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			All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.
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			Introduction

			When you start talking barbecue with folks you don’t know, it’s best to figure out which side of the fence they come from. If they hail from Memphis, Kansas City, or North Carolina, just tip your hat, smile politely, and pretend to listen. Your mama raised you to be mannerly, remember? 

			But if they’re from the right side of the fence, also known as inside the Texas border, then the real talk begins. 

			That’s because Texas barbecue talk isn’t just about what you’re having for dinner. It’s not merely a heap of smoked meat spread out on a sheet of butcher paper with pickles and onions scattered off to the side. Texas barbecue is a way of life, and it’s become so ingrained in Lone Star culture that it’s practically a religion. 

			Listen to the awestruck whisper they use to describe a brisket that was so moist and delicious that it all but melted on their tongues while bursting with a mingling of beef and smoke flavors. Or pay attention as they reach for their inner poet to convey the sight of a pit boss emerging from billows of smoke while bearing a slab of ribs held to the bones by skin so hot that it was still sizzling from the pit. Then bow your head to contemplate the gratitude that swelled within your own chest when you bit into a sausage ring full of garlic, pork fat, and post oak smoke. 

			The mysteries of barbecue extend to the people in the pits. Wayne Mueller, who runs the revered Louie Mueller Barbecue in Taylor, doesn’t see himself as a master. “I’m really a student of barbecue,” he says. “I know I will learn something new every day.”
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			That’s one reason why Texas has such high standards when it comes to barbecue. It’s also why barbecue is finally coming to be recognized in a global food community that once looked down on pit-cooked food as not being refined enough or worthy of study. “Texas is one of the great epicenters of world barbecue,” says TV host Steven Raichlen, who has authored cookbooks such as The Barbecue Bible and BBQ USA. “Its emphasis on smoked or smoke-roasted meat with only a minimum of seasonings and condiments (some of the greatest Texas barbecue joints don’t even serve sauce) sets it apart from barbecue elsewhere in the US and around Planet Barbecue. I would rank Texas brisket, as epitomized by Franklin’s in Austin, as one of the top 10 barbecue specialties in the world.” (A more recent ranking from Raichlen listed San Antonio’s the Granary ’Cue & Brew and Two Bros. BBQ Market higher than Franklin Barbecue.)

			The feeling that great barbecue inspires is shared by another celebrity chef, Adam Perry Lang, author of Serious Barbecue. “Barbecue is such a personal thing,” he says. “It is my passion, my love.” The French-trained chef may be from New York, but he understands how pleasurable it is to bite into a piece of meat that has been perfumed with the right accent of smoke. Perhaps that’s why the pecan he uses comes from Gourmet Wood in Fort Worth. 

			To Lang, the whole mystique of barbecue is primordial, something that can be traced back to man’s early relationship with fire. “Fire is something you can kind of contain, but you can’t dominate,” he says.

			Hunger is something else that has yet to be dominated, which is why the desire to drive great lengths for barbecue is so intense. But before you rev your motor to head out on the various trails through the state, it helps to understand just exactly what Texas barbecue is. This was something we kept learning over and over again, as we went to new areas and talked to different pitmasters, each with a unique and valid approach to preparing what they call barbecue.
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			We had originally thought Texas barbecue meant smoked meat, instead of the grilling style that the rest of the world calls barbecue. But that wouldn’t be entirely right. “ ‘Barbecue’ is a slippery term,” Raichlen says. “At first glance it would seem to refer to smoked beef brisket or shoulder clod, but that would leave out the baby back pork ribs at Two Bros. BBQ Market in San Antonio or barbacoa (Mexican-style pit-roasted steer head). It’s tempting to say meat cooked low and slow using indirect heat in a barbecue pit, but Cooper’s in Llano (and many other places) uses a process more akin to direct grilling.” In East Texas the hickory used in the pit tastes different from the mesquite that you’ll find in South and West Texas or the post oak preferred in Central Texas, making for regional differences.

			Or as Greg Gatlin of Gatlin’s BBQ in Houston says, “Everybody brings their own kind of style to the Texas style of barbecue.” 

			That brings up the cultural issues of barbecue, the history and the traditions that have been handed down through the years from blacks, whites, and Latinos alike. Stories involving Germans, Czechs, Africans, Mexicans, and Southern transplants add to the mix. 

			What it boils down to is this: There is no one single definition of Texas barbecue. The state is so huge that it is home to several regional styles so engrained in their areas that it’s what the locals want. Try to get them to change, and you’ll be facing an uphill battle. 

			But why would you want them to change? Why not embrace the culinary diversity that has conquered the state? 

			That’s what chef Ernest Servantes has done. During the week he oversees the food services at Texas Lutheran University in Seguin, but on weekends he becomes a barbecue warrior. He’s the pit boss of the Burnt Bean Co. competitive barbecue team with his wife, Bel, and he’s spent years traveling the state of Texas in an ongoing study of how Texans eat their barbecue. His passion drives him to towns that are barely on the map, but his practical mind has also helped him form a studious approach to the growing world of barbecue competitions. 

			So, what’s the barbecue lover’s best tool to learning about both the dramatic and the subtle variations in Texas ’cue? “It’s called an Excel spreadsheet,” Servantes says. On it he keeps notes of every local style of barbecue he tastes, so he knows what the judges from the area might be predisposed to like. If a competition is in the South, say, he might want to consider a sauce with a touch of cumin or a higher spice level than normal. In that way, he’s cooking to the crowds. It’s helped earn him state championship wins as well as the top spot on the Food Network’s Chopped Grill Masters in 2012, where he walked off with $50,000 in prize money. 

			Servantes isn’t alone, by any stretch of the imagination. Brothers hit the trail as a way of staying in touch, bachelor parties head out together for a last taste of freedom, families pack up the car for a weekend escape. Yes, it’s a male-dominated world, but you’ll also encounter groups of women who plot and plan their own ’cue crawls months in advance. In other words, these are Texans from all walks of life. Or they’re barbecue lovers from all over the world. And they’re taking the time to make a pilgrimage to Lockhart, Luling, and now Austin to try the meats that are considered to be the best in the state, if not the world. But they don’t stop there. They travel on to tiny towns like Eden and Spring, Mexia and Inez, all in search of good barbecue. 

			That’s why an investment in a map or a navigational system that you can trust is a plus. We got lost more than a few times searching for places that seem to have disappeared, like Brigadoon, in the mist. Plan your stops in advance. This book is organized alphabetically, so the places listed are not going to be next to each other. In the West Texas chapter, for example, Chubb’s BB-Q in El Paso is a 6½-hour drive from the next place mentioned, Chuy’s BBQ and Catering in Eden. 

			Bring your sense of humor with you, too. The major places along the barbecue trails are all independently owned. Some of them could go out of business at a moment’s notice. That doesn’t necessarily mean their barbecue was bad. There might have been a family crisis, a fire, or an unsuitable building, or a better opportunity might have arisen. Who knows? On a trip through South Texas, we discovered our first stop had recently closed down. The second place on the list was long gone. A third had closed up shop, too, but another barbecue joint had opened in its place. By the time we headed home, five places on our list had to be scratched off because they had closed their doors, and a sixth place closed after our visit. That didn’t mean we were starved for good barbecue. We merely asked the locals where they went. 

			
				
					[image: frame-14]
				

			

			Having a hearty appetite is a must. Why head out on the barbecue trail if you’re only going to dine at one spot 500 miles from your home? You want to stop and experience several in a day, which means you’ll be buying a lot of meat. Don’t think that you have to eat all of it at one sitting, or that each person in your party has to buy a three-meat plate. Share a plate so you and your fellow travelers can dissect each slice of brisket or each rib.

			As good as that meat is, it isn’t the only aspect of what makes Texas barbecue special. It’s the people you meet along the way. It’s how they handle the day-in, day-out demands of a truly exhausting job. It’s how the smoke from the pit permeates more than just their clothing. It’s how their training, sometimes their lineage, is poured into the rub on that chicken or the mop on those ribs. This is their livelihood. The ones who do it right are often out of bed each morning long before you wake up, and they keep at it late into the night. 

			So, when you next head out on the barbecue trail with your family or your best buds, do yourself a favor. Get out of your shell or bubble. Focus on something other than the photo of that lip-smacking rib that you want to post to Instagram or Twitter. Leave your comfort zone and talk to as many people at each place as you can. At a place like Zimmerhanzel’s in Smithville on a Saturday morning, you probably won’t get a spare word in with any of the crew, as the line of customers usually trails around the entire dining room, but you can sit at one of the communal tables and discover just how the meal you’re having fits into the bigger picture of the community.

			If you’re lucky, you’ll find a place where you can spend some time with the men and women who work the pits. Each one has a story to tell. It might be about the lineage of the food you’re getting ready to eat or about the mother who developed a butter-rich recipe for cobbler that’s been a menu fixture for decades. Or it might be a story of their lives beyond the barbecue pit. Just be prepared to listen. 

			We won’t soon forget sitting down with Kathy Braden at Burns BBQ when she talked about how her father, Houston barbecue legend Roy Burns, got his start in the business. It seems that in the early 1970s, her father needed a little extra money to buy his kids clothes. So, he set up a smoker by the side of the road and sold his meat to anyone driving by. It’s what Texas food writer Robb Walsh, in Texas Eats: The New Lone Star Heritage Cookbook, calls “shade tree barbecue.” You’ll find these makeshift stands all over Texas, especially on Saturdays when church and school groups like to do a bit of fund-raising. 

			It seems Roy Burns had such a success on his hands that he continued selling barbecue whenever possible. He had more time for it after he got laid off. From the street corner, he moved to a food truck, and within three years he had his own place on DePriest, which is just a few blocks from where Braden’s version of Burns now operates. (By the way, if you ever see a smoker in a parking lot or under a shade tree and a hand-printed sign advertising ribs or brisket plates, don’t think twice. Head toward it with cash in hand.)

			Perhaps you’ll run into Lee Hammond at Sam’s Bar-B-Que in Midland and hear tales of how his business has ridden the waves of the booms and busts that have affected much of West Texas. He’s seen plenty in the past few decades, and whether things are up or down, he’s managed to turn out barbecue that’s true to his turf. 

			These stories matter. They flavor the meat as much as the smoke does. They make Texas barbecue as special as the cuts of moist brisket on your plate or that handmade sausage ring that was made with the same grind their German ancestors used when they settled Texas. And we’re glad we can share a few of their tales with you. 
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					A Short History of Texas Barbecue

				

				
					By Brian West

				

			

			Although barbecue is a tradition in Texas, it is still part of the South as a whole. 

			Texas has a reputation as a pretty proud state. Texans love being Texans. We accept that we are part of the South. There is such a thing as Southern hospitality—and in Texas, we mean it. 

			We’ve come a long way, and our history is rich, thick, and juicy, so suffice to say that our food could have no other outcome. Our culinary tradition matches our history and our barbecue reigns supreme. 

			However, when it comes to brisket, no one does it better than Texas. Not everyone in Texas owns a horse, wears boots, or drives a truck, but most of us love beef and we know how to treat it. 

			One cannot bite into a slice of perfectly smoked brisket without experiencing culinary magnificence. When you savor the spicy-rich crust, sometimes called the “sugar cookie,” you’re tasting the crispy fat cap that renders on the surface melted along with the spicy dry rubs, which takes slow cooking, as long as 24 hours. Inside that delicious cap you’ll be tantalized by the melted meat screaming umami, with that famous kiss of smoke and streaks of fat that have turned into something like a savory treat hidden within the meat. 

			Many of us like to eat barbecue, even brisket, with our hands. Maybe, just to reset the palate, it might be dipped into a thick sweet-hot Texas barbecue sauce that is always placed on the side and most of the time not needed. 

			Wow! Those uninitiated to eating Texas-style smoked brisket may find, after that first experience, that eating barbecue will never be the same again. 

			Barbecue scholars have one common school of thought on the history of Texas barbecue. It is not what legend has to say about it. It is a common belief that barbecue was developed by the Western cowboys, which is understandable when you take into account that they were cattle ranchers who consumed their product. 
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						Chef/instructor Brian West of the Culinary Institute of America, San Antonio, includes barbecue among the subjects he teaches and leads a team of CIA students who participate in barbecue competitions throughout Texas. 

					

				

			And it’s true, they did have barbecue, but it didn’t start with them. As a matter of fact, it began thousands of years before them. The discovery of fire and the knowledge to use it as a means to preserve meats is what truly gave barbecue its beginning. Any culture wielding fire developed a rough form of barbecue, whether in underground pits or fire huts. 

			In Texas, several distinct periods are identified, dating from more than 10,000 years ago. 

			History states that the Texas Caddo Indians, who are referred to as the first pioneers, were also the first to smoke meat in order to preserve it for the long term. The next big step was in the 1600s. Spanish missionaries and soldiers sailing across the ocean to America through the Caribbean came to what is now present-day South and West Texas. They brought with them their tradition of pit-roasted barbacoa, which in essence is meat that is slow roasted with indirect heat. This technique slowly dissolves the collagen (connective tissue), turns it to gelatin, and makes the meat tender. However, it was not smoked nor did it pick up any smoke flavor. 
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			The origin of the word barbacoa is believed by most scholars to come from the Caribbean Taino Indian word barbracot, which is the wooden structure on which meat was roasted slowly over a grate. The Spanish morphed the word into barbacoa, which eventually became “barbecue.” 

			Turning the page, settlers and former slaves from the Old South brought in the tradition of barbecuing pork and whole hog with what became the sweet East Texas barbecue sauce. This helped round out the techniques and set the stage for Texas barbecue. 

			But the pieces of the puzzle really came together with the arrival of the Germans, Czechs, and Eastern Europeans in the 1830s. They brought with them the old-world butcher-involved sausage making along with their techniques for smoking meat in brick-enclosed smokers. That was the first real textbook barbecue. 

			Finally, the cowboy comes in. When cattle ranchers and the cattle drives were running through Texas, they lowered the price of beef to 4 cents a pound, making it more accessible to the public. Theirs was a big business, and their ranch handlers were often paid in beef. With an endless supply of fresh beef, cooks had plenty of opportunity to perfect the art of barbecue and placed it in a category of its own, one that is still enjoyed and respected as it has become a staple in many parts of the South. 

			As the years went by, because of health regulations, meat was no longer allowed to be cooked in the earth pits. This gave rise to the cast-iron smokers and open pits. Soon barbecue became the center stage for all public events, and in this format the techniques were passed on to a larger audience, which helped refine the art with input from the masses. 

			Trading secrets, sharing recipes, and teaching new techniques continue to this day, making barbecue in Texas remarkably better and better.

			Texas barbecue has been altered from its humble beginnings to such a culinary enchantment that it now has world recognition. In my opinion as a chef and barbecue devotee, the best thing about it is that the work is unfinished. More chefs and food enthusiasts are taking on the task of becoming pitmasters. Yes, we stand on the shoulders of giants, but modern pitmasters still see further. And because of our vision, experience, and ability to combine modern techniques with old Texas traditions, Texas barbecue is looking forward to a second gilded age. 

			

			

			

	
		
			Barbecue Calendar

			A list of every barbecue event across the state of Texas could make up its own book. There is a seemingly endless number of amateur cook-offs, sponsored by fire departments, independent businesses, and fraternal organizations. Then there are the events sponsored by organizations such as the Texas Gulf Coast BBQ Cooker’s Association and the Lonestar Barbecue Society, who oversee their own series of cook-offs.

			The entry fees for these events can get quite heady, running into the hundreds if not thousands of dollars for each team looking to score points that might lead to an annual champion status. The money is earmarked for charities that range from scholarship funds to the purchase of community medical equipment and on to those helping children in need.
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			Some of these associations are spread out over the entire state; others are regional. Here are a few just to show you the range of events they present:

			The Lonestar Barbecue Society (www.lonestarbarbecue.com), founded by Glenn and Pat Nicholas, dates back to 1996. Cook-offs it sponsors include the Hog Explosion in Bandera in March, the Easter Fest in Kerrville, June’s Rhythm & Ribs in Round Rock, and the Tin Star Ranch BBQ & Chili Cook-off in Fredericksburg just before Christmas. You can keep up with the group’s schedule on its website, though even that comes with a warning that events are subject to a change in dates or cancellation. In other words, don’t just go by what the site says; do a search or two or even place a call before heading out. It’s advice worth taking with regards to any of these events.
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			The International Barbeque Cookers Association (www.ibcabbq.org) covers the state, from Driftwood to Beaumont, Kurten to Victoria. But it also has events in Louisiana, New Mexico, and even Hawaii on its schedule.

			Of course, the groups also get regional. The Texas Gulf Coast BBQ Cooker’s Association (www.tgcbca.org) of Katy handles events both large and small throughout the year. A few include the San Antonio Stock Show & Rodeo’s annual Bar-B-Que Cook-Off, which draws more than 300 teams; the Freedom Fest BBQ Cookoff in Concan; the Weiser Air Park BBQ Cookoff and Fly In, a state championship event in Houston; and a members-only invitational in Montgomery.

			Then there’s the Central Texas Barbecue Association (www.ctbabbq.com), which is more active than either the North Texas Area Barbecue Cookers Association or the East Texas Barbecue Cookers Association, neither of which has a website. There was once a West Texas Barbecue Association, but it hasn’t been active in recent years.

			A few events go beyond the associations, attracting thousands who want to dine on brisket, ribs, and more. Some feature restaurants, rather than teams, to draw in people. Others add music, mosquitoes, and even rattlesnakes to the mix. 

			Here’s a look at some famous Texas festivals by season:
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			Spring

			Each April, Nacogdoches hosts its Oldest Town in Texas Biker Rally and BBQ Cook Off (www.ottrally.com), which is an outgrowth of the earlier Do-Dat BBQ Festival. So, you can “get your rib on,” as the festival’s tagline promises, while teams compete to smoke up the best ribs, chicken, and brisket around.

			And who can resist a barbecue contest in the town of Mesquite, which hosts the annual Real. Texas. Festival. (www.realtexasfestival.com), which is also in April?

			Summer

			You might think summer would be too hot for adding wood-burning heat to the heat that Mother Nature dishes out, but Texans seem to like that sort of thing. So, late July brings the annual Great Texas Mosquito Festival (www.mosquitofestival.com) to Clute complete with barbecue and fajita cook-offs as well as a mosquito-calling contest. 

			Fall

			Labor Day brings on several annual events, including the Bedford Blues and BBQ Festival (www.bedfordbluesbbq.com), which mixes music and food for three days of fun, and the World Championship BBQ Goat Cook-Off, a Brady tradition for 40 years. 

			Toward the end of September comes the annual Gettin’ Sauced (www.gettinsauced.com), which brings barbecue sauces from around the country and beyond to Austin. Of course, man cannot live by sauce alone, so barbecue is a part of the day’s fun.

			Czhilispiel (www.flatoniachamber.com/czhili) is staged in Flatonia during the fourth weekend of October each year. This celebration of the area’s Czech heritage includes a barbecue cook-off, but it doesn’t stop there. Try your hand at the jalapeño-eating contest to see if you can stomach some real heat. 

			Every five years Texas Monthly prints its Top 50 list of barbecue joints from around the state. The article generates an intense amount of discussion among ’cue-heads who have their own ideas of who should be on the list. The real test, of course, is in the tasting, and for the last four years, the magazine has invited those 50 places each year to take part in TMBBQ Fest. It usually takes place around the first Sunday in November. This event has grown so large and so popular that you have to get your tickets more than a month in advance. It sells out that quickly. Check www.tmbbq.com for details.

			Winter

			Livestock shows and rodeos in both San Antonio and Houston occur each February and March, respectively, and barbecue competitions are a part of the fun. Each cook-off attracts about 300 teams. 

			For several years now, the Wine & Food Foundation of Texas (www.wine foodfoundation.org) has brought the world of barbecue to the Hill Country with its Cowboys + Gauchos party, which honors the links between food and wine from both Texas and South America. February is the month to look for this event.

			Winter comes to a close with the Sweetwater Rattlesnake Roundup (www.rattlesnakeroundup.net). That’s right, folks in this town catch and kill rattlesnakes that are then skinned and cooked for the crowd. If chicken-fried snake isn’t to your liking, you can stick to the barbecue cook-off that’s also on the schedule.
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			Dallas & North Central Texas

			What a difference a few years can make on the barbecue scene. Before BBQ Snob Daniel Vaughn authored The Prophets of Smoked Meat or became Texas Monthly’s first barbecue editor, he wrote a piece for D Magazine in early 2010 listing his top 16 barbecue joints in Dallas. In the opening paragraph, he singled out what he called the ugly truth of the time: “Dallas does not do barbecue well.” 
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			More than a few people got the hint. In the intervening years, the Big D barbecue scene has blossomed in a number of different directions. Tim Byres showed, with his adventurous menu at Smoke, that barbecue was not just the realm of the hole-in-the-wall shack; it could be transformed into fine dining that anyone could enjoy. Then Justin Fourton of Pecan Lodge took mesquite, which has few fans outside West and South Texas, and showed how it could perfume perfectly moist brisket and hand-stuffed sausages that were so good that people would willingly wait in line for 90 minutes or more just for a bite. Lockhart Smokehouse brought a taste of the Barbecue Capital of Texas to Dallas. And more recently, the list has grown to include Jack Perkins’s hickory-smoked meats at the Slow Bone as well as Todd David’s outrageous beef ribs at Cattleack Barbeque. 

			These are balanced with plenty of old-school barbecue favorites, many of which are in the communities surrounding Dallas, from Garland to McKinney, Fort Worth to Grapevine. They also prove that, with the right motivation from customers and the fruitful efforts of gifted pitmasters, the region’s barbecue scene can be among the state’s most vital. And who knows where it will be in a few short years from now? 

			Angelo’s Barbecue

			2533 White Settlement Rd., Fort Worth, TX 76107; (817) 332-0357; www.angelosbbq.com Founded: 1958 Pitmaster: Jason George Wood: Hickory 

			For more than half a century, Angelo’s has served Fort Worth exactly what it wants: fine barbecue with an ice-cold schooner of beer on the side. (The order of those two may have been reversed once or twice, but who’s counting?)
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			It still delivers with brisket that’s full of natural beef juices and pork ribs that practically beg you to rip the meat from the bone with your teeth. With your meat order, you get all three sides, cumin-scented beans in a thick broth as well as potato salad and coleslaw, both with a lively dose of celery seed for extra punch. Skip the pressed ham, unless you’re going for a sandwich, though the smoked braunschweiger offers some retro appeal in that regard. 

			The sandwiches are big at lunch, says Jason George, who’s the third generation of George men to run the place. While the braunschweiger may not be the most popular item on the menu, it is a tradition and some people like to have it with cheese and crackers as a snack. Don’t forget to order up a schooner of Shiner Bock—or Bud Light, if you must—from the tap. The frosty glass produces a tongue-tickling layer of ice shavings that float on the top of your beer and add an extra dose of relief on a hot Texas day. 

			All of this is served up in a vast pair of dining areas with an active hold on Texas’s past. When you enter, you’re greeted by a stuffed bear that’s been standing guard since the 1970s. There’s also a sign reminding you that the place closes at 10 p.m. in a way you’re sure to remember: “All beer double price after 10 p.m.” The main dining room continues the animal theme with heads of antelopes, deer, and even a gator mounted overhead, all souvenirs of hunting trips that the George family has taken over the years. It’s the bear, though, that people talk about most, says Jason: “They may not remember the name of the place, but they remember the place with the bear by the front door.” Closed on Sunday.

			Bartley’s Bar-B-Q

			413 E. Northwest Hwy., Grapevine, TX 76051; (817) 481-3212 Founded: 1968 Pitmaster: Shane Wilkinson Wood: Hickory 

			Bartley’s has had a roster of owners through the years, but each one has cared enough about this barbecue joint to keep it alive and family owned. In recent years H. L. Owens and his pitmaster, Shane Wilkinson, have done more than that. They have upped the ante by producing some fine smoked meats that have captured the attention of barbecue lovers near and far. 
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			You might not think it’s possible at first. Bartley’s is in a nondescript strip mall that also houses a dance studio and a kickboxing center. Upon entering, you find a cafeteria line that takes you first to your meat order, where the abundance of meat options includes Cajun turkey, hot links and sausage, pork loin, ham, and bologna in addition to the prized brisket, ribs, and chicken. 

			Don’t miss the Cajun turkey, which is exposed to smoke only for a couple of hours; that provides the subtlest hickory flavor beneath the natural flavor of the meat and the spicy rub on the outside. The brisket is well-marbled and full-flavored, while the rib meat, shellacked in a sweet rub that has melted into the meat, just tears from the bone. Don’t overlook the bologna sandwich, Wilkinson advises. “Some people are scared of it,” he says. “They’re picturing in their mind a cold bologna sandwich, but it’s not that at all. It’s very popular. If we give people a sample, they’ll go ahead and order it.” 

			Slide your tray down and settle into a spread of Southern favorites for your sides, including greens, fried okra, cabbage, macaroni and cheese, and two types of beans as well as your expected array of salads: macaroni, potato, and coleslaw. 

			That’s a handmade roll with your meal. It comes from Bartley’s Hometown Bakery next door. Owens’s brother, Marvin, is in charge and he supplies the restaurant with a fine array of desserts, including banana pudding and a real crowd-pleaser, pecan cobbler. After you’ve finished off your barbecue, you can walk next door and get some kolaches to go. Closed on Sunday and Monday.

			BBQ on the Brazos

			9001 E. US 377, Cresson, TX 76035; (817) 396-4758; www.bbqonthe brazos.com; @meathisbbq Founded: 2013 Founder/Pitmaster: John Sanford Wood: Post Oak 

			The drive to Cresson, if you’re coming down from Fort Worth, isn’t long, but coming up from San Antonio and getting to the Texaco truck stop was a good long haul. Fortunately, at the end of this drive was a barbecue joint (next to the Texaco store at the filling station) that we’d heard of by way of a Twitter post a few weeks earlier and didn’t want to miss. We’d also heard they might run out of meat on Saturday mornings (be warned), but this was a Thursday afternoon. 
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			The three partners running BBQ on the Brazos are led by chef/owner John Sanford, who has a varied background that does, in fact, include owning a previous barbecue restaurant, Sanford’s Fort Worth Barbecue. Plus, he’s done Cajun and a few stints as executive chef, opening restaurants for others. 

			“I didn’t want to open this place. I wanted to go fishing,” Sanford said after we’d made introductions. At the table, a plateful of meat had much of our attention, though Sanford is an engaging conversationalist and pretty funny, too. As he tells it, “Tornadoes hit [nearby] Granbery and a lot of people came in here. It kinda got a little crazy.” That’s when he got what he termed a “500-pound machine” for smoking barbecue and with his brother-in-law, Michael Warren, has been turning out some fine brisket ever since. 

			
				Like the potato salad and the banana pudding, the coleslaw isn’t traditional, but it’s very good, and we suggest getting at least one order of it. It was created by Michael Warren and is lightly tossed in a green dressing that tastes like a sort of cilantro pesto—and that’s not a bad flavor at all to pair with smoky meat.

			

			The “machine” is an Ole Hickory rotisserie, and Sanford said that while the gas-fired aspect of the contraption is handy for some, he tossed the manual aside and essentially uses it as a wood-fired barbecue pit. “A lot of people don’t know you don’t have to use all the bells and whistles,” he said. He also has a wood-burner outside as well. “I can put some flat-out magic out of her.” 

			We didn’t have meat off the old wood-burner, but the Ole Hickory put out BBQ on the Brazos’s highly recommended brisket. With a coarse, black crust and melting fat, and a beefy aroma that promised it would taste good, it didn’t disappoint us. The pork ribs had a slightly pebbly crust with an appetizingly dark red color tinged slightly with black, and a meaty, tender texture that makes that good pink meat nearly irresistible. 

			Sanford said he’s particular about the sides, and because we respect well-made side dishes ourselves, we kicked around our relative approaches to potato salad and coleslaw. BBQ on the Brazos’s potato salad seemed made without mayo, but it’s well worth adding to your meal. We didn’t have a chance to try the corn bread salad, but we will on our next visit. 

			The final touch to lunch here was the banana pudding, made by Sanford’s wife and working partner, Kathryn Warren. 

			“Just imagine there’s bananas on this,” she said. They’d run out of bananas, but we got the last scoop of the pudding, which had a texture more like banana fluff. It was lovely and cold and topped with crumbled vanilla wafers and whipped cream. You’ll want some. Closed on Sunday.
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			Cattleack Barbecue

			13628 Gamma Rd., Dallas, TX 75244; (972) 805-0999; www.cattleack bbq.com Founded: 2010 (catering), 2013 (storefront takeout) Pitmaster: Todd David Wood: Hickory, Post Oak 

			Cattleack Barbecue was originally for takeout only one day a week—Friday. Owners Todd and Misty David thought that would be good enough to drum up some interest in their barbecue catering business. It did. It also generated so much foot traffic to their storefront in a nondescript industrial plaza that in early 2014 they added Thursday hours as well. 

			A few people, men mostly, can be found waiting for the doors to open, and within minutes the line will stretch out the door. To help you stay patient while you wait, grab a free Shiner from the ice chest near the door and forget everything but the meal before you. There are no tables or chairs, but since we were first in line the morning we were at Cattleack, we nabbed a little bench outside, where we sat down to attack our stash of meat. Others ate in their cars or off the roof of their truck or just drove off. 
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			Before you can place your order, Todd David will likely hand you a taste of whatever he’s cutting, such as brisket or his massive beef ribs. That should convince you right then and there that when someone knows what he’s doing, a gas-fired Ole Hickory smoker can be effective. 

			The beef short ribs on the bone run about 1½ pounds each and are a house specialty. They are rich; the fat is marbled and melted throughout the silky-tender meat. The pork ribs have a well-blackened crust, as does the brisket. The ribs are pull-apart tender; the brisket has a healthy red smoke ring and again, that melted fat basting the tender meat. We got both a bit of the lean and the marbled, and both met the mark.

			If you’re a sandwich lover, don’t miss the Toddfather, featuring brisket, pulled pork, and sausage all piled on a bun before being topped with barbecue sauce and coleslaw. Yes, you can pick this up with your hands, but whether your mouth is large enough to bite into all three meats at once is another matter. 

			Among the house specialties is the Que-T Pie, a brisket empanada with a buttery crust, served very hot. Try at least one, or take a dozen home for a party—they’re good.

			On the walls you’ll find photographs of some celebrated pitmasters from across Texas, including Alan Caldwell of Fargo’s in Bryan, Tootsie Tomanetz of Snow’s in Lexington, Roy Perez of Kreuz Market in Lockhart, and Justin Fourton of the nearby Pecan Lodge. It’s obvious David would like to be considered among their ranks. As word continues to spread about Cattleack, his beef could just place him there. Open Thursday and Friday until sold out.
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				Pendery’s World of Chiles & Spices, a Fort Worth Gem

				When in Fort Worth, make plans to stop at Pendery’s World of Chiles & Spices. Open the door to the vintage residence that houses the business at 1407 8th Avenue, and the scents alone will pull you in. 

					
						[image: frame-10]
					

				Pendery’s does have barbecue rubs, which can be found on a wall in the room to the right of the entrance. But they also have the spices that go into just about any rub you might wish to develop. Roam around and enjoy the collection, the books, and other culinary supplies as well as spices and herbs. There are spice blends custom-made for fish and seafood, chicken, beef, or lamb. Cinnamon quills, exotica such as frankincense gum resin, or things of beauty such as the Murray River apricot flaked salt will be hard to put down. 

				Chiles—whole, powdered, or in blends—are a major part of Pendery’s business. When family member DeWitt Clinton Pendery arrived from Ohio to join the firm in 1870, he developed a lively interest in chiles. “The health-giving properties of hot chile peppers have no equal,” he said, according to the company website. In this respect, he was ahead of his time. But his love for chiles was also culinary. A particular blend that he called “chiltomaline” is made of chile pods, cumin, oregano, and other ground spices. It seems to be a forerunner of the chili seasoning we can buy in supermarkets today. Chili’s longevity, history, and great flavor are why this “bowl of red” was named the Texas state dish. Some choose to disagree. A blogger recently suggested a new state dish take the place of chili. His suggestion was—you guessed it—brisket.

				Pendery’s spices, once delivered by “horse-drawn stagecoach,” are now available online at www.penderys.com. Or call (817) 924-3434.

				

				

			

			Hutchins BBQ

			1301 N. Tennessee St., McKinney, TX 75069; (972) 548-2629; www.hutchinsbbq.net Founded: 1978 Pitmasters: Tim Hutchins, Adolfo Espino, Octavio Jaimes Wood: Pecan, Hickory, Mesquite 

			Man 1: These rolls is good.

			Man 2: Told ya.

			Man 1: Yeah, everything’s good at this place.

			That’s the kind of conversation Tim Hutchins loves to overhear at his barbecue joint. It shows that paying attention to details like house-made rolls and jalapeño corn bread pays off in high praise from his customers. They also rave about the ribs, with their lightly sweet rub and a perfect give that lets you sink your teeth into each one without having the meat slip off the bone. The brisket is cut marbled or lean to taste, so you can get some of that fine bark that seals in all those meat juices. 
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			Can’t decide what meats to get? Hutchins offers an all-you-can-eat option so you can sample whatever’s in the pit, including pulled pork, ham, and turkey. There’s also fried catfish, which gives Hutchins a connection to barbecue joints in the eastern part of the state. You can scoop up your own side dishes, which include macaroni and cheese, broccoli salad, macaroni salad, flat beans with bacon, and corn, in addition to—you guessed it—beans, potato salad, and coleslaw. Folks who dine in can also help themselves to a dessert bar that includes peach cobbler, banana pudding, and soft-serve ice cream. 

			While you’re enjoying your meal, take a look at the historic photos that line the walls of Hutchins BBQ. Unlike the so-called authentic replicas that fill too many chain barbecue joints, these prints offer a fascinating glimpse of a bustling McKinney long before it was subsumed into Dallas’s sprawl. You can also find an article from the local paper detailing how Hutchins had a pit fire in 2012 that forced it to close for several months. Tim Hutchins, who took over the restaurant from his father, Roy, used that time to remodel and expand the dining area. He and his general manager, Dustin Blackwell, were able to keep their staff paid during the time they were closed, which meant that all of them returned when Hutchins reopened. “We had all of the same people come back—and that was a blessing,” Blackwell says. 

			Though Hutchins has been a fixture on the scene for several decades, the pit isn’t resting on its laurels, which has included landing on the 2013 Texas Monthly Top 50 list. “Tim and me, we’re always going down to Austin to see what’s happening there,” Blackwell says, citing Franklin Barbecue and La Barbecue as being among the places they frequent. “We’re always trying to get better—and we have gotten better.” And that’s why their meats, not to mention those rolls, are winning over customers all the time. 

			Lockhart Smokehouse

			400 W. Davis St., Dallas, TX 75208; (214) 944-5521; www.lockhart smokehouse.com; @DallasLockhart Founded: 2011 Pitmasters: Tim McLaughlin, Will Fleischman Wood: Post Oak

			A younger generation of a noted family from the barbecue heartland has been making some noise in Dallas’s Bishop Arts District. 
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			Spreading the word of good pit-smoked meat is a noble occupation, and from what we saw at Lockhart Smokehouse, it makes business sense as well. Co-owners Jill Grabowski Bergus and her husband, Jeff Bergus, teamed up with seasoned pitmasters and their staff hit the 2013 Top 50 best barbecue joints named by Texas Monthly magazine.

			Jill Bergus comes from the Schmidt family, which owns Kreuz Market in Lockhart. The Dallas restaurant sells sausage from Kreuz, and it has the “no sauce, no forks, no kidding” attitude and signage that further states their heritage. 

			Another thing that gave us a personal sense of vindication: The restaurant’s pair of dispensers for iced tea are labeled “unsweet” and “unsweet, too.” After all—sugar packets! 

			As do some barbecue joints, Lockhart might run out of meat by the time you get yourself through the doors—like, at 2:15 p.m. on the day we showed up. Happily, it was hardly a desolate shell. The music was at a moderate blast, customers were availing themselves of drinks at the (full) bar, and the staff was running around cleaning up the place for the dinner trade. 

			After chatting a bit with Jeff Bergus, something magical happened: meat. And, not only was a sampling on its way, I was invited to the pit room to meet Tim McLaughlin, pitmaster. McLaughlin offered a short demo on how to tell if a brisket is done by holding it in the air and gently waving it back and forth. The impressive mass of crust-coated meat responded by gently bending with the movement. “If it’s stiff when you do this, it’s either overcooked or undercooked,” McLaughlin said. He also demonstrated how to cut it. These are things he teaches at a Smoke Camp that he presents each month. His own teacher? The famous Roy Perez, pitmaster at Kreuz Market. 

			Heading out to one of the pub tables near the entrance to the bar area, we slapped down a beautiful stack of meat on butcher paper and started with a slice of truly moist turkey, its rub hinting at warm Mexican spices—and no overload on the cumin. The pork ribs came from the “skinny end,” another pitmaster secret. “The skinny end has less bone,” McLaughlin says. They were excellent. The brisket, if it was the same one waved in the air, showed no ill effects, the good, black crust of seasoning soaked with melted fat, tender slices from the meaty interior, and best of all—no fork needed. For the Berguses, doing Dallas was a good idea and well-executed. Not only that, it is fun. Go ahead and join the crowd.

			The owners of Lockhart Smokehouse have opened a new location in Plano at 1026 E. 15th St., sharing property with the Sutton Place furniture store. For hours, map, menu, and more, visit their website. 
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			Longoria’s BBQ

			100 Christopher Dr., Everman, TX 76140; (817) 568-9494; www.longoriasbbq.com; @Longoriasbbq1 Founded: 1995 Founder: Fred Longoria Pitmaster: David Longoria Wood: Post Oak, Pecan

			If your barbecue trail takes you to Longoria’s BBQ in the Everman area of Fort Worth, it will seem an almost relaxing drive if you have braved the Dallas freeways. Even the neighborhood where this family restaurant is located seems calm, and the restaurant itself had just a few lingering customers during a lull in business around 3 p.m. 
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			Longoria’s caters parties, and those appear to be an important part of its business. But walk-in customers are catered to as well, judging by a friendly, helpful staff that waited patiently, offering answers to questions as customers scanned the menu. This menu takes plenty of departures from the traditional barbecue joint, though its smoked meats come off an indirect-heat pit, says the personable young manager, Takaeus Flowers, who agreed to sit down and talk while we opened our paper-wrapped packages.

			Flowers disappointed us only when we asked for a recipe. He kept his smile but shook his head and said that his boss (and pitmaster), David Longoria, had turned away the Food Network’s Guy Fieri after finding out that he would be asked to share the restaurant’s famous brisket sausage recipe for Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives. 

			The brisket is smoked and sliced at Longoria’s, and we recommend ordering it—it’s moist with an ample amount of smoke and cut into generous slices. It’s also ground, cooked, and served as a burger, too, which we found excellent—leaner and denser than your everyday burger, but still tender and full of beef flavor. You can also buy the raw, ground brisket by the pound—and pick up some of the sausage and spicy chorizo to take home as well.

			We didn’t get a taste of the brisket jerky—and should have taken some along to fuel the ride home. But we did enjoy a rib sandwich, a burger bun packed with a couple of staunch pork ribs, on the bone, served with sauce on the side. There just isn’t a better way to get pure, perfectly smoked and slightly chewy pork rib meat in your sandwich than having it come on the original bone. And it does make an impressive presentation.

			Tacos, Frito pie, a tossed chicken salad, hot dogs, and tamales on the menu just tell us that Longoria’s 18 years in business has given them the flexibility to bow to customers’ wishes. It might be the only place we have seen a bologna sandwich for sale in a long time, and we hear that it has quite a following. Longoria’s has a real family feel—and judging by articles and awards on the wall, it has had its share of recognition. Our takeaway: Everybody’s Texas hometown should have a barbecue joint like Longoria’s. Closed on Sunday.

			Mac’s Bar-B-Que 

			3933 Main St., Dallas, TX 75226; (214) 823-0731 Founded: 1955 Pitmaster: Billy McDonald Wood: Hickory 

			Billy McDonald is proud to say that Mac’s Bar-B-Que is “family-owned, family-operated, and that’s a family member fixing the food.” He is the family in Mac’s, which his father started in 1955, and he’s the person who will be carving for you the meats that he smoked that day using indirect heat at a consistent temperature of 275°F. His brisket doesn’t feature any rub on it and nothing has been injected into the meat, so what you get is beef at its purest. It’s his cooking technique that turns out cuts that are fork-tender and delicious in a way that speaks to the tradition used. This is old-school brisket with no apologies needed. 
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			Ribs are a big hit here, but they were gone by the time we arrived, about an hour before closing. By way of an apology for running out, McDonald offered his rub recipe for those beauties (page 230). We ended up with some mouthwatering ham and a sausage with plenty of snap that loved Mac’s tomato-based sauce with a lively blend of sweet and tart spices. What you may notice about all of these meats is the judicious amount of smoke flavor each has. It is present, but it is not overwhelming. That’s precisely the way he wants it, because he wants the quality of his meat to be the focus of your meal. 

			Mac’s is open for only a few hours each weekday. Part of the reason for that is, “in this area of Dallas, they roll up the streets at 6,” according to McDonald. And part of it is that a lot of work goes into that process. “I’m the guy who gets up at 0-dark-thirty in the morning and comes in by 6 a.m. to get the ashes out of the pit and, by 7 a.m., get the fire built, all the while getting ready to open,” he says, adding that cleanup after closing and catering events add even more hours to his workday. “Barbecue is a 24-hour deal.”

			That was the work ethic McDonald developed from assisting his father and learning the business. “I grew up in the ’60s here in Dallas when everyone had to make what they served that day,” he says. “Today, society is frozen this and frozen that . . . You can buy pre-smoked briskets and just heat ’em up for your customers—we call that the pizza oven specials.” 

			
				Ham is often overlooked on barbecue menus, but when it’s done right, as it is at Mac’s, it’s a genuine pleasure. 

			

			At Mac’s, the sides are served in separate bowls and include everything from green beans and slaw to pintos and fried okra. The french fries are considered some of the best in Dallas—and for good reason, McDonald says. They’re made by hand, not out of a freezer bag. His coworker, Debra Schultz, who handles everything from the baking duties to running the register, peels the potatoes while McDonald slices them up before frying. You can’t get a fresher taste than that. Also, if Schultz has pumpkin pie on the menu, don’t miss it. 

			The dining area is clean but fairly nondescript except for a few historical photos near the order line. One features President Franklin D. Roosevelt passing by Joe’s Barbecue, which was the forerunner of Mac’s. Another shows the original Mac’s, which had been 4 blocks away on Exposition, until the operation moved to its current location in 1982. 

			The future of Mac’s isn’t clear. McDonald doesn’t see another generation taking over the place after him. “Barbecue is hard work, too hard for some folks,” he says. Closed on Saturday and Sunday.

			Meshack’s Bar-B-Que Shack

			240 E. Avenue B, Garland, TX 75040; (214) 227-4748 Founded: 2009 Pitmaster: Travis Mayes Wood: Pecan 
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			The word “shack” in the title says it all. This is not a barbecue joint with any sort of physical refinement. The menu is painted on the wall. The food comes in a Styrofoam container. The side dishes are limited to potato salad and baked beans. (Do you really need anything else, except for some sauce and maybe a slice of bread?) 

			The focus here is on the meat—pecan-smoked brisket, ribs, and sausage, to be precise. That’s where owner Travis Mayes lavishes his attention, and it has paid off handsomely. Meshack’s often makes lists of Dallas’s best restaurants, even if you have to eat your order in your car or, picnic-style, on the hood. 

			The name Meshack’s has a lengthy tradition in the Dallas area. It was the name of a small chain created by James Meshack, whose daughter Donna is married to Mayes. “No, it’s not Meshach from Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego,” Mayes says, referring to the biblical story of the three men who survived the fiery furnace. After James Meshack died, the Mayeses kept the Garland location running for a few years. It eventually closed, but they started it up again in 2009 to great acclaim and long lines. 
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			The brisket boasts a thick black bark and an appetizing smoke ring, while the meat itself is tender, displays a complementary layer of pecan smoke, and features a small, well-rendered layer of fat. The housemade sausage has plenty of black pepper and garlic mixed in the grind, while the casing has the right attractive snap. The ribs may be the best of all, given their sweet-spicy rub, the thorough infusion of smoke, the give when you bite into them, and the way a little of Mayes’s vinegar-based sauce adds a whole new dimension. 

			Meshack’s signature dish is called Da Jasper, and it is a sight to behold. It’s a double helping of chopped beef and sausage on bread. If yours is too moist to pick up, just scoop it up with a spoon or fork. The sandwich was named in honor of Jasper Parker, a longtime customer who “kept adding more things to his sandwich,” Mayes says. “Every week he’d say, ‘Put a link of sausage on that’ or ‘Put some more chopped beef on there.’ ” In time, the perfect combination was reached, and it’s been pleasing customers ever since. 

			You will want to get to Meshack’s early. They sell out often, and when they do, that’s it until tomorrow. Closed on Sunday and Monday.

			Off the Bone Barbeque

			1734 S. Lamar St., Dallas, TX 75215; (214) 565-9551; www.offthebone barbeque.com Founded: 2007 Pitmaster: Dwight Harvey Wood: Pecan

			Off the Bone advertises itself as a “gourmet” barbecue experience—and the menu shows evidence of this. Don’t worry about barbecue becoming weird when that term is applied, though. Dwight and Rose Harvey have built a restaurant that also pays attention to the basics: good smoked meat, a varied menu, interesting side dishes, and some terrific chocolate chip pecan cookies.
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