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    It’s All About the Ribs

    Pork ribs are the flagship of barbecue, a Titian masterpiece on steel grates, the Citizen Kane seasoned by smoke and by all accounts . . . delicioso! Every patio warrior has at least attempted to tenderize this unforgiving rack of enjoyment. From my experience working with novice grill technicians, the success rate for succulent ribs is about 50/50, and I’m being very generous.

    Therefore, I present to you the most thorough education on preparing the best ribs ever seen in print. This monstrous tutorial is made possible by the long list of rib recipes on cable TV, selling its viewers empty promises of tender, juicy ribs. Similarly, the specifics of cooking pork spareribs has been underserved and shrouded around smoke (pun intended) in numerous cookbooks dedicated to the swine slabs. Lastly, the best cooking class doesn’t always reveal all their secrets and the paying customers are often led to read between the lines.

    Are you picking up what I’m putting down? Let’s get started!

    MY INSTRUMENTS

    Here are my weapons of choice when I barbecue ribs from start to finish (minus the ingredients, which will be discussed ahead). They include what I use to prepare a fire, maintain the grill, prepare the meat, and cook to perfection:

  

  Charcoal Grill

  Charcoal Lump or Briquettes

  Charcoal Chimney

  Grill Brush

  Ash Shovel

  Silicone Baste Brush

  Long Spatula and Tongs

  Heat Resistant Gloves

  Lighter

  Newspaper/Charcoal Bag

  Butcher Knife

  Heavy-Duty Aluminum Foil

  Paper Towels

  Disposable Cutting Boards

  Chunks of Smoke Wood

  Barbecue Utility Table

  Depending on what type of cooker you have, the list of items should vary a little. In addition, meat thermometers are optional; I don’t tend to take the temperature of the ribs. Instead, I use techniques to feel and see when the ribs are done. More about that later.

  RIB SELECTION

  When pitmasters start talking ribs, it only implies pork ribs. Specifically, two cuts of pork ribs: spareribs and loin back ribs. Beef ribs or any other type of protein ribs are considered a regional delicacy. Even though ancillary ribs are tasty, only hog ribs are considered authentic.

  Spareribs are rather fatty, meaty, and shaped irregularly. They are cut from the pork belly, which is commonly made into bacon. From the underside of the ribs, the bones are clearly visible on the slab. However, surrounding the bones is excess meat and cartilage. Most folks just trim this part off to make a clean, rectangular piece of meat. When this is done, the ribs are called St. Louis style. Pre-cut St. Louis style ribs are now commonly found in the meat section of your grocery store, but be prepared to pay more for something that only takes a couple of minutes to do yourself. Moreover, don’t think about throwing away the trimmings because you can make them into a delicacy known to the barbecue community as rib tips.

  Baby back ribs come from near the spine of the hog, where the loin (a lean cut of pork) is located. Typically, you may find the larger version, called loin back ribs, in a package at the grocery store, or you may be fortunate enough to find the baby backs in the meat case at your local meat market. Loin backs are meaty and are a leaner muscle compared to spareribs. As a result, they have less flavor, but they’re still a good eat!

  I recommend that you try a St. Louis style rack of ribs and a loin back rack of ribs to see which you like best. There are pro and cons for each. When I’m selecting ribs for competition, I’m going with whichever rack looks meatier, has more fat, has straight bones, and resembles close to a perfect rack of ribs. Also, don’t be afraid to buy the vacuum-sealed ribs from club stores like Costco; they are excellent quality. Considering my ribs are being judged with prizes, and braggin’ rights are at stake, I absolutely avoid meager ribs. Meager ribs are not worth the six hours of smoke paradise.

  ADDITIONAL NOTES ABOUT RIBS . . .

  Keep in mind that baby back ribs weigh less than two pounds—anything bigger than that are loin back ribs. In addition, spareribs are trimmed to make St. Louis style ribs. Thus, St. Louis style has nothing to do with how they are cooked.

  Furthermore, loin backs ribs or St. Louis style ribs benefit most from the 3-2-1 method (which you will learn about).

  TRIMMING/REMOVING MEMBRANE

  Trimming is the initial step of the process in preparing ribs. When you buy pork ribs, they are not usually ready to cook immediately. There are a couple of things to look for to see if trimming is necessary. First, does it have a membrane? The membrane is a thin, but tough, white translucent film on the bone side of the rack of ribs. Rarely can you find ribs without the membrane. When you do find the membrane . . . ALWAYS REMOVE THE MEMBRANE.

  If one is available, politely ask your butcher to remove the membrane for you. However, I suggest learning this technique yourself because it is an easy process to execute at home. For me, the best way to remove it is by prying up the edge of the membrane with a butter knife, against the last end rib bone. When enough of the membrane is pried off to pinch with your fingers, use a paper towel for gripping and remove the slimy membrane across the slab. It may take a few attempts to remove the whole membrane.

  Once the membrane is removed, there are other trimming options for spareribs. But if these were loin back ribs (a.k.a. baby back ribs), nothing else would be left to trim. It is time to smoke ‘em! Whole spareribs are an irregular mass of meat that was cut from the pork belly. In different regions of the country, spareribs are cooked whole. However, St. Louis style trimmed ribs are the preferred way to prepare barbecue ribs by most pitmasters. This style removes the cartilage surrounding the bones and shapes the ribs into a uniform size for even cooking.

  To trim the whole spareribs into St. Louis style:

  1.   Lay the rack meat side down on a clean surface.

  2.   Locate the longest rib bone on the rack of ribs, which is how wide the rack of ribs will be.

  3.   So take your sharpened knife and make straight cuts perpendicular to each side of the longest rib bone.

  4.   Square up the ribs by cutting each end; the rack should be 18 to 24 inches in length.

  5.   Finally, cut off the flap on the bone side of the rack.

  6.   Save all those scraps you just trimmed away—those are your rib tips.

  SEASONING RIBS

  Flavoring ribs with sugars, herbs, and spices cannot be emphasized enough. Pork ribs already have great flavor because of the natural fat that is found between the bones and throughout the slab. But when combined with seasonings, the meat is enhanced and the surface develops a crust full of flavor. That exterior crust is commonly known as the bark. The bark is a prized condiment that adds complex flavors and textures. The casual barbecue connoisseur may see a burnt rack of ribs while the barbecue enthusiast sees a perfectly smoked slab. Ribs coated in a brown sugar–based rub and then smoked for hours display a sexy caramelization of sugars that showcases mahogany perfection. This is called the Maillard reaction (for all you foodie geeks)!

  Each pitmaster has his or her own technique of seasoning ribs; consequently, some apply a heavy coat while others lightly dust. Even more hotly contested is the amount of time to let the meat rest after the rub has been applied! You may hear one person say that covering in plastic wrap overnight works best while another says to start cooking directly after the rub application. There is no wrong way to season ribs, just be sure to do it if you want ribs done right!

  Since this is my show, sort of speak, I am more than happy to weigh in on this divisive subject. I like to season my ribs with a light coat of rub until it looks wet. Apply a second coat of rub and repeat with a third. For approximately 1 hour, let the ribs rest at room temperature so they can draw in the spices of the rub before cooking.

  MARINADES, INJECTIONS, AND BRINES

  To a lesser extent, liquid-based flavor enhancers serve as another layer of flavor and a means to retain moisture throughout the cooking process. While many pitmasters experiment with these techniques, the end product is met with mixed result. For example, brined ribs have the tendency to taste like ham and the marinades do not seem to penetrate the meat enough to infuse more flavor. Not all liquid methods will end up with these results; some folks swear by it and I am a believer.

  BEST METHODS TO COOK RIBS

  Arguably, barbecued ribs are deeply rooted in the fabric of American cuisine. Therefore, I consider slow smoked ribs to be the ideal method for this cut of meat. However, that does not mean other methods are inferior; on the contrary, they are meant to conveniently transform a tough cut of meat into one that can be enjoyed. Some methods are better than others from my experience, but if it works for you, go ahead and do it!

  Indirect Heat: Ol’ fashioned smoking. There is a reason that summer weekend warriors fire up their grill for ribs, to smoke ‘em until they are tender. It’s impossible to duplicate both the texture and aroma of a well smoked slab on anything inside the house. The only way to achieve this is applying indirect heat, which typically is offset or buffered by a heat shield or water pan over an open flame.

  To those hard-core pitmasters that use only charcoal or wood, please avert your eyes from reading further, or skip to the next section:

  For folks that use propane and natural gas grills, you can also benefit from the indirect heat method. By using the same approach as on a charcoal grill, cooking with gas can achieve the same tender and flavorful ribs. However, to say that this type of cooking can compete with smoke is like saying Salisbury steak tastes like a rib eye . . . please turn in your grill tech card.

  AVOID

  Parboiling: Purists pronounce, “sacrilege!” In the realm of cooking ribs, avoid boiling at all cost. Sure, heating ribs in a pot full of water will tenderize the meat, but all the flavor, texture, and appearance will be compromised. To hard-core BBQ snobs (like myself), it is not worth the degradation of such a costly cut of meat. With that said, it’s all about personal preference . . . boil away if you wish.

  Direct Heat: Will not work here because ribs have connective tissue that needs time to break down. By the time the ribs are hot enough to tenderize on the inside, the surface of the meat will be charred and tough.

  BEST COOKING TEMPERATURE FOR RIBS

  Connective tissue and cartilage woven into ribs make this an unforgiving cut of meat. Hours of exposure to low heat have long been the traditional way to cook ribs. Low and slow is still the standard, but somewhat higher temps are becoming chic for achieving sublime tenderness.

  Low & Slow Smoking: 225–275°F. Picture a Saturday when Pop fires up the smoker, opens up a case of beer, and measures time with empty cans. You can’t look at the clock when barbecuing; it’s done when it’s done. That’s my kind of cooking and it’s still widely considered “real” BBQ. We’re doing our part to keep tradition alive.

  Hot & Fast Smoking: 300–400°F. Need ribs in a pinch or done at a certain time? These temps are low enough to be considered BBQ and results have shown to be championship quality . . . literally! I have heard folks claim to cook perfectly tender ribs in about 90 minutes! Try it, you won’t be disappointed.

  Grilling: 450+°F. Ideal for roasting ribs, not BBQ. Temps these high are not unheard of and a well-known Memphis rib establishment made a name for themselves doing this. As a high heat critic, I have had excellent results cooking ribs at these temps.

  COMPLEMENTARY WOOD FOR RIBS

  When ribs are served at the local barbecue joint, focus is commonly on the dry rub and the sauce. What about the smoke? A decent rib shack knows a thing about its own product, so when a blank stare comes across the server’s face when you ask about the smoke, cordially leave the grounds and never return. Smoke is essential for authentic ribs—it completes the trifecta of a full-flavored rack.

  Choose your smoke wisely, or else risk overpowering your ribs. More subtle smoke such as fruit wood varieties—apple, cherry, and peach—are excellent for ribs. In the same regard, pecan and maple are pleasant as well. Notice I left out two traditionally dominant smoke woods, hickory and oak. Unless hickory or oak are found locally, pass on the stuff found in the retail chain stores. For example, if you live in Texas where post oak is bountiful, chances are you can find fresh smoke wood at your local meat market, fireplace store, landscape business, or neighbor. On the other hand, buying generic oak from your national depot hardware store would be risky because its low quality may negatively affect the flavor of your food. In addition, the smoke wood found in big box stores have suppliers that process wood covered with dirt, insects, and spiderwebs, and the wood is often kept under harsh conditions that may be suitable for a firepit but not for smoking your food.

  RIB ACCESSORIES

  As popular as ribs are to weekend warriors, few gadgets and gizmos exist for the salivating slab of pork. The most prominent accessory for ribs, and most replicated, is the rib rack. A rack can load multiple bands of ribs while saving valuable cooking space on the grill. Though it looks like nothing more than napkin holders attached together, the device is inexpensive and does its job for those with little room to lay ribs flat on the grates. Using one isn’t difficult either; the slabs are slotted side by side while standing vertically. As a result, you can fit more ribs on the grill.

  A lesser known accessory is a rotisserie rib cooking device. This version is not the typical rotisserie where you puncture the meat through a spit. Instead, a rib rotisserie has trays to lay the slabs flat while cooking. Furthermore, ribs are not the only meat you use on this gadget. Try chicken wings, hamburgers, potatoes, and sausages, too! Rotisserie cooking is a great way to produce flavorful ribs because the meat drippings baste the ribs as they rotate around and around.

  OVERCOOKING VS. UNDERCOOKING

  The most common error grill technicians make is not cooking the ribs long enough.

  A popular misconception is that tough ribs are overcooked. Not true—tough ribs are due to undercooking the rack. Unlike other large cuts of meat like roasts, rounds, or tenderloins, ribs do not get tough at a higher internal cooking temp. On the contrary, due to its high concentration of connective tissue, fat, and collagen, ribs become tender with a higher internal temp.

  DONENESS TESTS

  There are several ways to check to make sure your smoked ribs are tender. Here are a few ways to tell:

  The first indication is when the meat pulls back about ¼-inch from the bone (some pull back more than others).

  Take a toothpick and poke between the bones at the thickest part of the ribs. If it easily slides in and out of the rack, it’s done.

  With a pair of tongs, grab one end of the ribs. If they bend easily, they are done. If not, keep them in the cooker.

  No one test will determine whether the ribs are done; use the combination of all three. I promise that these tried-and-true techniques can help you achieve tender ribs bliss!
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