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  INTRODUCTION




  




  ''Welcome to Barbecue Central, the World Capital of Barbecue—Ground Zero: where it began, where it was perfected, and where it reigns supreme above all others!” is bravado you won’t hear from many Kansas Citians. We let outsiders say that and more about our barbecue.




  To paraphrase the late William Shawn, editor of the New Yorker magazine for many years: The more brilliant you are in your field, the less you’ll brag about it. Shawn’s wisdom doesn’t resonate in today’s barbecue culture, where blowing smoke about your pitmaster prowess and the superiority of your region’s barbecue compared to other regions is the norm.




  Missouri, a significant chunk of the bi-state Kansas/Missouri Kansas City metro area, is the “Show Me State.” That slogan fits Kansas City–style barbecue: Why tell you how great it is when we can show you? The quality speaks for itself. Or, “No need to tell me. Show me!” The way to know Kansas City barbecue is to eat it.




  This book leads barbecue lovers to the best places to eat great Kansas City barbecue. My job is to lead you there. Your job is to eat it. And just like the barbecue in Texas, Tennessee, and the Carolinas, you’ll be wowed by some and not so impressed by others. Individual tastes, likes, and dislikes, vary. I’ll tell you what I like, but I can’t tell you what you like. As the old saw goes, “Concerning taste there is no argument.” Or to borrow a concept from my friend, Stan Nelson, “The best barbecue is the barbecue you like!”




  Kansas City pitmasters can blow smoke with the best of them. Our rich Midwestern/Southern culture, however, lands on the side of humility when it comes to bragging about our barbecue. We’re proud of our barbecue. We let it speak for itself.




  I love Kansas City barbecue. It’s one of many reasons I live here. But you won’t catch me saying that Kansas City barbecue is the best of the best, or that there’s none better or as good as. Nope. I have savored barbecue from Austin, Lockhart, Luling, San Marcos, Lexington (North Carolina and Texas), Giddings, Memphis, Nashville, Lynchburg, Oklahoma City, Skiatook, Stillwater, Tulsa, Broken Arrow, Paducah, Charleston, Columbia (South Carolina and Missouri), Chapel Hill, Savannah, Decatur, Birmingham, St. Louis, Branson, Seattle, Madison, and many other communities that serve some of the best barbecue in America. You won’t catch me throwing bones at Aaron Franklin’s barbecue, or barbecue by Tootsie Tomanich, Smoky Jon Olson, Chris Lilly, Jack Cawthon, Nick Vergos, David Bessinger, Keith Allen, Ed Mitchell, or Flora Payne, to name a few.




  Kansas City freely allows that our barbecue pitmasters stand on the shoulders of pitmasters, past and present, from Texas, Memphis, the Carolinas, Mississippi, Arkansas, Kentucky, and elsewhere. That’s why our barbecue is so good. It is influenced by a diversity of sources from all over America and beyond.




  On the other hand, we do not kiss the ring of barbecue pontiffs who represent their region as the world’s greatest. They may allow that barbecue is available in other parts of the country, but they will have you thinking that barbecue in other regions is campfire-flamed roadkill compared to their “real” barbecue. Some accept beef, chicken, turkey, duck, lamb, and goat barbecue. Others cling to a long-held dogma that pork barbecue is the only real barbecue. I call it hogmatic hogwash, along with the dogma that the South is the birthplace of barbecue. Everybody knows that barbecue was a routine cooking method in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe thousands of years before meat fires filled the air with barbecue smoke in North America. Thanks to our pitmasters, barbecue has become America’s cuisine, but barbecue wasn’t invented in America.




  Kansas City barbecue has one foot in the past, the other in the present, starting to take the next step into the future. You’ll savor the influence of both in the city that is globally famous for excellent barbecue. Let’s get started.




  What’s a BBQ Lover?




  Readers of this book fall into several categories, some of which overlap. One thing all share in common is a love of barbecue. Beyond that, there are Kansas City natives, Kansas Citians with backgrounds elsewhere, first-time visitors to Kansas City, occasional visitors to Kansas City, and frequent visitors to Kansas City.




  Where a non-native or visitor comes from matters. Our origins and history are embedded in our palates. Some are able to judge Kansas City barbecue on its own merits. Others will measure it against the standards they have come to favor from their places of origin or other places they have frequented and loved.




  Everyone who loves barbecue has opinions about what is good, bad, and best. More than a few Texans could have been the source of a famous cartoon by Kansas City’s beloved cartoonist, the late Charles Barsotti, when he featured a forlorn bearded cowboy in a 10-gallon hat and Lone Star-studded cowboy boots, standing on a wooden deck next to a bullet smoker, an armadillo in the foreground. The caption was “How Kansas Citians can get really good bar-be-cue.” How? The cowboy advises, “Take I-35 South to Lockhart, Texas.” Charlie loved Kansas City and his backyard barbecue, but he was true to his Texas roots.




  There are good barbecue snobs and there are bad barbecue snobs. I count Barsotti among the good ones. Likewise, Texas Monthly Barbecue editor, Daniel Vaughn—a self-proclaimed barbecue snob—is a good one. Good ones have a sense of humor. They don’t hold punches about what they think of the barbecue on the plate in front of them, but they aren’t righteous, derogatory, or disrespectful. They are specific about what they like or don’t like, but not in a pontifical, know-it-all tone.




  Bad barbecue snobs are the opposite of good. At their worst, they are short on praise and long on criticism. They judge with a narcissistic posture. You don’t learn much about barbecue from them, but you learn a lot about them if you care to pay attention. They are not strangers to boring and predictable.




  Most barbecue lovers know what they like and don’t like. They don’t mind telling you what they like and don’t like.




  Some, especially those who are new to barbecue, haven’t honed their personal sense of likes and dislikes. They are susceptible to the opinions of others—as if there’s a Platonic objective standard for great barbecue, and they strive to understand it before they feel qualified to render their own opinions. Since there is so much variance in the quality of barbecue cooked by different pitmasters, the novice eventually learns that a Platonic standard doesn’t exist. It comes down to what you as an individual like and don’t like. You are the expert on that, and concerning what you like and don’t like, there’s no rebuttal. Others may not share your flavor preferences, but they can’t deny them.




  A Brief History of Kansas City Barbecue




  Kansas City’s Cowtown heritage set the stage for barbecue becoming the city’s signature cuisine. Three elements essential to barbecue production on a massive scale converged in Kansas City in the early 1900s: abundant meat, hard-wood, and pitmaster expertise.




  A national rail, river ways, and highway transportation hub, the city was a natural attraction for workers seeking jobs in a growing agribusiness-fueled economy. Many early 20th-century newcomers were from the South. They brought their barbecue skills with them.




  From their beginnings in the latter part of the 19th century, to the 1920s and ’40s, Kansas City’s stockyards and meat-processing plants were second only to Chicago’s.




  Tough or undesirable cuts such as ribs, brisket, snouts, ears, and feet did not go to waste, thanks to those who knew the barbecue method of cooking.




  Barbecue as a product started on street corners. Using a variety of homemade cookers fashioned from steel drums and other improvised grills, weekend pitmasters smoked and sold barbecue that began to set a standard locals and visitors came to expect and count on.




  Tennessee native Henry Perry, the Father of Kansas City Barbecue, sold barbecue pork, beef, opossum, woodchuck, and raccoon from his outdoor stand downtown as early as 1907. Later he moved into a building at 17th and Lydia. Arthur Bryant’s Barbecue continues the Henry Perry legacy today. Anthony Rieke opened Rosedale Barbecue in 1934. It is the oldest continuously operating barbecue joint in Kansas City. Gates Bar-B-Q was established by George Gates in 1946. Russ Fiorella opened Smokestack Barbecue in 1957. It evolved into today’s Jack Stack, founded by Russ’ son, Jack Fiorella. At these and other early restaurants, workers learned the barbecue basics and went on to establish their own restaurants. Many Kansas City barbecue restaurants today were spawned from those early restaurants where the next generation of proprietors learned the art and business of barbecue.




  Backyard barbecue enjoyed a surge of popularity in the 1930s in Kansas City and other cities, followed by a larger surge in suburban backyard barbecue in the 1950s.




  By the late 1970s and early 1980s, barbecue as a sport emerged in the metro area, culminating in the founding of the Kansas City Barbeque Society in 1987.




  What made it famous for barbecue? Most credit praise from visitors, sportscaster radio and TV banter, writers (especially Calvin Trillin), and celebrities—but most of all, the quality of the barbecue made Kansas City famous. The quality continues today, with a WOW! punch that resonates in your primal carnivore bones.




  What is Kansas City Style?




  Kansas City–style barbecue has changed over the past hundred years. In the old days meat went from the packing house or butcher shop to the pit, with little if any trimming. Today there is attention to presentation, especially since the 1980s when the contest scene emerged.




  When Kansas City Barbeque Society (KCBS) contest rules and regulations were developed regarding appearance, tenderness, and taste, a new breed of Kansas City barbecue restaurants emerged: Contest-style. Neatly trimmed St. Louis cut ribs, membrane removed, sprinkled with dry rub, smoked until easily pulled from the bone, but not fall-off-the-bone, slathered or glazed with a sweet sauce and precisely sliced individual bones.




  Typical meat specifications for Kansas City style




  Brisket: neatly trimmed lean, scant traces of fat, moist, sliced thinner than in Texas, easy to pull apart, usually sauced unless requested naked in restaurants; up to cook in contests.




  Pork shoulder: sliced, pulled, or chopped—tender and moist, sauced or not; cook’s choice in contests; customer choice in restaurants, although some serve it sauced, no choice. A few places offer Carolina-style vinegar or mustard sauce with their pork.




  Chicken: quarter, half or whole, is rubbed and smoked, juicy tender. Johnny’s is crisped in a deep fryer bath before serving. Smoked or grilled chicken wings are also popular.




  Turkey: moist, smoked breast and legs are most popular. Most breast meat is served thin-sliced; legs served whole.




  Sausage: Kansas City doesn’t have as many sausage makers as Texas, but we have enough variety to rival Texas, including hot links.




  Lamb and mutton: available, smoked and sauced, but in only a few places.




  Goat, cabrito: not a standard menu item in Kansas City barbecue restaurants.




  Fish: smoked salmon and catfish available in select places; deep-fried catfish, halibut, cod on some menus, especially during spring Lenten season.




  Duck (domestic or game), goose, venison, other game: not a standard menu item; can be custom-smoked, you supply the meat.




  Other Kansas City menu items




  There are other menu items that Kansas Citians expect to find in a barbecue joint. “You can’t get by in Oklahoma without serving fried okra in your barbecue joint,” Joe Davidson told me once at his Oklahoma Joe’s restaurant in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. Kansas City is another matter. Rarely will you find fried okra on a barbecue joint menu here. Kansas Citians really like potatoes, especially fries and potato salad. They are standard in most places, but a few get by with limiting their potato option to chips or cheesy potatoes. Here’s the short list:




  [image: Beef brisket (thin sliced, compared to the thicker slices served in Texas) Pork ribs (spares or babybacks; spares are dominant here instead of babybacks/loin ribs as in Memphis) Burnt Ends Chicken Sausage Rib tips Beans Coleslaw Potatoes]




  Meat Quality




  Along with the growth of competition barbecue—with cash prizes, fancy trophies and ribbons, and bragging rights for wins—came an increase in demand for high-quality meats. Instead of cheap, tough meats, teams went for, as one successful competitor remarked, “The best quality meat you can afford.” That same practice carries over in barbecue restaurants, especially those with a competition pedigree.




  When meat prices go up, restaurant owners and customers feel the pinch. Owners are faced with raising prices or reducing serving sizes. The only option with full or half slabs of ribs is to increase the price or make less money per slab. When the profit margin is slim already, most owners are forced to increase prices. This is a universal problem in the barbecue industry. A pitmaster/owner in Central Texas told me that he is seriously looking for alternative, less expensive meats. “Maybe I’ll have to switch to armadillo,” he remarked in jest.




  Laboratory meat may be on the distant horizon, especially if production costs fall below the cost of traditional meat production and the savings are passed on to consumers. Consumer acceptance will be a crucial factor.




  One word sums up Kansas City Style: eclectic.
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  The BBQ Joints




  A Little BBQ Joint




  1101 W 24 Hwy., Independence, MO 64050; (816) 252-2275; www.alittlebarbqjoint.com Founded: 2013 Pitmaster: Fabian Bauer Wood: Hickory




  Fabian Bauer, former body man and gifted auto painter, is the perfect match to convert this building from a transmission repair shop to a barbecue emporium. Fabian’s automotive artistry permeates this place outside and inside. Repurposed salvaged auto grills, hoods, trunk lids, lights, bumpers, spray guns, backseats, and small parts are put to work with a new purpose, functional or aesthetic.




  Thanks to Fast Eddy Mauren, Fabian was a quick study in the art and science of smoked meat, churning out slow- and low-smoked barbecue meats from his Cookshack Fast Eddy pellet smoker. “Fast Eddy is my mentor,” Fabian told me. Given Eddy’s impeccable credentials as a champion pitmaster and barbecue pit designer, Fabian is in good hands. His line of barbecue cookers made by Cookshack out of Ponca City, Oklahoma, is becoming a familiar fixture in successful barbecue restaurants across the country.
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  It’s a little barbecue joint for big appetites and an appreciation for the call of the road that future generations will look back on with astonishment. “You mean they drove those big machines under the control of one driver per car on two-lane roadways, speeding toward each other at 70 miles per hour or more!?”




  Anyone who opens a barbecue restaurant in a city known as the Barbecue Capital of the World is a risk taker, especially if he has zero experience at working in a restaurant of any kind. Fabian didn’t let that stop him. He built a little barbecue joint, and people came. So many came when he first opened the doors in April 2013 that he sold out the entire menu in a matter of hours. “Haven’t you ever run a restaurant?” asked a disappointed prospective customer who showed up too late. “No,” Fabian replied. He was too polite to say, “No, but I’m pretty darned happy that a barbecue newbie like me can open a little barbecue joint and get hammered with a sold out crowd like Aaron Franklin’s in Austin on the very first day.” He could have said that, but he didn’t.




  Like everyone else who succeeds in the barbecue business, Fabian stands on the shoulders of others. Besides Fast Eddy, Fabian’s dad, Don Bauer, and daughter, Amy Bauer, help out every day. Fabian won’t say whether his sauces are named after relatives or if the names speak of what you’ll taste. Mean Mother-in-Law is his hottest sauce, followed by the Mad Housewife, which is sweet with a slightly fiery kick. Sweet Sister is his sweetest, mildest sauce.




  Creative decor and language add fun at A Little BBQ Joint, but the barbecue is what brings you back. Fabian’s ribs, sausage, pulled pork, brisket, and chicken are top-notch barbecue. If you only have room for one meat on your first visit, I highly recommend the burnt ends. Those cubed bites of barbecue brisket are melt-in-your mouth tender with a kiss of smoke. I don’t let the Mean Mother-in-Law, Mad Housewife, or Sweet Sister get near my burnt ends, but if you want sauce, a tiny bit will complement.




  Since A Little BBQ Joint is in Harry S Truman’s hometown, Fabian put the “Harry S” on his menu to honor the American President. The Harry S is a grilled quarter-pound hot dog on a bun, topped with barbecue pulled pork and melted Jack cheese. It’s a delicious tribute to Truman.
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  The sides complement the top quality of the barbecue. My friend Jay “The Snail” Vantuyl, who introduced me to this joint, always orders the hot—as in temperature, not seasonings—potato salad. It’s a delicious bowl of warm chunks of boiled potatoes seasoned with herbs, spices, relish, and sauce that gives comfort to your palate. The fries, beans, slaw, and cheesy corn are likewise spark plug complements to the barbecue meat.




  Kansas City is glad that the Bauer family and staff dared to position another barbecue joint in our competitive landscape. They take the risks, we get the benefits. Give them a try.




  All Slabbed Up BBQ




  405 Muncie Rd., Leavenworth, KS 66048; (913) 727-5227; No website Founded: 2007 Pitmaster: Charlie Browne Wood: Oak & hickory




  Leavenworth is known for its prisons: a federal penitentiary, a military prison on the grounds of Fort Leavenworth, and a state penitentiary in the neighboring city of Lansing. No wonder the nearby distillery brand is “Most Wanted.” (It isn’t like the hooch inmates make in prison.) Likewise, the Slabbed Up cuisine is superior to slammer cuisine.




  Charlie Browne owns All Slabbed Up. Unlike the other Charlie, whose efforts fall short of perfection, the Charlie of All Slabbed Up is succeeding. Charlie Browne is not as well-known as the other Charlie, but he is earning the praise of thousands of fans for his barbecue.




  All Slabbed Up’s tomato base sauce with a smoky vinegar/molasses accent pairs well with the barbecue meats: ribs, brisket, burnt ends, pork, ham, sausage, and turkey. It’s all good. My favorite is a beef and rib combo with fresh-cut, skin-on fries mixed with fried onions and the sweet-sauce barbecue pit beans. The hot cheesy potato salad, sweet potato fries, and fried pickles are also stand-outs.
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  All Slabbed Up is small, with wooden floors, western memorabilia on the walls, and galvanized steel roofing on the ceiling and wrapped around the bar. You get the feeling that love of country, love of girlfriends and Mama, trains, pickups, whiskey, and longnecks, mixed with love pains, loss pains, blame, and all of that drama dear to our country-music-loving hearts is no stranger at All Slabbed Up. There’s a strong John Wayne presence as well. If a plate of All Slabbed Up barbecue with sides and a cold brew doesn’t cheer you up, it’s time to see a therapist.




  Arthur Bryant’s




  1727 Brooklyn Ave., Kansas City, MO 64127; (816) 231-1123; second location at Legends at the Kansas Speedway, 1702 Village West Pkwy., Kansas City, KS 66111; (913) 788-7500; www.arthurbryantsbbq.com Founded: 1908 by Henry Perry, then Charlie Bryant, then Arthur Bryant. Pitmaster: Timmy Brown Wood: Oak & hickory




  

    “This is a personal business. I have to know what is going on. If I don’t it’s too bad.




    I don’t hire me a barbecue man to come in here and do it. I’m the barbecue man.”




    Arthur Bryant, as quoted in The Kansas City Star,




    December 28, 1982


  




  Arthur Bryant’s can rightly claim to be the restaurant that is most responsible for making Kansas City famous for barbecue. Sportscasters from the old nearby baseball stadium exclaimed over the inviting aroma of meat fires wafting from Bryant’s barbecue pit. And when they raved about the quality of the smoked meat and grainy vinegar base sauce that they soon acquired a taste for, who could not want to come to Kansas City for barbecue?




  Later, when native son turned New York writer, humorist, and culinary adventurer, Calvin Trillin, extolled the wonders of free burnt end scraps you could reach in from the serving line and help yourself to, plus the plates of smoked meats and freshly cut lard-fried fries, it sealed the deal. Especially after Trillin proclaimed Bryant’s to be the single best restaurant in the world.




  Mr. Bryant took the fame and hyperbole with humility, often remarking that, “It’s just a grease house.”




  Grease house or not, even after the city mourned Mr. Bryant’s passing in late December 1982, Arthur Bryant’s on Brooklyn Avenue remains a holy place, the esteemed grease house palace of Kansas City barbecue.




  Some days you’ll be lucky and the serving line will be short. Other days the line will be out the door. When the line is long and you have time to wait 45 minutes to an hour to be served, be patient and wait. Think of it as your way to pay homage to one of Kansas City’s “barbecue man” legends.




  Your beef order will be lean and tender or marbled with flavorful fat. You won’t be asked if you want it marbled or lean. You get what the server grabs.




  The ribs vary from tender, meaty, and juicy to flavorful but on the dry side, depending upon how long they’ve been waiting for you in the pit. All of Bryant’s meats have a just-right kiss of oak smoke.
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  On your first visit I recommend saying “beef and fries” when you hand your plate to the counterman after he says, “Next,” or “What’ll you have?” Mr. Bryant’s roots were in Texas, beef brisket country. Brisket is what he knew and what he did best. Beef and fries is the signature plate at Arthur Bryant’s.




  Mr. Bryant’s original sauce is so different from what most people think of as barbecue sauce that the sour, grainy vinegar base liquid with hints of curry, cumin, cayenne, and pit drippings won’t have you exclaiming, “Wow! This is fantastic!” at first taste. Give it some time and you could acquire a taste for it, as I did only a few hours after my first visit. I was glad I bought a bottle to satisfy my craving for a midnight snack of leftover beef with sauce.




  I’m not saying you shouldn’t try the pulled pork or burnt ends on the menu—fairly recent additions—but be advised that they are tossed in a sweet sauce and aren’t available without sauce. The burnt ends, like most of what you get in restaurants today due to massive popularity, are cubes of brisket instead of the brisket trimmings from the old days. The pulled pork, likewise, is sauced and may not resonate with Carolina palates.




  Fries are mandatory. Vegans: be advised that Bryant’s fries are cooked in extremely hot lard, imparting a sweetness that can only be imitated with New York duck fat.




  Thanks to Gary Berbiglia, former co-owner after Mr. Bryant’s death, two new sauces were added to the Bryant’s lineup: Sweet Heat and Rich and Spicy. Both are less grainy than the original and add a touch of sweetness to the mix. Sweet Heat, with its tingle of fire, has become a favorite of mine. Gary can also be credited with formulating the Original to Mr. Bryant’s standards. Mr. Bryant didn’t leave a recipe behind, just a list of ingredients without proportions. Gary nailed it after several tries.




  Asado Urban Grill




  Hilton – Kansas City Airport, 8801 NW 112th St., Kansas City, MO 64153; (816) 891-8911; www3.hilton.com/en/hotels/missouri/hilton-kansas-city-airport-MCIAPHF/dining/index.html Founded: 2014 Pitmaster: Zachary Alft Wood: Hickory & cherry




  “Where’s Café Weatherby? Where’s Chef Rob? Can we still eat barbecue here?”




  Most fans of Chef Rob Magee, former Café Weatherby executive chef at the Airport Hilton, know that Rob is now executive chef, co-owner, and head pitmaster at the new virally popular Q39 in midtown Kansas City. The space formerly known as Café Weatherby is Asado Urban Grill, with a new look, new menu, and new executive chef, Zachary Alft.




  Although there’s no doubt that Asado is in a hotel and conference center, the restaurant has its own style and feel that imparts a welcoming, relaxed atmosphere: gray walls, subdued lighting, and glass panels lit from behind with an orange hue, each featuring spices, herbs, and other food preparation basics.




  In Spain, Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay, asado means charcoal grilled or roasted meat, or a gathering of people to eat asado. Traditional asado fare, such as suckling pigs, sausages, flank steaks, and grilled vegetables, are not on the Asado Urban Grill menu. Since Asado’s urban context is Kansas City, where visitors expect Kansas City–style barbecue, Chef Alft accommodates that expectation with smoked chicken soup, smoked burgers, grilled chicken, and smoked brisket sandwiches, available for lunch or dinner. Treat yourself to Asado’s fries and the house-made potato chips with your sandwich. Order both. I like to dip them in barbecue sauce.
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  The “After Five” menu features additional barbecue options: smoked pork spareribs, smoked chicken, smoked brisket platter, grilled beef tender-loin, grilled ribeye steak, grilled KC strip loin steak, and grilled Colorado lamb chops. Chef Alft uses hickory and cherry to smoke Asado meats in the Hilton’s Southern Pride woodburning barbecue pit and smoker. After Five sides include au gratin potatoes, fries, baked beans, and a vegetable of the day.
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