all over the world have adapted barbecue basics to local preferences, four regional styles—Carolina, Memphis, Texas, and Kansas City—dominate and define the genre.


A point of clarification: This book is about barbecue—long, slow cooking over low temperatures—not grilling, which is fast cooking over high heat. Sometimes grilling is used to finish or glaze barbecue, but virtually everything in this book takes hours, not minutes. In general, to barbecue means to cook directly over or beside coals at a temperature of 212° to 300°F. Sometimes the temperature inside the cooker may go a bit higher. No problem as long as it comes back down. A bit lower? No problem if not for too long.


The target temperature is just above the boiling point, to heat the moisture in the meat without evaporating it. And that’s cooking low and slow—i.e., barbecuing.


Within that rather narrow range of temperatures, a lot of different things can happen. Given the differences in styles of barbecue, it is amazing how similar the basic processes are. So what makes the difference?


THE FOUR GREAT STYLES OF AMERICAN BARBECUE





	 

	CAROLINA

	MEMPHIS

	TEXAS

	KANSAS CITY




	MEAT

	Pork, whole hog and shoulder

	Pork, ribs and shoulder

	Beef brisket, pork ribs

	Pork ribs, beef brisket




	RESULTS

	Pulled and chopped pork; vinegar-based sauces, with and without tomato, or mustard based

	Wet ribs (sticky, with lots of tomato-based sauce) and dry ribs (without sauce during cooking)

	Sliced brisket with tomato- based sauce on the side; glazed ribs with tomato-based sauced on the side




	TECHNIQUES

	Pit cooked direct heat

	Smoked over indirect heat; finished over direct heat

	Smoked over indirect heat; finished over direct heat

	Smoked over indirect heat; finished over direct heat

	Indirect heat; finished over direct heat




	FLAVOR PROFILE

	Hot-sour

	Sweet, hot, smoky

	Savory, smoky touch of sweet

	Sweet-sour, hot









The characteristics that distinguish regional barbecue styles—meat, fuel, sauce, and results—are remarkably consistent within regions and vary greatly from one region to another. In the Carolinas the meat is pork; the fuel is oak or hickory; the mandatory sauce is vinegar based; and the meat may be served as shredded or chopped pork sandwiches topped with coleslaw.


Pork is the meat of choice throughout the South. In Alabama, Georgia, Florida, and Mississippi the styles are basically mergers of the pure Carolina style, with redder, sweeter sauces, culminating in the pulled pork of Tennessee and Kentucky, where sauces are thicker. But the real signature of Southern barbecue is Memphis ribs.


Whether those ribs are served wet or dry is a bone of contention. The ribs are, of course, pork; the fuel is hickory or oak. The wet or dry issue relates to the sauce and whether it is brushed on the ribs (wet) during cooking or served on the side (dry).


In Texas the meat is beef; the signature fuel is mesquite; the optional sauce is tomato based and served at the table; and the meat is dramatically seasoned with pep- pery spice blends called rubs and may be served as thin-sliced brisket with sides like beans and potato salad.


Between those poles of style and geography lies Kansas City, the barbecue world’s Constantinople, where East meets West and beef meets pork. The meat can be either beef brisket or pork ribs; the fuel is hickory or fruitwood; the sauce, usually sweet and hot, is as important as the meat; and the finished product is very tender, sticky with sauce. In Kansas City what you put the sauce on matters less than the sauce itself. The meat can be chicken, beef brisket, spare or baby back ribs, lamb, or anything else that takes to fire, smoke, and sauce.


None of this means that you can’t find good examples outside their respective regions. In fact, you can find cooks practicing these styles—and hybrids—all over the United States. This is, after all, about barbecue, not culinary, regional, or ethnic purity.


BARBECUE REGIONS OF THE UNITED STATES
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Because Kansas City-style sauce was the prototype for the nation’s first bottled version, sauce is what defines barbecue for many. People who live farther from the barbecue heartland are more likely to think of barbecue as anything that comes off a grill with barbecue sauce on it.


Pork barbecue reigns throughout the Carolinas and the rest of the South, with sauce variations from vinegary to tomatoey.


In Memphis the rib becomes almighty, but pulled pork with a thick tomato sauce is a strong tradition as well.


Texas barbecued beef brisket rules in cattle country.
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“If you’re born and raised on it [a certain style], that’s what you like.”


—Jim Tabb, barbecue judge and rub maker, Tryon, North Carolina


“Barbecue is low and slow; grilling is hot and fast.”


—Carolyn Wells, Kansas City Barbecue Society, Kansas City, Missouri


“If it moves, we cook it.”


—Carolyn Wells, Kansas City Barbecue Society, Kansas City, Missouri


“The best sauce is homemade because it’s the freshest. Use a bottled sauce only when time requires you to.”


—Ardie Davis, The Great Barbecue Sauce Book




me and ’cue


Where I grew up in northeast Texas, beef brisket and barbecue are synonymous. Sausage, chicken, or ribs might be included on a combo plate or at a cookout. Hickory is the wood of choice around home. Geographically and spiritually, this part of the state is closer to the Deep South and the hardwood forests of Arkansas and Louisiana. Mesquite from the scrubby tree of the same name is the favorite wood in the southwestern parts of the state and has come to be an identifying characteristic of Texas barbecue, but Texans use a lot of oak as well.


For years I never thought much about the origin of barbecued ribs, which were, of course, pork. At that time, to me—and to hardcore Texas loyalists—barbecue was beef. The anomaly of pork ribs was a dirty little secret, but this mostly unacknowledged inconsistency foreshadowed a personal epiphany.


My first experiences with barbecue other than Texas style came through my travels, particularly as a food journalist. My first encounter with dry ribs at The Rendezvous in Memphis was as reassuring and familiar as pulled pork sandwiches with coleslaw were strange and exotic. Except that the place was so nice and the waiters so proper. That seldom happens in a Texas joint.


Hooked on the differences as well as the similarities, I was into barbecue diversity before diversity was cool.


Whether it is a blessing or a curse I don’t know, but I love to try things I’ve never had before, so my ingrained barbecue bias has never been an impediment. A marker and a baseline maybe, but never a source of prejudice against other styles. I’ll try damn near anything, which can be very helpful when it comes to barbecued “snoots.” More about them later.


Although I’d read about Carolina-style barbecue, this Texan was still surprised years ago when I first encountered strings of shredded gray pork at the annual Memphis in May contest, where I was a judge in 1984. Wan and pale, the meat was seasoned with thin, vinegary sauces flecked with pepper that seemed to me more like marinades. But again, the reality of the succulent meat and the vibrant tang of the sauces shook my world. What a discovery! Especially the crisp bits of skin and fat chopped in to provide textural contrast to the satiny meat. So different and so wonderful for a barbecue virgin from Terrell, Texas.


Family ties as well as work took me to Kansas City many times over the years. Once again I encountered similarities to Texas barbecue, particularly in the beef brisket. After tasting Kansas City ribs, however, I should have clicked on the importance of sauce, but I failed to appreciate the locals’ magnificent obsession until I met one of the ’cue queens of K.C., Karen Adler. She has done a lot to school me in the ways of barbecue, not only in Kansas City but elsewhere. Just how fascinated are Kansas Citians with barbecue sauce? They love to make it, collect it, and use it. A nephew from Kansas City, Charles Rhodes, now lives in North Carolina, and he maintains two shelves of barbecue sauce in his pantry, mostly from Gates Barbecue, his hometown favorite. He never fails to bring some back when he goes home; friends and family bring him more when they visit. This young man has a Depression-era mentality, characteristic of his grandparents’ generation, about barbecue sauce. He simply can’t have too much on hand. Although still deeply committed to Kansas City barbecue, particularly brisket, this stalwart drove me from one end of North Carolina to the other tasting pork barbecue. If not converts, at least now we’re educated.


Judging barbecue contests like Memphis in May and the Jack Daniel’s Invitational has given me a chance to meet a lot of cooks and sauce freaks; to taste and see the various styles. What I’ve learned is that fascination with barbecue is as universal as the human fascination with fire.


After cooking my way through the recipes in this book, I’ve also come to the conclusion that pork, specifically pork shoulder, is the best meat for barbecue. It is the easiest to cook and the hardest to screw up. Brisket requires a lot of baby-sitting. With ribs, you’ve got to have the right touch. A whole hog … well, that’s a tough one for most of us even to contemplate. But shoulder—with a sweet, hot Kansas City sauce or a tangy Memphis-style sauce—that’s the ultimate barbecue for the home cook and the best starter recipe I can recommend.


I know my Texas friends consider me blasphemous to endorse pork shoulder. But I’ve yet to cook a shoulder that didn’t turn out just fine. And I’ve messed up a few briskets.




barbecue: past, present, and future


THEN AND NOW
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Researching barbecue is like herding cats. There are so many theories, so many sources, that it’s hard to get the subject under control. For every rule there are fourteen exceptions. For every “thou shalt,” there are six “thou shalt nots” … except when this happens or in case that happens.


That’s really why I wrote this book. While trying to find out about regional barbecue styles for another writing project, I couldn’t find a source that compared, contrasted, and attempted to codify the subject. Through further research and while writing, I discovered why there wasn’t such a source. The subject defies codifying. Even harder than herding cats, reducing barbecue to a set of specifications is like teaching a cat to bark. The task contradicts the nature of the art form. Still, if art historians can do it for Impressionism, I’m willing to give it a try for barbecue.


I’ve used broad language to explain the styles, knowing full well that someone can—and probably will—find a nit to pick with almost every point. I fully expect, as this book makes its way through barbecue circles, to be told how much I still don’t know about barbecue by devotees wanting to set the record straight. Fine—bring it on.


Lots of sources give bits and pieces about the various styles of barbecue, and of course, whole books have been devoted to the subject in general or to a region in particular. Still, there wasn’t a body of work that put the major points of difference and similarity between two covers. So here goes, starting with the history of barbecue and the origin of the word.


There seems to be considerable agreement that barbecue as we know it began in North Carolina. An anonymous tract published in London around 1666 describes hogs, wild and domestic, as being so plentiful and easy to raise or catch that the colonists relied on pork as their main meat source. Since salt was hard to come by, curing the meat wasn’t practical. Of necessity, early North Carolinians had to cook—and eat—the whole thing, lest it go to waste.


Back then, cooking outdoors over coals in a pit wasn’t a pastime; it was a necessity. The cooking temperature had to be low enough to ensure that the pig cooked all the way through and to prevent the wooden rack on which the meat rested from going up in flames.


Vinegar was plentiful, as well as cheap, and served as a natural bactericide, enhancing food safety while adding flavor and masking off tastes. Ditto for peppers, fresh or dried. Besides flavor, peppers also contributed vitamin C, which helped prevent scurvy, a serious disorder that could develop in people whose diet lacked the fresh fruits and vegetables that contain vitamin C.


Add all this together and you’ve got basic Carolina barbecue and a sauce of vinegar, water, salt, and pepper. Eventually South Carolinians added mustard. Georgians and Virginians added tomato sauce and ketchup as available; so did North Carolinians in the western part of the state.


Historian H. L. Mencken wrote that the word barbecue was in common usage in Virginia and the Carolinas by 1660. There are several theories about the origin of the word. Some authorities trace it to a Caribbean Indian word, boucan, which means “rack of green wood.” Others point to the Spanish word barbacoa. Some believe the word has a French root, from de barbe à queue, which loosely translates as “from beard to tail.” At this point I don’t really care. All I know is that we call it barbecue and know what is meant regardless of how it is spelled: barbecue, barbeque, bar-b-que, bar-b-cue, or BBQ (for short).


More details about the development of regional styles are included in each chapter. Suffice it to say that as the West opened up, barbecue sauce got redder, beef joined pork on the grill, and urban migration created the rib and the sauce cults.


Fast-forward three hundred years or so.


Today barbecue is sport as well as sustenance. Most of us cook barbecue for fun and because we like it, not because wild hogs are sleeping on the back porch. We eat barbecue in restaurants for an everyday treat or enjoy a big catered affair to celebrate something … anything.


And we also compete at cooking barbecue. Chili and barbecue cook-offs became participatory sports in the late 1960s and early ’70s. Maybe the camper trailer and the interstate highway system are to blame. Those innovations made it possible for people who live otherwise normal lives to haul equipment and meats to weekend cook-offs, where they spend a couple of days in the heat tending fires, basting meat, and drinking cold beer. Only car racing makes less sense.


Yet even more astonishing, spectators come by the thousands to watch the cooks at work, eat some barbecue, drink cold beer, and take home a T-shirt commemorating the day and the event. I don’t know whether those first barbecue cooks in North Carolina would be more astounded by the RVs, the fancy cookers, or the modern miracle of beer in cans.


Barbecue contests represent a full-time job for some cooks (the pros who make the circuit, hoping to rack up big prizes and big money) and an all-consuming hobby for others, who like the fun they have and the friends they make going to contests all over the country.


Barbecue contestants may haul their cooking rigs from one coast to the other, competing to earn enough points and recognition to get into one of the big contests. Accumulated points and wins allow cooks to qualify for (or be invited to) one of the big five: Houston Livestock Show, American Royal Barbecue (Kansas City Royal), Memphis in May, Jack Daniel’s Invitational, and Best in the West Nugget Rib Cook-Off (see Barbecue Contests, page 167). The North Carolina Championship Pork Cook-Off is open only to winners of local pig-cooking contests sanctioned by the North Carolina Pork Council, while the cook-off called the Official North Carolina State Barbecue Championship in Tryon, North Carolina, is wide-open.


Many regional contests are sanctioned by a major barbecue association, meaning rules and a point system are established by that organization. The Kansas City Barbecue Society and Memphis in May are two of the world’s largest. Some other sanctioning organizations include the National Barbecue Association, North Carolina Pork Council, and International Barbecue Cookers Association. (See Barbecue Associations, page 167).


Some contests dare to be unsanctioned, eschewing what they feel are stupid rules or fearing dilution of regional traditions. These local or regional events are usually devoted to a specific style. This is particularly true in North Carolina, where purists don’t want to compete in contests that allow other styles. They see this as a dangerous tendency toward homogenization that will eventually blur the differences and obliterate the unique characteristics of Carolina pork barbecue and other regional styles as well. Some competitive cooks do, indeed, cook Texas brisket, Memphis ribs, and Carolina whole hog in different categories within the same contest.


There’s also a national association for professionals, the National Barbecue Association (NBBQA) (see Barbecue Associations, page 167).


Enthusiasts wanting to learn how to cook competition barbecue or how to judge can contact some of the associations for classes (see Classes on Barbecue, page 170).


THE FUTURE
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Barbecue has a solid footing in the past, but some aficionados are worried about its future. They’re not worried that barbecue will fall from favor. Years of health warnings about cholesterol and nitrites haven’t cooled the national passion for it. What they’re worried about, especially in the context of contests and chain restaurants, is the blurring of regional styles to the point of indistinction.


Many of the competitive cooks compete in multiple categories, cooking brisket, pork shoulder, and ribs, mixing and matching techniques, flavors, and sauces to come up with winning combinations. Ask some cooks which style they cook and you’ll need a road map to plot the elements of their cuisine.


The fact is, restaurants—small, local operations—are the repositories of regional tradition, while nomadic contest cooks adopt the best ingredients and techniques they find along the way, whatever will give them a winning edge. To find real barbecue, don’t go to a contest. You’ll find lots of good food and lots of fun, but what you won’t find is barbecue that sticks to the regional customs that have shaped and still distinguish it from one part of the country to the other.


Don’t expect real barbecue at a chain restaurant. That food is manufactured to appeal to the most people, and while consistency isn’t a bad thing, it isn’t the real object of barbecue. In fact, consistency isn’t really a requirement in barbecue. Expecting each batch of barbecue or homemade sauce to be exactly like the one before and the one to come is like declaring that every painting by an artist should be the same.


Real barbecue is made by real people in real homes or real restaurants where they cook to please the real people around them, not contest judges, not transients stopping for a bite along the interstate or suburbanites at the shopping mall. A spotless, faux-country barbecue restaurant next to a Gap store can’t be real. Barbecue is a small-town thing, and the future of barbecue—the preservation of regional distinctions—rests in the hands of folks who haven’t succumbed to the WalMart-ing of rural America. Remember that McDonald’s serves a McRib sandwich of boneless pork molded to look like ribs. That’s high praise to the marketability of barbecue and a big threat to its uniquely regional characteristics. What if some kid grows up thinking that’s barbecue?


If you love barbecue and the regional differences, eat barbecue at small, locally owned and operated restaurants at home and away. Dare to try something different and maybe even to be disappointed. Don’t ever settle for chain barbecue simply because you don’t know anything about what the locals eat. Ask around and count the cars in the parking lot. Other satisfied customers can’t be wrong.


[image: Image]


Southerners cling to barbecue as a source of identity and place, and to maintain a sense of individuality.


—JOHN T. EDGE, DIRECTOR, SOUTHERN FOODWAYS SYMPOSIUM, CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF SOUTHERN CULTURE, UNIVERSITY OF MISSISSIPPI







the right stuff


Low and slow is the mantra of all barbecue pit masters. Long, slow cooking with indirect heat—that is, not directly over the heat source—or over a very low fire is what makes barbecue.


Good barbecue requires good equipment. The options are many, depending on a variety of factors, including budget, cooking and storage space, the number of mouths you’re feeding, and your level of enthusiasm and commitment. It is possible to spend tens of thousands of dollars on custom barbecue equipment or just a few bucks on inexpensive equipment that will also produce barbecue you can be proud of. Costs may range from $25 to $3,000 or even higher.


Types and styles of cookers range from barrels to brick-lined pits and from small grills available at discount stores to expensive designer equipment. Pros who compete in barbecue contests across the country and who also cater have portable barbecue rigs or systems on trailers. Many customize the equipment for their special needs and preferences, like smoking a whole pig or side of beef.


But most of us amateurs—including some pretty serious ones—buy something we think is big enough to meet our needs, easy enough to use, the right size for the deck or patio, and affordable. (For manufacturers’ names, see Sources of Equipment, page 173.) Most of the recipes in this book are written for small to medium-size home cookers that use a combination of wood and charcoal, or gas plus wood chips for smoke seasoning.


Cookers may be constructed in a horizontal or vertical style, round or rectangular, depending on the cook’s preference. With horizontal cookers, longer than they are wide, the fire can be built at one end of the grill so that the meat can be placed on the cooler side. Other cookers (usually vertical) have what are called fireboxes in which the fire burns and wafts smoke and heat over and around the meat in the cooking chamber.
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