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CHAPTER 1
in the beginning

As I sit here with my laptop at McDonald’s in Dwight, Illinois, I hang my head in shame. I tried
to make it to I-57 BBQ in Chicago, but met defeat instead. Not by an enemy mind you, but by
myself.  Traffic  jams,  bad  directions,  lousy  maps,  late  start,  you  name it.  This  was  a  rough
beginning to what was supposed to be victory. I’m guessing I better tell you how I got here.

Many  years  ago  I  took  career  and  personality  tests.  They  came  back  with  two
recommendations: either become a priest or a rock ’n’ roll musician. Perhaps a rock’n roll priest
would be the best path. While the tests couldn’t agree on the perfect career for me, they did agree
on my personality—a keen, unrelenting sense of adventure. Travel feeds my curiosity like drugs
feed an addict.

One  philosophy  of  travel  says  there  is  only  one  way  to  get  from Minneapolis  to  Los
Angeles; i.e. the shortest distance between two points is a straight line. There are those whom I
fought and argued with over this. That same philosophy holds that only the destination matters.
Bah. I hold no such beliefs. 

In that narrow view there is no space for the journey, the most important aspect. My ad hoc
nature rejects terms like linear and straight line. They’re foreign to my vocabulary. The best part
of any trip is meeting a crossroads that leads to a sudden change of course, which turbocharges
my inner explorer, thrusting me into a new direction. A map maker, charting one of my trips,
would pause, scratch his head, sip his coffee, and then refuse to finish the map. I delight in
knowing the agony I’d cause.

Most of us spend a great many waking hours pondering the great mysteries of life. We track
down  a  route,  slam  into  a  roadblock,  pursue  another  course,  bump into  an  obstacle,  make
adjustments, and then continue on. In each path we search; we cannot, will not, rest.

Some chase important questions. Who will win the Superbowl? What’s the purpose of life?
Who am I? Who are my parents? Can cancer be cured? Can peace exist? Can a better mousetrap
be built? I have chosen to stay more trivial. Who has the best barbeque? Be honest, at one time or
another you’ve also wondered that, haven’t you?

I find it  necessary to mention that  I  work at  a  special  ed school  district  in the western
suburbs of Minneapolis. What I do or where I work isn’t of importance in my search for the
perfect barbeque. Who I worked with is. 

A good chunk of my job meant sitting in the horseshoe hallway where conversations ran free
and easy. Food, the glue that held us together, flowed like a river.

Sandifer and McCoy, two of my co-workers, grew up together. They eat and breathe sports.
Saying they are highly competitive is an understatement.  As basketball coaches they take no
prisoners. Same for barbeque.

"My dad owned a rib place for four years. Did you know that?" Sandifer asked.
"No I did not" I said.
"I know how to make ribs."
"Who has better ribs? You or McCoy?"
McCoy couldn’t hold back, "Forget about him. His don’t compare to mine, sir. I make them

Texas style, the right way, the McCoy way." For an unknown reason we refer to each other as sir.
Nobody’s figured out why or takes ownership for starting it.

Sandifer said, "Don’t listen to him. His doesn’t stand a chance against mine. He uses Open
Pit in his sauce. Open Pit? Come on,” followed by a hearty belly laugh.



"He doesn’t even make them himself. It’s his family’s recipe. His uncle down in Arkansas
makes them," McCoy responded, striking a condescending blow.

"You know, I want to try your ribs," I said, begging. "When do I get to try them? When?"
"I’m going to make a slab at home and bring in some for you," McCoy said.
"I’ll have a football party at my place and you can come over," Sandifer said.
"Will you have ribs?"
"Sir, I’ll make a slab just for you."
The competition  was on.  The debates,  the  bragging,  and the  arguments  lasted for  days,

weeks, and months. Like a virus it spread to the whole building.
In their egotistical minds my co-workers failed to understand how a competitor could stand

even a remote chance against them. "Their’s ain’t nothing. Wait until you taste mine, it’s nothing
like you have ever tasted before. I make a special sauce with my secret ingredients that puts them
to shame. I won  abc contest and I won  xyz contest and I won…." A certain smugness always
accompanied such words.

They stepped up the ferocity of their attacks. Each attempted to give the other a barbeque
version of the figure four leg lock. Showing mercy never appeared to be an option.

Another question ping-ponged throughout my mind, "Which place has the best barbeque?"
Asking it had the same effect as pouring gas on a fire.

"…You think Big Daddy’s  is  good? They’re  nasty.  If  you want  the  best,  go  to  I-57 in
Chicago."

"Big Jacks in Dallas. They do it right, Texas style."
"Are you looking for restaurants only? Or any place like a shack or trailer?"
"Any place."
"Try Interstate in Memphis. The others can talk all they want, but there is only one thing to

say—Interstate."
"Salt Lick in Austin, man they rule."
"Mmmm…Gates in Kansas City."
It would take a pallet full of paper to keep track of all the places they named. But the seeds

were planted. The blood in my brain circulated faster, and the brainstorming began.
Were they full of it? Or dead on? Their strong opinions, impossible to ignore, couldn’t be

taken as fact. I burned with desire to know how their places stacked up to mine. Curiosity was
killing the cat.

I  had visions  of  making a Grand Loop heading south from Minneapolis,  a  place where
ketchup  is  considered  spicy,  down to New Orleans  via  Kansas  City  and St.  Louis,  cruising
through  Mississippi  and  Alabama  over  to  Florida,  then  up  through  Georgia,  Tennessee,
Kentucky, and Illinois before heading home.

I had traveled in summers past. Although each trip would start out with a definite plan, they
would change as the trek progressed. For example, years ago I saw the Mission at San Juan
Bautista while visiting the wine country of Napa Valley, adding an unplanned historical touch to
a wine tasting excursion. 

In another case, while attending a national rights festival in Washington D.C., an Orioles-
Twins baseball game at Baltimore’s Camden Yards found its spontaneous way into the itinerary. 

Another time, on a trip out west to sell Australian hats, I detoured from the rigors of business
by enjoying  a  bag  lunch while  sitting  at  the  headwaters  of  the  Missouri  River.  My current
excursion would be no different. The theme is barbeque, yes, but I warn you, small bearable
diversions will occur.

Checking my bank balance, reality set in. I had a week between the end of the regular school
year  and  the  beginning  of  summer  school,  with  a  Mantoux  test  in  between.  This  placed
debilitating limits. A five-day journey starting on that Wednesday and returning the following
Sunday night was doable, but pushing it. Summer school started Monday morning, 8 am sharp.



* * *

I didn’t wake up one day and say, "Oh, I should go in search for the perfect barbeque.” Instead, a
series of events over time led me in that direction. If you’ve never heard of the Chaos Theory,
you have now.

It  began  innocently  enough  over  a  decade  ago  in  downtown  St.  Paul,  Minnesota.  Old
Kentucky BBQ opened up nearby, close to the offices of my employer, my older brother Pete.
Unable to resist neither their lunchtime specials nor the aroma emanating from the place, I’d
head over there more often than I care to admit. The taste of those ribs and the sides were off the
charts. For a fact: they were to die for. 

But  Old  Kentucky  encountered  financial  difficulties  and  started  skimping  on  sides,
eventually closing. Sides, in my opinion, make or break the rib eating experience. I ask you,
what would chocolate chip ice cream be without chocolate chips?

A couple of years later I worked at a Juvenile correctional facility. At lunch one day I blurted
out, "Old Kentucky BBQ had the best ribs ever! Big Daddy owned it, and he was the best! But
they closed. That sucks!” I made no attempt to hide my frustration.

The Chaplain heard me, stopped what he was doing, and looked up. Turning directly at me
he said, "Big Daddy? I know him. We’re related by marriage.” I couldn’t believe my ears. "He
got his start setting up a smoker in Cub Foods parking lots on weekends. He went bankrupt after
Old Kentucky BBQ, and had some serious health troubles."

This was distressing to me, but visions of those ribs never went away. A year later, as fate
would have it, I received a phone call out of the blue from my friend Tami the Trucker. "Check
out the news on TV. They had a feature on a guy who opened up a new barbeque place in St.
Paul. Is this the guy you’ve been talking about?"

I rushed to the internet and researched it. Big Daddy's BBQ was back! I made urgent phone
calls to Pete and Greg, my brothers. I forced them to drop everything and we cruised over there
on a top priority mission. 

I found Big Daddy sitting in a chair up against the back wall and introduced myself, relaying
my conversation with the Chaplain. We yakked about it all: ribs, Old Kentucky BBQ, the new
Big Daddy’s, and he filled me in on his connection to the Chaplain. 

I ordered my customary half-slab and dug in. Upon the first bite the world stopped. Glory
had returned like MacArthur re-taking the Philippines. His ribs, sweet, smokey, and molasses-
like, were the Gold Standard, destroying all comers. But not for long. I say this with a heavy
heart. 

The following summer I traveled to Ohio-Kentucky where I biked parts of the Underground
Railroad Bike Trail, a 2200 mile route that stretches from Alabama to Canada; riding parts of it
from Cincinnati, Ohio, to Louisville, Kentucky.

One sunny afternoon, driving along SR 122 near Batavia, Ohio, on the way to a trail point, a
yellow oversized banner screamed barbeque. I followed the frontage road in my shiny new Ford
Focus, rolling up to a big tent next to a BBQ trailer. There’s something deliciously biting about
discovering a new barbeque place sitting suspiciously by the side of the road. It’s like when you
ride a haunted trail on Halloween and all of a sudden a creature emerges from the bushes and
screams "BOO!” It’s what you came for.

Ever curious I asked Mike, the owner, "What’s the secret to making great ribs?"
Well-built, wearing a skin-tight gray t-shirt and jeans, he loomed over me like a military

man.  Even his  mustache had trim military protocol.  Mike spoke with a  don’t-mess-with-me
pride, peering at me with steely eyes. "It’s all in the wood. I use Apple and take special trips up
to Michigan and down to Georgia in my pickup to get  it.  Making barbeque is an art,  not a
science. Everyone has their own special way of making them."

I persisted. "How did you come to owning this barbeque trailer?"



His voice rose, "I was a salesman for 25 years, but recently got laid off. At 58 years old, I
wasn’t going to sit around and let anybody take care of me. I dug into my savings and bought
this trailer. The owner of this storage facility was a client of mine and said I could set up here for
free."

His body tightened and he leaned forward. "How is this economy going to come back? How
are we going to make it?" Mike’s voice trembled from the effects of the recession. "The next
county over is so poor they have to use workers and services from our county to survive. The
Ford plant down the road laid off 1800 people. How are they going to get those jobs back?"

For a brief moment in time I played his counselor, "I got whacked too. Fortunately, I still
have a job. It doesn’t pay as much as my previous one, but I still have a job. When the auto
manufactures build better cars, buyers will come. That is how those jobs will come back.” In
hindsight, I’m not so sure I was all that reassuring.

It’s a fate of irony that the intersection of a poor economy and a mutual love of barbeque
caused us to meet on that sunny afternoon. His ribs were great, and his story gripping. Barbeque
opened his heart and laid bare his inner psyche. I couldn’t ask for more.

After gorging on Mike’s barbeque, the motivation to get to Louisville increased like the
decibel level at a Rolling Stones concert. I harbored a long, burning desire to visit Louisville. I
didn’t know much about it, but that didn’t matter. It’s where Muhammad Ali, The Greatest of all
Time, grew up and that alone was reason enough. 

He boxed in his prime during my youth and was my Idol. In fourth grade I wrote a poem
about him for a class assignment: Float like a Butterfly, Sting like a Bee. I also knew he built the
Muhammad Ali Museum in downtown Louisville. I wasn’t about to miss it. 

Louisville is also where Lewis and Clark formed their Corp of Discovery at the Falls of the
Ohio. From there they embarked on one of the great adventures in American History, the Lewis
and Clark Expedition.  And I couldn’t  forget Louisville  is  home to Churchill  Downs and the
world famous Kentucky Derby. 

Once in Louisville Pete reminded me, if  not scolded me, that Kentucky is the center of
barbeque country,  "You’re in Kentucky. You can’t  go there and not have ribs! You’re in the
center of it all. You have to try some. You’ll regret it if you don’t. Kentucky is barbeque. Go find
some place. Go have some tonight. Call me back when you do."

He got me motivated. After researching the internet like a madman for the best barbeque ribs
in Louisville, a couple of places rose to the surface. With an abundance of soul searching, Mark’s
Feed Store, a family-owned chain of five restaurants, won out. Their customer reviews swayed
me.

Mark’s Feed Store was the bomb! Baby back ribs. That pork slid right off the bone, causing
us mere mortals to drop to our knees begging for more. Something about that sauce struck a
nerve: sweet, like an irresistible nectar. Dang the Torpedoes. Their ribs possessed a light smokey
barbeque tinge, suffocating the taste buds with a lifetime of flavor. The sides leaped off the plate,
joining the armada of sensual delight.

I tried to deny it. I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to say it. But Mark’s Feed Store in
Louisville, Kentucky, home of Muhammad Ali, owned the best barbeque ribs on the planet. Guilt
and shame reigned supreme, collateral damage from my Catholic upbringing. I had to confess
they  were  a  photo  finish  better  than  Big  Daddy’s.  They were  the  new Gold  Standard.  The
unfortunate truth was that The King had been replaced. (Sorry Mike, they got a slight nod over
your ribs as well.)

* * *

You know that friend we all have, the one who hounds us with relentless persistence until we can
take no more? In my case I’ve known Lisa Ocone for almost fifteen years. She hates losing in



chess and refuses to go down with grace in a game of Risk. I’ve taken her on in the far corners of
the globe, places like Uzbekistan, Poland, Austria, and Indonesia.

"You’re good at writing, you should write a book about your travels," she said. "This guy
wrote one about walking the Appalachian Trail and it ended up on the  New York Times Best
Seller List."

I constructed a wall of feeble resistance, but she blew right through it, pressing her attack
with vigor and vive—something she has done to me on the chess board a hundred times. I asked
her the name of the book, but she couldn’t remember. She researched it and reported back it was A
Walk in the Woods by Bill Bryson.

I had never heard of Bill Bryson before or of the book she was referring to. So I went and
picked up a copy and started reading it. The more I read it the more it tapped into my own sense
of adventure, and triggered memories of the many trips I’ve taken. I continued to resist, however,
and pooh-poohed the idea as gibberish.

But Lisa Ocone is very persistent and very persuasive. She kept after me. Soon I began to
rationalize that if Bill Bryson can write a travelogue book about walking the Appalachian Trail
and hit it big, why not me? Before I knew it, I gave in. Jealousy and greed are good bedfellows.

* * *

Another battle ensued between me and those linear people; my editors in particular. A mere split-
second from tipping over their coffee mugs and smashing them, I said to them, "Oh, so you think
I should just show up at the front door of a barbeque place in Chicago, write about it, and then
miraculously show up at the front door of a barbeque place in St. Louis, write about it, and so on
and so on?”

"Yes," they said with a straight face. 
"No! I’m  not writing a barbeque restaurant review book. I’m writing a travelogue with a

barbeque theme. There’s a difference. The stuff in-between is the meat and potatoes. Why is that
so hard to understand?" 

They huffed and puffed and threatened to blow the door down. Good for them. But in the
end, I won the argument. Hah! And BTW, I wouldn’t have cleaned up the mess either.


