American BBQ Sauces by Region,
and What Goes Under Them

By Bob LePage

Sauce isthe last thing on the plate, but in most barbecue regions it was designed
around the meat, the rub and the smoke. Here is how the major styles compare, and
how to build the full stack.

American barbecue has no single sauce. Each region settled on aflavor that suited its local meat, its
cooking method and its pantry. Vinegar is cheap and cuts pork fat. Tomato and molasses came with
port cities and sugar trade. Beef-heavy Texas often skips sauce entirely. Understanding the sauce means
understanding what it was meant to sit on.

The sauces

Kansas City: thick, sweet, tomato-molasses

The style most people mean by "BBQ sauce." Ketchup or tomato base, brown sugar or molasses, vinegar,
and a mild spice backbone. Thick enough to glaze.

Best on: ribs, burnt ends, brisket, chicken. Technique: brushed on in the last 15 to 30 minutes so the sugar
caramelizes without burning.

Memphis: tangy-sweet, thinner, rub first

A tomato-vinegar sauce, lighter and less sweet than Kansas City. In Memphis the rub does most of the
talking, and ribs are famously served "dry" (rub only) or "wet" (lightly sauced).

Best on: pork ribs, pulled pork shoulder, often with slaw on the sandwich.

Eastern North Carolina: vinegar and pepper

No tomato at all. Cider vinegar, crushed red pepper, salt and black pepper, sometimes a touch of sugar.
Thin, sharp and meant to season chopped whole-hog meat.

Best on: whole hog or pork shoulder, chopped.

Lexington / Piedmont, NC: vinegar with a little ketchup

Often called "dip." A vinegar base softened with a modest amount of ketchup or tomato. Still thin and tart,
with arounder edge than the eastern style.

Best on: pork shoulder, traditionally served with red slaw.
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pourable.

Best on: mutton, lamb, pork shoulder.

St. Louis: sweet and sticky

Close to Kansas City but typically sweeter, with a tangy finish. Associated with the St. Louis-cut pork rib
and with a glaze-and-grill finish.

South Carolina "Carolina Gold": mustard-based
Y ellow mustard, vinegar, sugar and spice, tracing back to German settlers in the region. Tangy, bright and

Best on: pulled pork, pork ribs, smoked sausage, chicken.

Texas: beef-friendly, thin and savory

Central Texas pitmasters often serve brisket with no sauce, relying on a salt-and-pepper rub and post oak
smoke. Where sauce is served (East Texas, many restaurants), it is thinner, peppery and tomato-based,
sometimes with coffee, onion or Worcestershire.

Best on: brisket, beef ribs, sausage, chopped beef sandwiches.

Alabama white: mayo, vinegar, pepper

Invented around Decatur, Alabama. Mayonnaise thinned with vinegar, lemon, black pepper and
horseradish. Creamy, tangy and a counterpoint to smoky skin.

Best on: smoked chicken and turkey, sometimes pork.

Kentucky: black sauce and mutton dip

In western Kentucky, mutton is the traditional mesat, served with athin, dark "dip" of Worcestershire,
vinegar, and spices. It works as amop and a table sauce.

Best on: St. Louis-cut spareribs, pork steaks.

Side-by-side comparison

Region Base Flavor Texture Typical meat
Kansas City Tomato, molasses Sweet, smoky Thick Ribs, brisket
Memphis Tomato, vinegar Tangy, mild sweet Medium Ribs, pork
Eastern NC Vinegar, pepper Sharp, hot Thin Whole hog
Lexington NC Vinegar, ketchup Tart, rounded Thin Pork shoulder

South Carolina
Texas
Alabama white
Kentucky

St. Louis

Mustard
Tomato or none
Mayonnaise
Worcestershire

Tomato, sugar
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Tangy, sweet
Savory, peppery
Creamy, tangy
Savory, sour

Very sweet

Thin to medium

Thin

Pourable

Thin

Thick

Pulled pork
Brisket, beef
Chicken
Mutton

Spare ribs



Rubs

A rubisadry mix applied before cooking. Salt draws moisture out and back in, setting a seasoned crust
(the bark). Sugar helps color but burns at high heat, so it suits low-and-slow cooks.

Rub style Core ingredients Pairs with

Texas "Dalmatian” Coarse black pepper, kosher salt (often 1:1) Brisket, beef ribs; skip or lightly
use sauce

Memphis dry rub Paprika, brown sugar, garlic, onion, celery salt, Ribs; Memphis or light KC sauce

mustard powder, pepper

Kansas City rub Brown sugar, paprika, chili powder, garlic, cumin Ribs, burnt ends; KC or St. Louis
sauce

Carolina rub Salt, black pepper, paprika, sometimes a little sugar Pork shoulder; vinegar or mustard
sauce

Poultry rub Salt, paprika, garlic, black pepper, thyme Chicken; Alabama white

A good rule: keep the rub and sauce in the same family but different in role. A sweet rub with a sweet
sauce can go cloying, while a pepper-heavy rub with a sweet sauce balances well.

Other smoking add-ons

Wood

Post oak (Texas beef), hickory (pork, ribs, bold), apple and cherry (milder, fruity, good color on poultry and
pork), pecan (between hickory and fruitwood), mesquite (strong, best for short cooks). Pair assertive woods
with assertive meat.

Binders

A thin layer of yellow mustard, oil or hot sauce helps the rub stick. The mustard flavor cooks off largely
and is not noticeable on the finished meat.

Mops and spritzes

Mops are thin sauces brushed on during the cook, common in Kentucky and the Carolinas. A spritz of apple
cider vinegar, apple juice or water helps keep the surface from drying and can aid smoke adhesion.

Injections and brines

Injected broth, butter or brine adds moisture inside large cuts like brisket and pork butt. Brining helps lean
poultry and turkey stay juicy.
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Wrapping
Wrapping in foil or butcher paper during the stall speeds the cook and softens bark. Paper holds more bark
than foil. Wrapped ribs (" Texas crutch") often get a splash of sauce or juice inside.

Finishing and glazes

Sauce is best applied late, once the meat is nearly done, so sugars glaze instead of scorching. Offer extra
sauce at the table, especially for thin vinegar styles, which are also used to season chopped meat after
pulling.

Putting it together

Goal Rub Wood Sauce

Classic ribs Memphis or KC Hickory, apple KC or Memphis, applied late

Pulled pork Carolina Hickory, oak Vinegar or mustard, mixed in after
pulling

Brisket Salt and pepper Post oak None, or thin Texas-style on the side

Smoked chicken Poultry rub Apple, pecan Alabama white

Lamb or mutton Salt, pepper, garlic Hickory Kentucky dip

These regional lines are traditions, not laws. The most useful way to compare sauces isto match acidity
and sweetness to the fat in the meat: more fat can handle more vinegar and heat, leaner meat benefits
from a creamy or sweet sauce. Taste each style on the same cut side by side and you will quickly find
your own preference.
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