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Dedication

FROM MATT: For Jeff Michner: You were an amazing friend, chef, son, brother, husband, and father who was taken from us much too soon. We miss your smile, light, kindness, and laughter. We love you and think of you every day!

FROM SHANE: To the two women that started my cooking career, my mom and grandmother
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A Note from Our Founder

I have always loved to eat, drink, and entertain. And one of the best ways to do all three is cook with live fire in my own backyard. Living in Manhattan doesn’t offer too many backyard spots, but those of us who can hightail it to the country or the beach every weekend to do just that. For years, weekends were my fun time as I gathered good friends and colleagues for fishing on my boat, the Salty Rinse, golf, and BBQ bashes at my place in Sag Harbor.

Feeding my love of good eats, I have been an investor in some of New York City’s great restaurants, where it was my immense pleasure to get to know many of the city’s amazing chefs. Del Posto, New York’s four-star Italian restaurant where Matt Abdoo was chef de cuisine, was one of my favorites. I would often stop in for dinner and some restaurant gossip. I eventually got to know Matt very well and discovered that we had a common interest in backyard barbecue. I eventually invited him to join us at my beach house, where I did my weekend cooking. Although I focused on barbecue, Matt introduced some culinary tricks and restaurant recipes that added more fuel to my barbecue fire.

We had such a great time in the backyard that even before we knew what the future would hold, we were off on a trip to Texas Hill Country to learn what authentic Texas barbecue meant and how we could bring it to our backyard cooking. That became the impetus to turn our weekend hobby into serious tournament mode. So serious that together, our skills untried, we embarked on a BBQ adventure to the famous Memphis in May barbecue competition as the Salty Rinse Barbecue Team. With no Southern heritage and no authentic barbecue experience to back us up, we had an amazing year, finishing second in Whole Hog and first in Poultry.

Living a block away from Balthazar in Soho, I was a regular at the famed hot spot and became friendly with executive chef Shane McBride, but we had no idea our future paths would cross. Shane was also in the midst of realizing his dream of putting together an awesome crew of like-minded chefs to hone their backyard barbecue skills. When our team won first prize in Poultry and second prize in Whole Hog and Shane’s team won, too, not only were we stunned, we were stunned into real hard-core action.

Who could have imagined that two of New York’s most highly lauded chefs and one New York food lover would meet on the grounds of the major Southern barbecue competition, battling a mass of seasoned Southern pitmasters, and come up winners? From that point on, we kept entering—and frequently winning—competitions, first separately and then together. That was when we decided we needed a permanent spot to broaden our competitive edge.

On the hunt for our permanent location, I was introduced to what was considered an up-and-coming neighborhood on the banks of Brooklyn’s Gowanus Canal. I was perplexed about what to call our new venture, but at that moment, it dawned on me that we could call it Pig Beach, an ode to the swimming pigs of Exuma, in the Bahamas, a spot I have visited frequently on my boat. The rest was history! Pig Beach, our Brooklyn barbecue restaurant, was born, first as an open-air pop-up and then as a year-round indoor-outdoor restaurant and now as a growing mini chain, with our sauce featured in nationally distributed prepared food products.

From here the story really takes off, so I’ll let the chefs tell the rest of it as they share some of our prize-winning recipes with you. I can only hope you have as much fun and as many good meals as I have enjoyed around the barbecue pit.

ROB SHAWGER

Founding Partner, Pig Beach
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Discovering Barbecue
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What do you think of when you hear the word “barbecue”? Your reaction is, we’d bet, just what ours still is—you picture a gathering of friends and family, lots of finger lickin’ and napkins, icy drinks flowing and mounds of meat at the center of a big ol’ table covered with a checkered oilcloth.
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No matter how many times we fire up the smoker or join in competition, the camaraderie of the barbecue world is where you’ll find our hearts. This is the story of how two guys trained in the world of haute cuisine came together to master this centuries-old craft, with the goal of learning from great pitmasters as we participated in barbecue events around the country.

FROM SHANE: I grew up in the South, and that meant I had to be a college football fan—they just kinda go hand in hand. And once a fan, you become skilled at weekend road trips and chasing down the best barbecue wherever you land. In later years, while I (like Matt) was cheffing at world-famous restaurants, I would travel around the world cooking at food festivals and charity dinners, again always on the lookout for great barbecue, not to mention hunting down the best local cookbook bookstores!

My road map of barbecue started in my hometown of West Palm Beach, Florida. Now, West Palm is not necessarily a barbecue mecca, but there were two local places where I cut my teeth. The foremost was Blue Front Bar-B-Q, a favorite of my grandfather and uncle. Norris Nelson started slingin’ “’cue” on Fifteenth and Tamarind Avenue in 1964 and was instantly famous for his thick mustardy sauce served on barbecued chicken and ribs. My uncle used to tell me that back in the day he would buy the sauce in soda bottles to use on almost anything he cooked. That sauce is what became my sounding board for finishing a great plate of barbecue. I have spent years trying to re-create that tingling flavor on my own. I once even used a version at my fine-dining restaurant on a pork chop dish with smoked pork belly glazed with that memorable mustardy goodness.

When we first opened Pig Beach, I introduced the team to the idea of mustard sauce. Matt and I immediately started working on our own version. Once perfected and bottled, it became “Ocean Front,” our best seller. It is the base for our secret burger sauce and also a component of our Memphis in May–winning mustard sauce.

The other Florida barbecue restaurant of my youth was Tom’s Place in Boca Raton. This was my mom’s favorite and became one of mine, and it was a regular stop for dinner while my mom was working at a nearby hospital. Like at Blue Front, Tom’s greatest hits were his ribs and chicken, with a sauce very similar to Blue Front’s but slightly milder and a touch thinner. I also remember them serving what I thought were the best collard greens and black-eyed peas (other than my grandmother’s homemade). The Wright family has recently reopened Tom’s Place in Boynton Beach, Florida, which will be my first stop next time I’m home. Another great barbecue spot I frequent when in Florida is Uncle Tom’s Barbecue, an institution in Miami. Along with the epic Cuban restaurant Versailles, it’s a must any time I’m cooking at the South Beach Wine & Food Festival.

My college career was short-lived, but damn, it was fun. I lived with three of my great friends and drinking buddies in Gainesville, Florida (I can’t resist a “GO GATORS!”). This was probably not the best of ideas! After a serious Saturday game day and some even more serious beer and stronger beverage consumption, the day-after hangover called for soda pop, something fried, and tons of barbecued MEAT! Enter Sonny’s BBQ, which was conveniently located right across the street from our apartment. We had quickly learned that it featured an all-you-can-eat BBQ buffet and bottomless soda pop for $9.99. Not sure whose idea that was, but I’d bet it didn’t last long after I left town. It wasn’t the best barbecue, but it was exactly what was needed. Now, as I look back at my college years, it was probably my first exposure to the “family” aspect of the barbecue world. No matter how much food we ate or soda we drank, we were always treated with that gracious old Southern hospitality. We left welcomed, satisfied, stuffed, and on the mend.

Fast-forward about twenty years or so: I had long been a New York City “haute cuisine” chef when I found myself back in Gainesville at the incredible Shands Children’s Hospital at the University of Florida, where my daughter, Natalie, was to have life-changing open-heart surgery. It was, as you might imagine, a very stressful time, and once again, barbecue came to the rescue. I’d heard of 4 Rivers Smokehouse from a friend who said it was his favorite in Jacksonville, and when I googled “local barbecue,” I found there was a 4 Rivers in Gainesville. Once Natalie was safely out of the big operation and resting like the angel she is, off we went. I can’t remember exactly what I ate, since my thoughts were with my daughter, but I do know it was damn good. I recall that as my daughter was on track to a great recovery, I felt the fix that the warmth and welcome of the Southern barbecue family hospitality gave me. Another thing I remember about 4 Rivers was the glorious pastry shop, a veritable kid-in-a-candy-shop situation. This alone makes it stand tall among the pack. Before we left the restaurant, my mom, true to form, bought a huge barbecue feast to take back to the hospital for the doctors and nurses who had saved Natalie’s life.

From that moment on, I was determined to broaden my own barbecue experience. Together with Damon Wise, another New York chef, I began practicing my barbecue skills with the plan that we would, together, form a competition-ready team. Our boss at the time, the esteemed chef Tom Colicchio, had planted the competitive seed after Damon and I had catered his Craft restaurant Christmas party with a good mix of our personal take on barbecue.

Although I had been backyard barbecuing for some time—long before New York City began its barbecue renaissance—it was really just to satisfy my own hunger. Being an avid cookbook collector and a Southern boy at heart, I would comb through the scant number of barbecue books available, looking for any tidbit that might lead to the best barbecue I could make. With my book knowledge, the enthusiasm of our coworkers, and our backyard experience, Tom gave us the go-ahead to get out there and crush the barbecue circuit.

When Tom was to host the South Beach Wine & Food Festival’s BubbleQ event, he wanted Damon and I to “blow the doors off the place” with our signature barbecue. We tested and tweaked and pulled and prodded until we thought we had made some pretty damn amazing stuff. The name Ribdiculous Bar-B-Krewe rose out of my good friend Justin “Junebug” Spencer’s Brooklyn backyard, where we met on Sundays to test the results of our quick-fire barbecue education. After one bite of our ribs, someone said, “This shit is ribdiculous,” and the name just stuck.

When it was time for us to head down to South Beach with Tom, we were more than ready. I packed up roughly 1,200 pounds of pork, signature sauces, mac ’n’ cheese, collard greens, and all the fixings, along with a huge FedEx bill to transport it all. I’m happy to report that we made Tom proud, the event was a smash, and way, way too much fun was had. But the best thing that happened was I got to meet Myron Mixon and Chris Lilly, kings of the barbecue circuit.

Now, I’m sure that Myron doesn’t remember our meeting, but we sat on the beach while his whole hogs and our pork butts were sending out aromas that could kill. We had some coffee while I, being the sneaky chef, was trying to pry his secrets out of him. I had little success; as I would later learn, each pitmaster has closely protected secrets that they don’t easily share, so Myron was quick to pick up on to my sneaky ways.

That same day, Chris Lilly and his team were on the beach getting their ribs ready, and I wandered over to introduce myself. Once again, I was watching closely as I tried to figure out just what the hell he was doing that made him a champion! We chatted off and on for the next few days, and I finally got Chris to agree to let me come and stage with him at Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q in Decatur, Alabama. (The term stage comes from the French stagier, and means to work for free in a master chef’s kitchen in order to learn.)

On the trip to Decatur, another member of the Ribdiculous team, chef Adam “Talladega” Evans, joined me. Boy, oh boy, was that a fast and furious baptism in competition barbecue. Adam and I put out our very best, while Chris tasted and critiqued what we had created. Over the course of just a few days, we walked away with more knowledge and technique than we could absorb, much of which you will find as you cook through this book. We also left with a serious hangover!

When I decided to explore barbecue, most of the respected ladies and gentlemen on the barbecue circuit didn’t have websites and many didn’t have restaurants. Wanting to stage with the best minds in the barbecue world was not as easy as it was to be mentored in a classic French kitchen. The only way I could make contact was through Facebook or by appearing at competitions as a guest. I got to be a really familiar hanger-on, but once I made contact, I found I was welcomed like a long-lost cousin. And today, both Matt and I refer to many of these masters not only as mentors but also as family. Something that doesn’t easily happen in the classic French kitchen.

FROM MATT: Unlike Shane, I did not grow up in barbecue territory. Upstate New York, where I’m from, is known for only one type of “barbecue,” and it’s a spiedie. Speidies are kabobs made from cubes of meat marinated in an Italian-dressing-like sauce called, of course, spiedie sauce. The zesty cubes are then skewered, grilled, and usually tucked into a soft Italian roll, although they can also be served straight off the skewer on a platter. They are generally made only during the summer on an outdoor grill and are the featured food at the yearly New York State Fair. Now, I know it isn’t true barbecue, but I’m here to tell you that the charred meat is super caramelized on the outside and juicy and tender on the inside—just like true barbecue. Memories are made from it!

Since my heritage is part Italian, it is only natural that I would love a good spiedie. Although nobody really knows the true origin of the sandwich, its name seems to come from the Italian word spiedino, which translates to “skewer” in English. Just like barbecue, the meat can be beef, pork, lamb, or chicken. And just as in a good barbecue feast, the bread needs to be soft, squishy white—just a slice for barbecue, a big roll for a spiedie. A true spiedie is only bread and meat, no fixin’s. Once in a while, the crew at Pig Beach takes a break from traditional barbecue and I get to make my own version of a spiedie for family meal. It is still making memories!

Now, here is how I came to discover the classic barbecue we cook at Pig Beach. I have always loved food, but I had no idea that I would end up loving barbecue as much as I do. When I began my culinary career, I was focused on the foods of my Italian and Lebanese heritage, particularly those foods with the Italian accent. Throughout my teenage years and even on through college, I was welcomed under the guidance of my first mentors, Dean and Jason Nole at Café Canole, an Italian restaurant/bakery near my hometown. After culinary school, I still worked at Italian restaurants, beginning in Boston with Marc Orfaly and then most notably at Del Posto in New York City with Mark Ladner.

And that is where my barbecue experience began.

That’s not to say I didn’t do what most of us call “barbecue”: setting up (usually) a Weber grill and grilling burgers, dogs, chicken, or steaks in the backyard. Even in New York City, if you don’t have a backyard, you can always find a friend who has a friend who has a backyard grill going. This is a great way to relax on a day off from the heat of a restaurant kitchen, but not anything like the barbecue I came to know.

As you have already learned, while I was at Del Posto, I met Rob Shawger, now our partner at Pig Beach. As I quickly found out, nobody likes to eat, drink, and make new friends like Rob does. We began barbecuing the “real” way at his beach house on my days off. Then we decided we were slick enough to begin entering local competitions, and amazingly, we began winning them. That led to a trip to Texas Hill Country to sample the best barbecue the state had to offer. Without Rob’s passion exciting me, I’m not sure I would have found a home in the barbecue world. But I am eternally grateful that I have.
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It didn’t take Rob and me long to figure out that we loved cooking together and that we made a great barbecue duo. We formed our competition team, Salty Rinse Barbecue Team, and made our entry into the World Series of barbecue competition, Memphis in May. In our first try, we won first place in Poultry and second place in Whole Hog. We couldn’t believe our luck!

It was time to get really serious! I decided to leave Italian cooking (for the time being, anyway!) and go whole hog (pun intended) into barbecue. Rob found the real estate while I worked on a menu. On a vacant lot in Brooklyn, we built Pig Beach as a summer pop-up barbecue joint. My brother-in-law, the late Jeff Michner, came on board as executive chef to help me create our first menu. The name came from Rob’s fishing trips around the Bahamas where there is, in fact, a beach known for the feral pigs that swim in the waters around it. It was an amusing side note that the lot was right next to Brooklyn’s notorious Gowanus Canal.

The pop-up was so successful that within a year, we decided it should be a year-round, full-service restaurant. We began our expansion to revamp and build out into the attached building on our lot. With all our excitement and positive momentum, Shane left his highly praised position as the corporate chef of Balthazar to join us as our director of operations, using his years of restaurant experience to help take our operation to the next level, guiding our expansion and product development. We have been so lucky to receive many, many accolades from diners and restaurant critics alike. The amazing thing is that it is still fun to go to work and it is still challenging to enter competitions and win, win, win. And most of all, to continue to learn from the giants of the barbecue circuit and draw more people into that great big family of barbecue.

FROM SHANE AND MATT: Throughout our journey, it has been the barbecue family that has really drawn us all into the core of barbecue life. For more on each member of our family, please see here. Coming from the fine-dining world, we treasure the pitmasters who have generously shared with us the skills they learned from past masters, just as we learned from the master chefs who were our mentors in the world of haute cuisine.

As we have traveled across the United States to help so many of these amazing pitmasters with events, dinners, fund-raisers, and general competitions, it has been deeply rewarding to have them cook with us at Pig Beach and at events like Memphis in May. We still look forward to learning something new from each pitmaster every time we cook together. And it is a thrill to take the lessons we learned from the classic culinary world and the foods of our heritage and incorporate them into barbecue traditions. As we welcome you into our barbecue family, we hope to share our enthusiasms so that together, we can expand to one united family of barbecue.




A Little Barbecue History
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Most of us are more than familiar with the word “barbecue,” but we rarely think about the who, why, when, and where of it. It just seems like something that has always been, whether we are talking about a pit barbecue, a backyard get-together, picking up some barbecue, grilling, the meat itself, or the cooking of it.

We would guess—and historians would most likely agree—that barbecue in some form started as soon as fire was discovered. Or maybe even before that, when animals were caught in natural fires and it was discovered that the cooked meat tasted pretty darn good.

Many indigenous peoples the world over still practice a form of early barbecue. Food is still cooked in an earth oven, placed in a pre-dug pit using lava-hot rocks as the heat source. The pit is covered with leaves or wet sacks and dirt to hold the heat for the long cooking period required. Some cultures, such as the Aboriginal peoples of Australia and some tribes of Central Asia, place the food, usually the whole animal or bird, directly in the pit and cover it with dirt only. The Mayan cultures of Mexico still cook in earth ovens, creating the much-loved barbacoa, as do the Māori with their hāngi, Hawaiians with the imu, and Fijians through the lovo. New England clam bakes are still cooked in this ancient fashion.

As the exploration of the Americas unfolded, European explorers discovered open, rather than closed, pit methods of cooking throughout the Caribbean. Throughout the islands, once a fire pit was created, branches of green wood were placed over it to hold whatever was being “barbecued.” The green wood was too wet to burn and kept an even base for the cooking food. This method was also practiced by enslaved Africans who, early on, found themselves abandoned by explorers in these new lands. It was also practiced by the Native peoples of North America. When the east coast of North America began to be settled by Europeans, this basic style of cooking was adapted and expanded. As it evolved, the cooks were usually enslaved Africans or, occasionally, Native Americans. Only very rarely was the pitmaster European.

Perhaps once fire was more easily controlled, it just seemed easier and quicker to build a fire and place the meat directly over it. As time passed, methods to control the heat and the distance between the fire and the meat improved drastically. But no matter the method, for generations it remained hot and dirty work. Because of this, cooking with fire has almost always been a task relegated to slave labor or hired help. Since they were also given the less desirable, harder-to-cook pieces left over after the rest of the household had taken the choice bits, cooks made it their job to learn how to make these lesser cuts tastier and even more inviting than the lean cuts their masters coveted.

In America, the early pitmasters of the Southern states were almost always enslaved Africans, who developed great skill working with whole hogs and tougher cuts of meat. Today, pitmasters and food lovers throughout the country acknowledge the skill still held by the progeny of these early barbecue cooks. We, along with many other barbecue lovers, hold the artistry of such esteemed Black pitmasters as Rodney Scott, Moe Cason, and Ed Mitchell in the highest regard.

As we gorged ourselves on the history of barbecue in America, we have had the privilege of meeting and learning from so many Black pitmasters across the country. Unfortunately, because participating in contests is expensive, time-consuming, and labor-intensive, pitmasters from smaller local barbecue pit stops don’t always have the opportunity to participate and therefore aren’t as well-known as they should be. So if you come upon a barbecue pit anywhere in your travels, don’t hesitate to stop in for some ’cue and a chat—you might just taste the smokin’-best mess of ribs or pile of pulled pork you’ve ever had.

Barbecue is now a familiar word all over the world, but more frequently than not, it translates to “backyard grilling.” Although we appreciate a good grill (see here), there are still regions in America that define true barbecue. Many of these areas have different styles of barbecue and each one is a source of enormous local pride. Some types of barbecue, like those in the Carolinas and Tennessee, use pork only, while others, such as those in Texas, Missouri, and Kentucky, feature other meats: primarily beef, but also poultry and lamb. Not only are different proteins used, but varying rubs and sauces further define a local style. At Pig Beach, we have absorbed all these styles and feel that this has given us the ability to create our signature barbecue and the flavors of the accompanying seasonings, sauces, and go-withs.

Although most backyard barbecue is cooked on a standard grill, that is not how “real” barbecue is done. What is now known as “classic barbecue” is done in a smoker, an apparatus that can be similar to a grill in looks (and you can turn a backyard grill into a smoker if push comes to shove), but instead of cooking meat through direct heat as you do when grilling, it is cooked with smoke through a long, slow process that requires low, closely maintained heat (see here). This long, slow process allows the flavor of whatever type of wood is used to create the smoke to gently work its way into the heart of the meat, lending a unique, rich, deep, satisfying, almost indescribable essence to the finished meat.

AMERICAN REGIONAL BARBECUE

The age-old argument of where in America barbecue truly began will probably rage on forever. Whose pig is better than whose cow can start an instant argument. So, we will stick with the basics and let the food literati duke it out in food academia. For our money, there is no better place to start than the sweet Carolinas. Here we have friends and family torn between mustard or vinegar, whole hog or pork shoulder. One thing is for sure: the pig reigns supreme in both states, and it is all delicious. Pig rules in North and South Carolina because early explorers left their stock to forage on its own, and to this day you will find feral hogs throughout the Carolina backwoods.

North and South Carolina feature widely different methods of preparation, although they are both known for the beloved “Carolina Q,” often thought of as the oldest style of barbecue in America. North Carolina is basically split between eastern and western regions; both use pork and hardwoods indigenous to the state, such as hickory and oak. The major difference is that in the western part of the state, pork shoulder is the meat of choice and a vinegar-and-tomato-based sauce is the chosen lubricant. This style is generally referred to as “Lexington style.” There are a great many terrific western Carolina–style barbecue joints, especially in Lexington, North Carolina. One of the standouts is the legendary Lexington Barbecue, locally called “The Monk,” dating back to the ’60s. Equally spectacular are Bar-B-Q Center of Lexington and Speedy’s Barbecue. A relative newcomer who slightly breaks with tradition is Buxton Hall Barbecue in Asheville, where Elliott Moss and Meherwan Irani are cooking whole hogs and using their chef-trained chops to create a fresh, new style of western North Carolina barbecue. Also, not to be missed is the South Carolina–style barbecue hash and the potently delicious Cheerwine-bourbon slushy.

Eastern North Carolina is whole hog crazy, always slow smoked with hickory or oak in pits. Once cooked, the meat is generally chopped and doused with a tangy vinegar-and-pepper sauce. This is purist ’cue: whole animals with minimal seasonings gently cooked to let their piggy goodness shine through. As the old adage goes, they really do use every part of the pig but the squeal. Just writing about this makes us long for some of the good down-home stuff with a couple slices of squishy white bread and some slaw. A guy who brings this together beyond compare is our friend Sam Jones at his eponymous restaurant in Winterview, North Carolina. Sam is the third generation of the Jones family cooking whole hogs. He started cooking alongside his grandfather Pete Jones and dad, Bruce Jones, at the family restaurant, the Skylight Inn, truly one of America’s barbecue gems.

Let’s cruise down south to ol’ South Carolina, one of Shane’s favorite places! Not to bring up rivalries again, but some say barbecue as we now know it started in South Carolina (though there are plenty of folks who say Virginia was its birthplace). Regardless of who’s right, there is some amazing barbecue to be found in the Palmetto State. There are thought to be two main styles of barbecue in South Carolina, Pee Dee and Midland, as well as a variety of local styles that might incorporate methods from all over the country. The Pee Dee style, named for the Pee Dee River watershed, is usually based on whole hogs cooked over slow-burning coals in brick or cinder-block pits. The mainstay of this region is its sometimes hot-as-hell vinegar sauce, which can be as simple as vinegar, salt, and a big dose of cayenne pepper. Rodney Scott is the master of this style, without peer! His whole hog mastery at his restaurant, Rodney Scott’s Whole Hog BBQ in Charleston, has earned Scott a coveted James Beard award, the highest distinction a chef can get in the United States. Also well worth the drive from Charleston up to Hemingway, South Carolina, is Scott’s Bar-B-Que, where Rodney got his start.

On to Midlands-style barbecue. Now we’re talking about hardwood-smoked pigs and hams and shoulders with that “Carolina Gold” mustard sauce. This is what makes South Carolina barbecue: mustard with a little touch of brown sugar and vinegar makes that ol’ hog sing! One of our favorite spots for this amazing taste thrill is Sweatman’s BBQ in Holly Hill. You absolutely cannot watch the University of South Carolina Gamecocks play without stopping by Big T’s Bar-B-Que in Columbia, South Carolina. Old-school barbecue at its best, for sure.

Since you’re now planning a trip to Charleston to see Rodney and his hogs, let’s talk about some of the incredible barbecue happening in the Holy City. First in mind is not what you might think of as traditional South Carolina barbecue at Lewis Barbecue. John Lewis originally started honing his skills in Texas and decided Charleston would be a good place to open his namesake restaurant, and believe us, the town is all the luckier for it. John’s Texas-style brisket and his “weekends only” beef ribs are some of the best we’ve ever eaten. Shane’s mom buys John’s mac “n” cheese by the quart and keeps her cache all to herself, and his son, Garrett, has a standing request for John’s Hatch chile barbecue sauce as a Christmas gift. Swig & Swine is the home of Anthony DiBernardo and has become a regular on our barbecue rotation. His sausage, pork belly, and wings are stellar. Home Team BBQ’s secret weapons are their barbecued chicken skins, killer barbecue tacos, and a tag team of frozen cocktails: the Gamechanger, their signature drink, and frozen Irish coffee, Shane’s partner Jenifer’s favorite.

Beef is king in Texas and brisket is the star. Although there are varying types of barbecue throughout the state, most of us think about the barbecue of Central Texas. Post oak is the wood of choice and the rub is usually just salt and pepper. A tomato-based sauce is often served alongside the barbecue but is generally frowned upon by locals. Most barbecue spots will also offer sausages, pork ribs, pulled pork, and chicken, along with huge beef ribs. No matter what barbecue you order, it will be accompanied by onions, pickles, and a slice of squishy white bread. In West Texas you will find more open grilling, most often featuring goat and lamb. In the southernmost part of the state, you’ll find barbacoa, with its deep Spanish influences; the meat, frequently a cow’s head, was originally cooked in pits, but is now more often grilled than smoked.

Kansas City, Missouri, offers a variety of barbecued meats and poultry, all with a well-spiced dry rub and a zesty tomato-based sauce served on the side, and interesting side dishes are often the big draw. There is no signature wood, although many prefer the local Missouri white oak. Arthur Bryant’s Barbeque, once called the best restaurant in the world by famed journalist and food writer Calvin Trillin, is best known for their introduction of burnt ends to the barbecue world. Now most Kansas City spots serve these tasty tidbits along with a sweet and sticky barbecue sauce. Jones Bar-B-Q has recently come to fame through a feature in a Queer Eye television makeover, although their barbecue is noteworthy also. Gates BBQ and Joe’s Kansas City Bar-B-Que are a couple of other local favorites.

From our perspective, there are two types of Tennessee barbecue: eastern whole hog or shoulder, and Memphis “wet” and “dry” ribs. The whole hogs and shoulders are cooked over hardwoods and generally sauced with a spiced vinegar sauce that seems to have migrated from the Carolinas’ sauce playbook. The “dry” rib is a pork sparerib or baby back rib liberally seasoned with salt, pepper, and spices and either slow smoked or hot grilled over charcoal, like is done at the famous Charlie Vergo’s Rendezvous. The “wet” Memphis rib is seasoned with a rub and then glazed with a tomato-based barbecue sauce; this style is probably the most common throughout the United States.

There are soooo many great places to get barbecue in Tennessee, but of course we’ve got our favorites. Throughout the years we’ve been driving to compete at Memphis in May, our usual pit stop has been Nashville, where we spend the night. Our two favorite pitmasters and their spots are Martin’s Bar-B-Que Joint, where Pat Martin smokes up some killer whole hogs in his temple to great Tennessee barbecue, and Peg Leg Porker, where Carey Bringle’s dry ribs are awesome; you can’t miss his Memphis sushi and his namesake Peg Leg bourbon. The latter makes one of Shane’s favorite cocktails, the Pork and Stormy.

Memphis is all about ribs, but you can also find some other pretty unique barbecue dishes. Commissary BBQ in Germantown is what some consider to be the birthplace of barbecue nachos, while the Bar-B-Q Shop has its famous barbecued spaghetti, which is perfectly cooked pasta with glistening pulled pork on top. You can also find a mean Texas toast pulled pork sandwich there. Coletta’s, a terrific Italian restaurant, is Memphis’s oldest, and it just happens to serve one of Elvis’s favorites, a barbecued pizza. Also not to be missed are Cozy Corner BBQ and Payne’s Bar-B-Que, both classic Memphis hangouts.

A short drive from downtown Memphis in Horn Lake, Mississippi, you will find Memphis BBQ Co. It is helmed by not just one but two of the best pitmasters in the country, both multiple-time champions: our good friend John David Wheeler and Melissa Cookston, the goddess of barbecue. Their restaurant has it all—killer ribs, burgers, sides, and frosty cocktails. Well worth the drive!

And finally, while it’s not technically barbecue, there is one more master of pork and smoke that you can’t miss: Mr. Allen Benton. Benton’s Smoky Mountain Country Hams in Madisonville, Tennessee, has been making “hams of the gods” for years. Shane first fell in love with Benton’s products when he was a line cook at Lespinasse, a four-star restaurant in Manhattan. One of the Benton secrets is its smoked ham hocks, which Shane feels are black magic in the kitchen. He always has one in the freezer and suggests you do, too.

Kentucky has so many of a cook’s favorite things—bourbon, bluegrass, the Kentucky Derby, and Ale-8-One, that elusive caffeinated ginger ale, a clutch hangover choice. It also has mutton barbecue, slow-smoked sheep cooked over pits fired with local hickory wood. Sheep spareribs are one of the choice cuts. The mutton is usually slow smoked over hickory wood and served with “dip,” a Worcestershire-based au jus of sorts. Our two favorites are both in Owensboro, which is ground zero for barbecued mutton: Moonlite Bar-B-Q Inn, which also has a fantastic burgoo and dessert pies to die for, and Old Hickory Bar-B-Q, which has a killer barbecued bologna.

Alabama is home to one of the country’s most famous pitmasters, Big Bob Gibson, who was the great-grandfather of the wife of our friend Chris Lilly, another great pitmaster. The signature Alabama barbecue, smoked chicken with Alabama white sauce, can be found at his barbecue spot, Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q in Decatur. The mayonnaise-based sauce defines this style, and is also used as a table sauce for other foods. In other parts of the state, you will find pork shoulder and ribs served with a tomato-based sauce.

[image: image]
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