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To my mother and father, for all the gifts they have provided me through their example of how to live

To my wife, Amy, and children, Jacob, Andrew, and Caroline; my life is the fullest when I am spending time with you
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Big Bob Gibson, in 1956, proudly shows off his unique catering style.
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PREFACE

I began my new day, new job, new life blinded as a dense cloud of smoke engulfed my vision. This was not exactly what I had pictured when I stepped up to the podium to receive my college diploma, or when I was shopping for a new suit prior to my first interview. I really didn’t know what to expect when I was hired at a restaurant with the history and tradition of Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q. My only instruction: “Dress casual.” So there I stood in my khakis and polo shirt, waiting for a flood of tears to soothe my stinging eyes.

As my vision cleared, I felt as if I had traveled back in time fifty years and stepped into a black-and-white photograph in which light and shadows outlined gigantic brick ovens. The three enormous cookers were capped with a series of solid steel lids, each hinged and connected to the ceiling by a cable and pulley. The floor, walls, and ceiling were black and gray from years of smoke saturation. Fluorescent lights hidden behind stained yellow lenses did little to brighten the room. It was the shafts of sunshine flickering through the wall fan that lit the smokehouse and announced to everyone who entered that this was hallowed ground.

I staggered, disoriented and still half-blind, in the process brushing up against a silent figure who until then had remained unnoticed. It was evident he belonged there perched on an ancient hickory stump, its bark long ago worn away to leave a stool of smoked tanned hardwood indistinguishable from the old man’s arms. His dull gray hair blended with the walls as perfectly as did his stained and tattered overalls. Only his smile stood out in the murky gray setting, and he gave me less a greeting and more a chuckle of bemusement as he waited to see what I would do next.

To break the awkward silence I announced, “Sir, I’m the new guy here to learn how to barbecue.”

I soon realized he knew who I was and was aware that he was to teach me his trade. While his smile remained accepting, his eyes surveyed me frankly, trying to ascertain what he had to work with. Even without a word of conversation I felt he was able to assess my desire and potential unerringly, for I was in his world.

He rose, and the intimidation I had felt earlier grew exponentially as he towered over me. He was a big man, both tall and broad, but he stood with the youthful fluidness of someone half his age. He placed his hand on my shoulder reassuringly and said, “Take my seat, pay close attention, and open your mind. At the end of the day you’ll tell me what you’ve learned.” With that he left the pitroom, his baffling words lingering as I stood staring at the open door, waiting for more instruction or a hint that this was a joke played on all those new to cooking barbecue. Eventually I decided simply to play along, and I took the seat my mentor had proffered.

The stump was unexpectedly comfortable. Years of wear had hollowed a depression at the crest of the seat, making the block of wood feel like an executive’s chair. As I pulled a notepad from my pocket to begin recording the day’s lessons, I became aware of a beautiful aroma that made my stomach shift and my mouth water. Every drop of moisture in the air was tinged with the hypnotic aroma of Grandma’s kitchen and a campfire grill rolled into one. The effect of this unexpected and pleasurable sensation was instant calm, and my anxieties melted away.
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	5:00 a.m.
	BASTE PORK SHOULDERS ON PIT #1
ADD 3 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	5:45 a.m.
	REMOVE BEEF FROM PIT #2

	6:15 a.m.
	REMOVE PORK SHOULDERS FROM PIT #1

	6:30 a.m.
	SEASON RIBS AND LOAD PIT #1
ADD 2 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	7:00 a.m.
	SEASON CHICKENS AND LOAD PIT #3
ADD 5 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	7:30 a.m.
	SEASON BEEF AND LOAD PIT #2
ADD 4 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	8:00 a.m.
	DESERT PITROOM AND LEAVE ROOKIE Q’ER SITTING ON A STUMP

	8:45 a.m.
	FLIP RIBS ON PIT #1
ADD 2 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	9:00 a.m.
	BASTE AND FLIP CHICKENS, SEASON WITH BLACK PEPPER
ADD 3 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	9:45 a.m.
	IGNORE THE “GREENHORN” IN THE CORNER AND LEAVE THE ROOM

	10:30 a.m.
	REMOVE CHICKENS FROM PIT #3

	11:00 a.m.
	REMOVE RIBS FROM PIT #1

	11:30 a.m.
	SEASON RIBS AND LOAD PIT #1
ADD 2 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	1:30 p.m.
	SEASON CHICKENS AND LOAD PIT #3
ADD 5 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	3:15 p.m.
	FLIP RIBS ON PIT #1
ADD 2 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	3:30 p.m.
	BASTE AND FLIP CHICKENS, SEASON WITH BLACK PEPPER
ADD 3 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	4:00 p.m.
	REMOVE RIBS FROM PIT #1

	4:30 p.m.
	SEASON PORK SHOULDERS AND LOAD PIT #1
ADD 5 LOGS AND SPREAD COALS

	4:45 p.m.
	REMOVE BEEF FROM PIT #2

	5:00 p.m.
	REMOVE CHICKENS FROM PIT #3
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Big Bob Gibson’s eldest son, Floyd, stands proudly in front of the restaurant in the late 1920s.

As the day wore on, I began to pick up on the details of the pitroom process. There were flurries of activity centered on seasoning meat, flipping chickens, and tending the fire; but for the most part the job was defined by patient waiting. Where was the continuous basting and checking of doneness? The mad shuffle of food and employees that characterized the busy kitchens I’d known before was not evident. Every few hours the ovens opened to reveal a massive amount of meat on the cinder-block cookers. Forty whole pork shoulders were removed to make room for fifty slabs of ribs. Four hours passed as chickens in a pit were seasoned, smoked, flipped, and dipped into a vat of white barbecue sauce. The only thing that changed during this slow and steady rotation of barbecue was the aroma given off by each meat.

The hickory stool provided the perfect angle from which to observe everything in the room, and I noted each action. I imagined that a poster on the wall reflecting my “BBQ Timeline” would be a great help to everyone who worked the pits.

When the shafts of sunlight filtering through the wall fan lengthened and diffused, I knew my first day had come to an end. As the pitmaster entered the room one last time, I bounded from my stump, excited to report my day’s findings, sure my diligent scribblings would impress anyone who viewed them. With the proud smile of a child showing off his first drawing, I handed him my log. I waved my arms exuberantly as I recited from memory what needed to be done and when, then stood, arms crossed, waiting for the praise that was sure to follow. I imagined he would appoint me to cook the following day because I so clearly knew how it was done.

With another all-knowing grin, he turned and spread a bed of coals before adding five more logs to carry the heat through the night. Inside the firebox, the flames glowed bright as my notebook was reduced to ash.

“You don’t need a laundry list telling you what to do,” he said. “Just sit on the stump and listen. The chickens will whisper to you when they need to be flipped. The pork will sing when it is finished cooking. The fire will wink at you when another log is needed. No list, no clock, no thermometer can tell you how to cook barbecue. You sit in the corner and you just know.”

More than fifteen years later I’m still sitting on that stump listening to the pit.


“WITH ANOTHER ALL-KNOWING GRIN, HE TURNED AND SPREAD A BED OF COALS BEFORE ADDING FIVE MORE LOGS TO CARRY THE HEAT THROUGH THE NIGHT. INSIDE THE FIREBOX, THE FLAMES GLOWED BRIGHT AS MY NOTEBOOK WAS REDUCED TO ASH.”
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INTRODUCTION

A few years back I attended a food symposium and a speaker was asked the difference between barbecuing and grilling. He gave the textbook reply: “The process of barbecuing requires cooking at low temperatures for a long period of time, and the inverse describes grilling.” While this is not technically incorrect, the word “barbecue” encompasses much more than smoker temperature and cooking time. Barbecue is also the time culture that surrounds the process and, more important, the memories that are created. It is the new friendships that are born and perpetuated while the meat simmers slowly in the outdoor cooker. Barbecue is the effect that the smoke and tempting smells have on people, acknowledged by smiles that are permanently imprinted on the minds of those that experience them. Stained clothes, sauce dripping from the chin of small children, and bones drying on the otherwise empty plates are the only outward sign that something glorious has been created, but feelings of accomplishment and fulfillment linger within the cook.

Learning to barbecue is a process, and no book, including this one, will confer this knowledge instantly. No written recipe, no matter how lengthy and detailed, can explain how to master a beef brisket. Not even a face-to-face crash course with the most astute pitmaster will transform you into a sultan of ’Q. Oh, I realize the dedication that some people devote to learning new things and conquering unknowns, but learning is the same as cooking barbecue. It takes time. Achieving the best results is a slow and time-consuming process. The art is only mastered through time and dedication. The good news is that the lessons along the way are almost as delicious and rewarding as reaching the ultimate goal of barbecue mastery.

Many barbecue beginners make the mistake of over-seasoning their barbecue with a combination of brines, marinades, rubs, and sauces, applying everything they have ever heard about cooking barbecue all at once. The result is generally a culinary catastrophe. Flavor is important, but the true measure of barbecue is the tenderness and moistness of the meat. The pinnacle of “low and slow” cannot be reached without knowing how to achieve that.

So how do you know when you can be labeled a “pitmaster”? The same way you’ll come to recognize when your ribs are done: You just know! Imagine being able to produce consistently superior results every time you light your cooker. Now, with the same confidence, imagine doing it blindfolded. Your dry rub is perfectly blended, the cooker is maintaining your desired temperature, the brisket is not overdone, and your pork explodes with flavor. This level of mastery comes from repetition, trial and error, and perseverance. Congratulations if you make it to that level of oneness with your meat. Please don’t quote me on that last line.

In most places mere mention of the word “barbecue” will result in a deep-seated controversy over not only the best kind but the very origin of the word. People from every country in the world feel their “low and slow” method of cooking is the best and lay claim to having invented the technique. It is not my intention to write an essay on the Spanish explorers, the Arawakan Indians, Taino “barbacoa,” French “barbe a queue,” or even Middle Eastern cookery. I choose to celebrate what we know today as barbecue and its American roots.
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Two more generations of barbecuers: Big Bob’s daughter, Punk, holding her son Don McLemore, in front of the old home place in 1942.
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Big Bob Gibson as he looked in 1925, the year he opened for business.

Barbecuing as we know it began to take hold with the migration of Europeans and Africans to the southern tier of North America. Cattle and pigs were transplanted to the New World and became the primary meat source for the colonists. The least desirable or largest cuts of meat were often reserved for the slaves, migrant workers, or lower-income people, who cooked them over a low fire to render the tough cuts more tender and palatable, producing succulent smoked results. Although the cooking method was labor intensive, the barbecued meat was inexpensive, and the cooking and eating of barbecue became the center of gatherings for friends and family.

My barbecue story begins in 1925. The home place of Robert Gibson, my wife Amy’s great-grandfather, is located just outside of Decatur, Alabama. With a six-foot four-inch frame and weighing close to three hundred pounds, Bob Gibson had the stature and charismatic personality that made him a well-known figure in the area. His “never met a stranger” attitude endeared him to everyone he came across, and to one and all he was known as Big Bob.

He was an uneducated but hardworking man who spent his days as an employee of the L&N Railroad (the Louisville and Nashville, that is). This manual labor kept him busy and though the income was steady, it was not nearly enough to support his family. Which, like everything else associated with Bob, was extremely large. His wife was Ellen Woodall Gibson, but as you can probably guess she had a nickname: Big Mama. Big Bob and Big Mama lived with their six children: Little Bob (Robert), Sister (Velma), Floyd, Cotton (David), Punk (Catherine), and Ruth (Sara Ruth).

With a small army of mouths to feed and a limited income, the home place gradually turned into a small farm. While Big Bob was away working for the railroad it was up to Big Mama, the kids, and a stiff-legged horse named Ole Dan to work the farm. A typical day included assigned chores for all the kids, and rest was sitting on the hitched farm equipment to supply extra weight while Ole Dan worked the land. The garden was ample, with a huge variety of vegetables. Adjacent to the garden was the barn, which gave entrance to the cow field and also flanked the pigpen. Chickens often wandered the yard when not penned up in the coop.

The busiest time of the year was the harvest, followed by the canning season. Big Mama’s pantry was filled not with store-bought provisions but with Mason jars of vegetables, and there was nothing that she wouldn’t can, including cooked sausage. Cucumbers were canned or pickled: To pickle them, Big Mama dropped the cukes into a wooden barrel filled with water, salt, and grape leaves, then set a circular slab of wood on top and weighted down the wood with a large rock to ensure that the soon-to-be-pickles remained completely submerged.

When needed, days were set aside for butchering hogs. It was not uncommon to find Big Bob and Big Mama side by side grinding homemade sausage and salting hams to cure in their smokehouse. The lives of the whole Gibson clan centered on food.

For all the labor involved in running a small farm during the week, it was the weekend that turned into something extra special for the family. If Big Bob wasn’t working, he was cooking, and barbecue was his specialty. From his hand-dug pit, the aroma of hickory-smoked pork drifted lazily over the farms and fields of North Alabama, drawing people from miles away. At first the crowds consisted of friends and family, but soon acquaintances and strangers were showing up as well. One thing was for sure: When Big Bob was cooking ’Q, people gathered around the makeshift oak-plank table in his backyard hoping for a sample. The long lines and wide smiles made it clear to this L&N railroad worker that his future lay in barbecue.

One of Big Bob’s first obstacles in moving from backyard sales to an actual restaurant specializing in authentic slow-cooked barbecue was the cooker itself. Big Bob’s smoker consisted of a hand-dug pit, a couple of wire racks, and two sheets of tin. Duplicating that smoker in the restaurant was both impractical and unsanitary, yet he was adamant that if he was going to sell barbecue from a storefront, he would not compromise on the quality by offering anything less than real “pit barbecue.”

His solution was to raise his pit above ground by building a large brick coffin with bricks forming double walls around two large raised grates. The brick box was covered with large sheets of corrugated metal. There were open slots every two feet at the bottom of the brick walls, so hot coals could be shoveled into the cooker. A huge brick chimney at the end of the pit transferred the smoke from the outdoor pavilion.

One element Big Bob refused to compromise on was the pit floor, insisting it be red clay, just as it was in his backyard. The clay floor provided a base for the hot coals and absorbed the grease from the meat. Every week the spent coals, ash, and top layer of dirt were shoveled from the cooker floor to a depth of two feet and replaced with fresh red clay. Waiting any longer to shovel the grease-saturated floor would be a fire hazard, a phenomenon Big Bob experienced firsthand on several occasions.


“THE SPEED AT WHICH YOU BECOME A PITMASTER IS DIRECTLY PROPORTIONAL TO THE SIZE OF YOUR TEACHER’S ASH PILE.”
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Big Bob made some important decisions prior to welcoming his first customer in 1925. He built a freestanding pit to cook in, he chose hickory as his fuel source, and he selected a combination of seasonings to use on the meat. For an uneducated man, transferring business from the backyard to a storefront was a major task. This was an undertaking Big Bob couldn’t possibly do by himself. He needed someone who was experienced with barbecue who could share in the decision making, the workload, and the initial investment. He turned to Big Mama’s brother, Sam Woodall.

From these humble beginnings grew a legacy that would affect both the Gibson and the Woodall families for future generations. This style of barbecue would define the flavors of this region in years to come and establish northern Alabama as a barbecue hotbed. Now Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q is a destination; people travel there to enjoy Big Bob’s legacy by sampling the simple honest flavors of his barbecue.

Exploring Big Bob’s choices back in 1925 will help the present-day barbecuer make some of the same important decisions on the road to defining his or her own barbecue style. Since Bob Gibson or Sam Woodall can’t walk you through this process and act as a batter-board for ideas, this chapter will do the same.

 

PITMASTER’S TIP

If you use a gas grill, you sacrifice the added flavor that comes from cooking over burning coals. Metal smoker boxes are a viable way to add real smoke flavor to foods cooked on a gas grill. These small metal boxes are filled with wood chips and placed beside a hot burner. The burner heats the metal box and causes the wood chips to smolder, creating smoke to flavor the food. Making your own smoker box by putting soaked wood chips into an aluminum-foil pouch with small slits in the top of the foil is a quick and easy way to achieve the same effect.



COOKER SETUP

Today the avid barbecue chef must overcome very different obstacles. Big Bob cooked his ’Q in a pit. Most barbecue today is made in backyard cookers with either direct-fired gas or charcoal grills. One problem that surfaces is how to cook “low and slow” on grills set up to cook “hot and fast.” Another hurdle is getting maximum efficiency from the grill’s firebox.

There is no exact difference in cooking temperature between barbecuing and grilling. Many cooking procedures will include both styles: for example, cooking ribs over indirect heat at a low temperature and then caramelizing a sweet finishing glaze over direct heat. For that reason it is advantageous to set up two zones on a grill. The first zone is used for grilling or searing foods. The second zone provides indirect heat, allowing foods to cook slowly.

The next few pages contain information, tips, and diagrams covering barbecue attack strategies. But we’re not dealing with an enemy; we are working to complete a goal of barbecue perfection. The same military strategies used to conquer a battlefield can be used to master the backyard cooker: The Indirect Strategy, Encirclement Strategy, Bypass Strategy, and Flank Strategy guarantee success with indirect cooking.

SINGLE COOKING CHAMBER GRILL—INDIRECT STRATEGY

When direct grilling will not yield moist and tender results it is imperative that a backyard chef move to an indirect barbecue strategy. This type of strategy consists of cooking away from direct flame. There is no ideal indirect cooking method for every backyard grill. The cooker used will dictate which indirect strategy should be used.

The easiest way to cook low and slow on a backyard grill is to build a charcoal fire on one side of the cooking chamber and place your meat on the other side. A water pan may be added during the cooking process to add moisture to the cooking chamber and keep the meat from drying out.

The biggest problem with this method is the need to add charcoal every hour to maintain a low and steady temperature over a long cooking period. This cooker setup requires a diligent monitoring of the thermometer for an extended period.

GAS GRILL—INDIRECT STRATEGY

Most modern gas grills have two, three, or four burners; use this to your advantage when barbecuing. Just because you have multiple burners doesn’t mean you need to light them all. Start by lighting only one side burner and keep it on low. Place the meat to be cooked away from the hot burner.

When using this strategy, remember that even though you are cooking away from the fire, the food closest to the heat will get done the quickest. When using this method, rotating your food is a must to ensure an even doneness throughout your ’Q.
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Adding liquid creates moist heat within a closed grill.
The indirect strategy creates a cooking zone away from the coals. Place larger cuts of meat such as lamb shanks away from the coals on a closed grill for even cooking.

PITMASTER’S TIP

When cooking for a long period, always keep a lit charcoal chimney on standby to add hot coals to your cooker as needed. Placing unlit charcoal on top of lit coals will temporarily smother your fire and cause the temperature in your cooker to drop until the fire catches up.



CYLINDER COOKER—INDIRECT STRATEGY

This cylinder or bullet-type grill is a great cooker on which to learn barbecue basics, and it is the cooker of choice for many barbecue veterans. Even though the firebox is directly beneath the cooking grate, the drip pan acts as a deflector shield for the intense heat. One advantage of this type of unit is that access to the firebox can be gained through a side door, so it’s easy to check on your fire or refuel it without opening the lid and losing valuable heat and moisture.

To gain maximum cook time without having to refuel, a creative version of the Minion Method is the preferred lighting procedure. The Minion Method, popularized by Jim Minion, extends the life of your fire by adding both lit and unlit charcoal to the firebox. Cut the bottom out of a coffee can and place the can in the center of the fire grate. Surround the can completely with unlit charcoal. Sprinkle wood chips over the unlit charcoal. Fill the can with white-hot charcoal, then immediately lift out the can.

Crack the dampers to allow a minimal amount of air to the fire. The charcoal will slowly burn from the center to the outer edges. This simple procedure will add hours to your cook time and free up valuable time to focus on other barbecue necessities.

KETTLE GRILL—ENCIRCLEMENT STRATEGY

When cooking for long periods of time on a kettle grill the encirclement strategy is a great option. This method works by placing a ring of charcoal around the meat and allowing the fire just enough oxygen that it barely burns around the ring. It provides a stable cooking temperature for as long as six hours. Another advantage to this method is that it cooks all sides of the food evenly, which makes turning meat unnecessary.

To execute the encirclement strategy, place a stainless-steel bowl, with a twelve-inch diameter, in the center of the kettle. Fill the bowl halfway with water or a mixture of water, fruit juice, and seasoning for added flavor. Create a C-shaped ring of charcoal around the bowl, leaving an eight-inch open gap on one side. Fill the gap with white hot charcoal, close the lid, and begin the cooking process. Keep the grill dampers wide open until the desired cooking temperature is reached, then close all the dampers to approximately one quarter inch per opening.
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Cook all day on an upright cylinder cooker; use a coffee can to arrange the hot coals.

[image: ]

The encirclement strategy uses a ring of unlit charcoal to lengthen cook time on a kettle grill. A fuse of charcoal is used in the bypass strategy for large meats such as a pork butt.

PITMASTER’S TIP

Drip pans are a great tool to prevent the fat rendered from your barbecue from dripping onto hot coals and causing flare-ups. The pans can also provide a buffer between a firebox and cooking grate, turning a direct cooker into an indirect cooker. Take advantage of this pan by filling it halfway with a mixture of water, fruit juice, and seasonings to fill your cooker with flavored moisture. Don’t use pure fruit juice because the sugars in juice can scorch and negatively affect the flavor of your meat; instead a fifty-fifty ratio of water and juice works great.



BARREL GRILL—BYPASS STRATEGY

This is a strategy that can gain you valuable cook time when cooking in a single-chamber grill. A line of charcoal slowly burns from one side of the cooker to the other, thus bypassing your barbecue. This is another method that works by only allowing enough oxygen to the fire so it barely burns across the cooker, providing an extended cook time. When a long-term cook is needed, the bypass strategy is your best bet when using a single-chamber grill.

To create

BARREL GRILL—FLANK STRATEGY





PITMASTER’S TIP




WOOD SELECTION



























PITMASTER’S TIP







SEASONING








MAKING A DRY RUB



SALTS AND SUGARS




















SAMPLE RUB: STEP 1







PEPPER












SAMPLE RUB: STEP 2










TRANSITION SPICES










SAMPLE RUB: STEP 3










SIGNATURE FLAVORS

















































SAMPLE RUB: FINAL BLEND














SAMPLE RUB #2













SAMPLE RUB #3













SAMPLE RUB #4









PITMASTER’S TIP
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