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[Begin Frank Gibson-1] 

 

00:00:02 

Lisa Powell:  Today is the 10th of June, 2009. And this is Lisa Powell for the Southern 

Foodways Alliance. We’re at the Thomason’s Barbeque Banquet Hall at the corner of Lobe and 

Atkinson Streets in Henderson, Kentucky. And today we’re going to talk with Frank Gibson, the 

owner of Thomason’s Barbeque. So if you don’t mind, could you state your name and your birth 

date for the recording? 

 

00:00:27 

Frank Gibson:  Frank Gibson; May 10th of 1958. 

 

00:00:32 

LP:  Thank you. So could you tell me a little bit about how you got involved in the barbecue 

business? 

 

00:00:40 

FG:  Well it’s been about fifteen years ago or a little more and a friend of mine was wanting to 

buy the restaurant and so long story short, we went together and you know and bought a 

partnership. And after about six months I bought him out; about another six months I just quit 

my job and started over here full-time. And I’ve been over here ever since. 

 

00:01:03 
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LP:  So what were you doing before you got full-time in the barbecue business? 

 

00:01:07 

FG:  Well, for about nineteen years I was a diesel mechanic, and the last ten of it I was a field 

mechanic where I went to different jobsites. And I was ready for a change.  

 

00:01:19 

LP:  And did you grow up anywhere near where Thomason’s is? 

 

00:01:23 

FG:  Actually I did probably five or six miles from here, and I went to school about a mile from 

here, so I’ve come a long way. [Laughs] 

 

00:01:33 

LP:  And what was the—what’s the name—what was the name of the school? Is that the name 

of the community around here? 

 

00:01:39 

FG:  Weaverton—Weaverton School; I went through there to the sixth grade and then I went on 

to, you know, County High. But that’s where I got my start, right down the road here. 

 

00:01:50 
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LP:  And is this community kind of known as—as Weaverton, this part of the town or am I 

wrong about that? 

 

00:01:56 

FG:  In years past it was Weaverton, and just a little over was Audubon area.  

 

00:02:02 

LP:  And so do you remember the exact year when it was that you and your business partner 

bought Thomason’s? 

 

00:02:09 

FG:  It was June of ’94.  

 

00:02:13 

LP:  And who had owned it before that? 

 

00:02:14 

FG:  It was Kent Belcher. And the—the name Thomason was his uncle and he had bought it 

from him and run it for about nine years and then I’ve—I’ve had it about a little over fifteen 

years. 

 

00:02:30 
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LP:  And so is—that would be about twenty-four years total; is that when the restaurant started 

or had—had the barbecue establishment been going before that? 

 

00:02:41 

FG:  Yes; it’s been going since about late ’59, 1960. It was another owner before Thomason—

was Roister’s Barbecue—and some Willets had it before that, so that’s, well, about four or five 

owners since 1960. 

 

00:03:00 

LP:  And the Willets were probably the original owners? 

 

00:03:03 

FG:  They were the ones that started the barbecue here. 

 

00:03:08 

LP:  And it’s always been at this same location? 

 

00:03:10 

FG:  Yes. 

 

00:03:12 

LP:  And so how is the—the building itself that you’re in? Has it changed at all since you’ve 

known about the—the building or since you’ve had it? 
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00:03:23 

FG:  It has actually changed very little. The back part of the restaurant, originally they lived in 

that area, like most older businesses did. And about ten, twelve years ago, we actually connected 

the—the two buildings and made it—the kitchen bigger and the storage area bigger. 

 

00:03:44 

LP:  And do you know how recently the owners have lived back behind the—the restaurant 

roughly? 

 

00:03:51 

FG:  Yeah; probably within the last twenty years. Yeah; they were there a few years before I 

bought it but they had actually moved out before then. 

 

00:04:02 

LP:  And so how did you learn to—to do the barbecuing part of the business? 

 

00:04:09 

FG:  Actually before I bought it, we—my partner and I would come down on Saturdays and 

work for free [Laughs], you know several Saturdays to learn—to learn the—you know the 

techniques and what was going on. And then there was a family that was running it; you know 

a—a daughter and a husband and a wife was actually working for the owner, too, and—but he 

worked, too. And I kind of let them show me what to do, too, for several years.  
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00:04:41 

LP:  And so how long did you apprentice for free, we’ll say? 

 

00:04:45 

FG:  Not a long time, probably two or three months. 

 

00:04:50 

LP:  And what kinds of things did you do during that time? 

 

00:04:52 

FG:  Well I kind of—whatever they told me to do and I—I kept—I watched real close, you 

know, at what everybody—what—what was going on, and I would just help out where I could. 

 

00:05:04 

LP:  And then so did the other family that was working there, did they stay with you all when 

you transitioned into the business or—? 

 

00:05:12 

FG:  They actually stayed for about a year, and—and when they left that’s when I went full-

time.  

 

00:05:21 
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LP:  Okay; so could you tell me a little bit about what’s on the menu at Thomason’s? 

 

00:05:28 

FG:  Well it’s all barbecue. If you don’t want barbecue, don’t come. [Laughs] We have pork, 

which is probably our biggest meat seller, and we have mutton and beef, chicken, ribs, ham, and 

turkey, and baby-back ribs also. And we have side orders like beans, potato salad and slaw, and 

that’s about it. Just basic barbecue is all we do. 

 

00:05:55 

LP:  And what’s your typical week like at Thomason’s? We talked just a little bit before we 

were recording about what days you’re open, but maybe we’ll kind of go through the whole 

week and—and what happens each day with your cooking and—and when you’re open. 

 

00:06:14 

FG:  Normally, we’re open Tuesday through Saturday; I believe it’s thirty-eight hours a week 

we’re open. And we’re closed Sundays and Mondays, but I’m always up here on Mondays 

[Laughs] trying to get ready for the rest of the week. And we actually, we cook everyday we’re 

open. I now have two cooks that do most of the cooking. You know, a few years ago I had some 

health issues [Laughs], and I’ve actually hired more help and I do less [Laughs] and try to stay 

on the business end more. I pick up more of that now. But actually we start about 4:30 every 

morning and get coals burnt down and get the—try to get the meat on by 6:30 and we open at 

10:00 and we’re open to 6:00 Tuesday through Friday and Saturday it’s 10:00 to 4:00. But 

basically we do the same thing every day; you know like today we cooked 180 pounds of beans 
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today and cooked a whole sheep, about 150 pounder, and probably cooked 150 pounds of pork 

today. And of course we got ribs and chicken, you know we also do. But it’s basically the same 

every day [Laughs]; we don’t change a whole lot. And our customers are pretty loyal so we—

we’re very fortunate. 

 

00:07:40 

LP:  And so you—you said some interesting things in there that made me have a few more 

questions. So you said that you get the—the coals—we talked about the coals in the morning, so 

could you tell us a little bit about what kind of fuel you’re using for your—? Well, just tell us a 

little bit more about your cooking process? Are you using a pit, or are you using a smoker, and 

what kind of fuel are you using? 

 

00:08:06 

FG:  Okay; all we cook it with is hickory wood. We don’t—we don’t use any electric or gas. 

And we get the coals burnt down every morning. It takes an hour—hour and a half, and they’re 

actually slabs from the sawmill. And it—we put them on and we let them go down in the fire, the 

temperature drops and that’s when we can put our meat on every morning. 

 

00:08:32 

LP:  So you start out with just a piece of hickory and then you burn it down until it gets like a—a 

coal, and then so how’s that—how does that kind of cook the meat? Is it the smoke; is it the—? 

 

00:08:45 
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FG:  Yeah; we—we—we’re on a masonry pit. It’s all enclosed and actually there’s fire bricks on 

top of the meat so we never have to turn our meat. And we actually—there is no flame on our 

pit; we—it’s choked back with some dampers and it tries to maintain right around 300 degrees. 

Now some days it could be windy or cold outside, you know and we have to adjust a little bit but 

normally we cook right around 300 degrees. 

 

00:09:15 

LP:  And so is your pit the little building that sticks out from your main building? 

 

00:09:18 

FG:  It’s actually in the middle of the building. Yeah; we have a big fire in the middle of the 

building every day [Laughs]. And it’s—we’re actually—our fire insurance is with Lloyds of 

London [Laughs]. 

 

00:09:33 

LP:  Have—have you ever had any scares with—with having the pit inside the building like 

that? 

 

00:09:39 

FG:  We have not had any problems but it has—burnt down in 1988; it was the last time it burnt 

down. And we’ve been very fortunate since then not to do that again. [Laughs] 

 

00:09:51 
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LP:  Well if you don’t mind saying what happened back in ’88, it is unfortunately a fairly 

common occurrence that barbecue restaurants do suffer fires. But was there a particular thing 

that happened with this one, or—? 

 

00:10:03 

FG:  Well it was actually the previous owner that had it burnt down and I believe some grease 

had gotten behind the wall and it just got too hot and caught on fire. 

 

00:10:12 

LP:  It’s—it’s a tough business for that. [Laughs] So since this interview may be heard by 

people who aren't really familiar with—with mutton especially which is a Kentucky specialty, 

could you tell us just basics about what mutton is and—and what part of the sheep folks eat? 

 

00:10:33 

FG:  Actually the sheep—which is mutton—we’ll cook about 150 to 200 pounds a day of that. 

And the biggest majority of it is waste; there’s a lot of fat that cooks off and that actually feeds 

the fire. The grease dripping down in the fire actually makes the—we use less wood that way and 

it flavors the—you know the meat. And by the time you pull it, you’ll wind up with twenty-five 

to thirty pounds out of that 150-pound sheep [Laughs] is what we cook every day of that.  

 

00:11:11 

LP:  So you’re actually putting a whole sheep essentially on the—the pit? 
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00:11:18 

FG:  Actually, we cut it up in six pieces. We’ve got two hams, two shoulders, and two ribs is 

how we cook it. 

 

00:11:25 

LP:  And so then do you—when you package the meat or when you plate it up for folks, I know 

the ribs would be separate but do they choose between the ham and the shoulder or is that kind of 

mixed in together? 

 

00:11:37 

FG:  Actually, we pull them all. We hand-pull all of our meat and we actually—it’s all mixed 

together, and when a customer orders it that’s when we put the dip on it. It’s actually you know 

cooked dry and pulled—hand-pulled and then when the customer orders it, that’s when we put 

our dip on it—vinegar-based dip. 

 

00:11:58 

LP:  And how did you come up with the recipe for your dip? 

 

00:12:03 

FG:  Actually all of our recipes—well, except our slaw—was original when I bought the 

restaurant. So that has been going since 1960. And like our beans, they were—they’re probably 

within the last twenty-five years that we’ve had that recipe, but I actually bought the recipes 

when I bought the business. 
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00:12:28 

LP:  And did you—were they written down for you or was it transmitted by voice? How did 

you—how did they kind of get transferred to you? 

 

00:12:35 

FG:  Actually they were written down somewhat and I would watch them. But they would kind 

of guess at the measurements sometimes, and—so I’ve sat down and actually measured 

everything out and that way it’s the same every day. This time next year or two years from now 

it’ll always taste the same. And I found that to be a little better, in case I don’t make it, too. I 

make up the spice bag for the dips but I have employees that actually make the dip, too—except 

the spice bag, which I keep it a secret. [Laughs] 

 

00:13:11 

LP:  Okay; and is there any difference in the—well I guess I’ll ask about the cooking processes. 

Is there a difference between you cooking process for the mutton and for your pork? 

 

00:13:26 

FG:  Actually they’re all put on the same pit. The mutton is kind of put in the back of the pit and 

it’s—it’s actually never moved until you know later way up in the afternoon. But the pork, we’ll 

actually move it a little bit to keep it from sticking on the pit and checking it occasionally 

because it cooks in you know a shorter period of time. And—and like the ribs are in front of 

those and the chickens you know we kind of put it on as we know it will come off. But the 
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mutton is usually the last items to come off so they’re in the very back and we kind of forget 

about them to way in the afternoon. [Laughs] And then we start checking them. 

 

00:14:02 

LP:  And about how long does it take each of the different meats to cook? 

 

00:14:07 

FG:  Well, now like your chickens, you can probably cook them in two to three hours. Ribs can 

be anywhere from four to six. And normally—we used to cook pork shoulders; probably the last 

ten years or so we—we switched to butts, because it was—which the butt is the top half of the 

shoulder. And we found it to be more economical, you know, price-wise, and they’ll cook 

anywhere from four to eight hours. You know, one right beside each other—they could cook an 

hour difference and you know, just be right beside each other. And then the mutton, which the 

mutton ribs are smaller and they’ll usually come off—start looking at them around dinnertime. 

And—but the bigger pieces of mutton, you know, it could be 6 o'clock that afternoon or 

something, you know—but up to twelve hours or so. And I have had to come back 8 or 9 o'clock 

at night if it’s an extra big piece of mutton, just according to how long—. 

00:15:08 

 What we do, we actually cook by the tenderness of the meat, you know. We got a probe 

that we stick into them and when it’s just like hot butter, that’s when we know when it’s done; 

it’s real tender that way.  

 

00:15:25 



Frank Gibson—Thomason’s Barbeque 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

15 

LP:  Oh, so that sounds like it’s really tender [Laughs] in fact. 

 

00:15:29 

FG:  Yeah; you—they cook—. Now, like the—the turkeys and what have you like that we check 

by temperature, you know, to be safe, but the—the pork, like the shoulders, you can actually 

cook them ’til they’ll fall apart. Now like a pork ham, you know, they don’t have as much fat in 

them so you got to cook them by temperature because they’ll burn up. They don’t have the fat in 

them. But a shoulder, you can cook it until it falls completely apart if you want to. [Laughs] 

 

00:15:55 

LP:  Sounds delicious. [Laughs] And so is there any difference in the way that you prepare 

your—your mutton and your pork for cooking, any difference in the—well I should say how do 

you prepare for cooking? Do you put any dry spices on there and then is there any difference 

between the pork and the mutton? 

 

00:16:23 

FG:  No; we actually don’t put any rub on our meat. I know some places do, but we don’t. We 

just smoke the mea,t and like I say, we hand-pull it, and then after that we put our dip on there.  

 

00:16:35 

LP:  Excellent. And so you said that—that pork is your most popular. What—what are some 

other things that people tend to order a lot from the menu? 
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00:16:51 

FG:  Well, we do sell quite a bit of mutton. And one of our bigger items besides the pork is 

probably our beans. You know, we’ve had days where we’ve sold over 900 pounds of beans, you 

know, in six—eight hours. So it is a—a big item for Thomason’s Barbecue. 

 

00:17:11 

LP:  And let’s get started talking about those beans. So what’s so special; why—why do you sell 

so many beans? 

 

00:17:16 

FG:  I don’t know. They must be [Laughs]—they do have a unique taste. Actually, probably 

hmm several years ago they had to change the recipe just a little bit. They actually had molasses 

in them and it just, you know—we’ve actually switched to brown sugar probably fifteen, 

twenty—you know a little before I got here. And we sell quite a bit of them, ’cause I guess they 

taste—and they actually have the meat in them. You know when we cook our pork, some of that 

goes into the beans. And that’s why people like them. 

 

00:17:55 

LP:  And so why was there the switch from molasses to brown sugar? 

 

00:17:57 

FG:  I guess the availability of the—the product, you know. And it makes them sweet. 
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00:18:06 

LP:  And whenever you took over the business were you aware that beans would be such a big 

part of it? 

 

00:18:11 

FG:  No; actually I have eaten—I eat at the restaurant here, you know, even since I was a kid —

’cause it’s been here forever, and had no idea. But I—we would always buy the—when we 

bought barbecue here, we always bought some beans, too you know. And I didn’t have no idea 

that we’d sell that many of them. 

 

00:18:34 

LP:  And have you heard—or have people come in saying that they drove far away to get your 

beans? 

 

00:18:40 

FG:  Yeah; we’ve had them—well we’ve actually had—I know one customer comes in from 

Paducah and he’ll bring a cooler in and see how many we can actually get in the cooler, you 

know. And when he leaves it’s full and he’ll—we’ll see him several times a year; he’ll come in 

and get barbecue.  

 

00:19:04 



Frank Gibson—Thomason’s Barbeque 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

18 

LP:  And do you have people who just avoid the barbecue altogether and go straight for the 

beans every time? 

 

00:19:10 

FG:  Well yes; actually I was noticing a lot of beans and, you know, the side order items, and so 

actually I put a refrigerator up front and that product is in the refrigerator so the cashiers don’t 

have to go all the way to the back. They can just grab the—the beans or potato salad or slaw 

right there at the door—and it speeds up the process, too. 

 

00:19:33 

LP:  Great; and—and now if this is a secret you don’t have to tell me, but if it isn't—I’m 

wondering if the—the meat goes in from the very beginning of the bean-cooking process or if it 

comes in later? Again if that’s a secret [Laughs] you don’t have to reveal? 

 

00:19:51 

FG:  No; it’s actually all—it’s all—when we make the beans up, it’s the beans—the meat and 

everything is put in all at the same time, and they’re cooking, ah, about an hour and a half, and 

we cook them actually in the cast iron. We—we stayed with the cast iron and cook them. 

 

00:20:07 

LP:  So a cast iron kettle on the stove inside or—? 

 

00:20:11 
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FG:  They’re actually cooked in a big convection oven. Yeah; we—several years ago, we went 

to a big convection oven because of the—the quantity we cook. You know, we was cooking 

beans all day, and this—now we just cook them about half a day, unless it’s a holiday, you know. 

 

00:20:28 

LP:  And do people order large quantities of the beans for their holiday gatherings? 

 

00:20:35 

FG:  My biggest bean order was 500 pounds. I had one factory order 500 pounds [Laughs] but 

it’s nothing to have fifty-pound, 100-pound orders for weddings or family reunions or big 

parties. 

 

00:20:49 

LP:  Well, and just talking a little bit about special events, it’s—we’re sitting here in your 

banquet hall and I think that’s a fairly recent addition to your business, so could you talk a little 

bit about when you started operating this banquet hall? 

 

00:21:06 

FG:  It’s been probably two to three years ago. We’re—we’re on a small lot, and we’ve really 

increased our business. Just like last Saturday, we did more business than I did my first 4th of 

July here. We’ve increased it that much, so we needed more parking, too. And some available—

a property across the street became available, so I just purchased it and it had a building on it. 

And we converted it to a banquet hall, ’cause we called around town and they were all busy, so I 
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said this might be something we need to look into [Laughs]. And it has steadily gotten busier 

with parties and—and it probably 50% we cater and the rest of the time we just rent the building 

out. 

 

00:21:53 

LP:  And when you cater do you stick to your standard Thomason’s Barbecue menu, or do you 

do anything differently? 

 

00:22:01 

FG:  It’s all barbecue; that’s all we do. [Laughs] 

 

00:22:03 

LP:  And what kinds of events have you catered here? 

 

00:22:06 

FG:  We’ve done a lot of reunions and—and birthday parties, and some wedding rehearsal 

dinners. And actually a couple weddings have been over here. 

 

00:22:17 

LP:  So you have seen people that had the—had barbecue as their primary meal for their 

wedding reception? 

 

00:22:23 
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FG:  Yeah; we actually have. Even some of my daughter’s friends we’ve done some of theirs for 

barbecue. 

 

00:22:32 

LP:  That’s nice. And so moving back to something you mentioned a minute ago, you said you 

ate at Thomason’s as a kid. Was that—did you do that fairly regularly when you were growing 

up? 

 

00:22:42 

FG:  I imagine probably every few weeks; you know we’d stop in and maybe get a little 

something for a meal. 

 

00:22:51 

LP:  And what was your favorite thing on the menu when you were a kid? 

 

00:22:55 

FG:  Well it seemed like my dad would—you know, of course, he would stop and bring it home. 

And we have a product called chip, and that’s most of the time what he’d purchase. I don’t know 

if it was because it was more—not as expensive, but I—I really like it. It’s got more of the 

outsides of the meat in it, mostly mutton and some pork, and I—I still like it. 

 

00:23:18 

LP:  Well and so what would be the difference between chip and another product? 
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00:23:23 

FG:  Well see, like our mutton and pork, they’re all—they have no outsides in them. It’s just 

good meat. And the chip has more of the outsides, and actually we chop it, and put it in the dip 

and it actually soaks up a little of the dip, you know softens it up a little, and it’s got just a 

little—’cause it soaks it up it makes it a little spicier too with that—soaking that dip in it. And I 

like it. 

 

00:23:49 

LP:  And so do you have some of your customers who are particularly interested in that—that 

outside crusty portion? 

 

00:23:57 

FG:  Yeah; we sell—we usually sell all we can make. I had one man that would come through 

here and he lived in West Virginia, and he’s drove all the way from West Virginia just to get 

chip. He’ll call ahead and say, like—order like fifty pounds you know of it and we’ll get it ready, 

a day or two to get ready, and he’ll come over—just for the chip he says. 

 

00:24:17 

LP:  Wow; ‘cause you—it seems like you’d be limited in how much chip you can get from each 

cooking that you have. 

 

00:24:25 
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FG:  Yeah; you’re limited. That’s why occasionally we—we do run out of that product. 

 

00:24:30 

LP:  And—and just to clarify, so the—your other meat is pulled from the bone but then you’re 

chopping off and—and chopping up this chip? 

 

00:24:39 

FG:  Yeah; we actually chop it up. It’s a lot finer because it is the outsides and it—you know 

some of it might be a little tougher, but if you chop it up it’s fine and it soaks the dip up and 

makes it real tender. 

 

00:24:49 

LP:  And so getting back now to the—when you were a kid and in the neighborhood, so you 

lived fairly near here ,and you ate near here when you—and you ate here when you were 

growing up. Do you see a lot of people from the neighborhood who come to eat at Thomason’s 

now? 

 

00:25:09 

FG:  Well I have a lot of friends, you know, that come by and I try to talk to them as much as I 

can. But we do have a lot of—a lot of friends and customers that stop by you know that are 

customers now. 

 

00:25:21 



Frank Gibson—Thomason’s Barbeque 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

24 

LP:  And from the—from the surrounding part of time? 

 

00:25:24 

FG:  Oh yeah; there’s a lot of them from around here. Of course you know it’s been here for so 

long, you know it’s just part of the country now and a land—landmark. [Laughs] 

 

00:25:35 

LP:  And do you know of people who have been eating here basically since it opened in the 

1959–1960? 

 

00:25:43 

FG:  Well occasionally we still get a few customers that write Roister’s Barbecue on their 

checks and it hasn’t been that way since the ’60s. So you know [Laughs] I know they’ve been 

coming for a long time.  

 

00:25:59 

LP:  And you’ve talked about a—a couple of changes in—in recipes and changes in the—the 

building. Are there any other kind of ways that—that Thomason’s has changed since you’ve had 

the business? 

 

00:26:15 

FG:  Well mostly we—the—the—a lot of changes have been to speed up the process where the 

customer doesn’t have to wait as long. You know, like when I first started, we put a steam table 
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in you know to put our product in after we pull it. We’d put it in there that way when the 

customer ordered it we could fix it. Before they had warmers all over the pit you know and 

somebody was cooking you’d have to wait for them to get out of the pit to get your meat up 

there. And—and we done a lot of things to speed up the process. You know, they had crock pots 

and stuff sitting around, and—and I just tried to speed up the process where the customer doesn’t 

have to wait as long. We still cook the meat the same way, but we just try to get to where the 

customer comes in, and he doesn’t have to wait so long—speed up the process. 

 

00:27:02 

LP:  Sounds good. And so is most of your business carryout versus eat-in? Or how much eat-in 

business do you do? 

 

00:27:12 

FG:  I’m wanting to say we’re probably 90–95% carryout. We can seat, I’m thinking, about 

twenty to twenty-four people, but mostly we’re carryout. 

 

00:27:24 

LP:  And that’s twenty to twenty-four in the restaurant. Just out of curiosity, about how many 

can you seat here in the banquet hall? 

 

00:27:31 

FG:  Up to seventy people is what the City has told me I was good for. [Laughs] 
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00:27:37 

LP:  And so there’s an event coming up this weekend in Henderson, the W.C. Handy Blues and 

Barbecue Festival, and how are y'all going to be involved in that? 

 

00:27:50 

FG:  Well, we’re actually going to be down there two weekends in a row. They start off with 

the—the kickoff is the Taste of Henderson, and several teams go down there and cook barbecue 

actually to sell to customers. That way the customer has—they can come in and get a variety of 

barbecue cooked in this area. And some of them are amateurs, and some of them are, you know, 

a few commercial like I am. And then the following weekend we set up two or three blocks away 

for two days and sell barbecue. They actually have, you know, the big Blues Festival and 

Barbecue Festival. And we try to be in the middle of it. [Laughs] 

 

00:28:32 

LP:  And so where, the first weekend—what part of town? You said a couple of blocks away; is 

that the—the riverfront, along the river? Where—where are you set up then? 

 

00:28:41 

FG:  The first weekend is actually around Central Park, you know, in the middle of town. And 

then the—the next weekend is close to Sunset Park, right there on the river, is where the—they 

have the bands singing. And actually the first weekend they have three or four bands, but they’re 

not as big you know well-known as the next weekend. 
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00:29:07 

LP:  And so how long have you been involved in the Handy Festival? 

 

00:29:11 

FG:  Oh, I’m wanting to say four or five years, anyway [Phone Rings].  

 

00:29:19 

LP:  Okay; so we had a brief pause in the recording as Mr. Gibson needed to take care—care of 

some business over at the restaurant. So we were talking about the Handy Festival and about 

how long you had been involved in it, and I believe you were saying it was about fifteen years? 

 

00:29:40 

FG:  No; I’m thinking four or five years we’ve been in it now. I’m thinking this is like the tenth 

year that the Taste of—you know, the barbecue has been going on. I’m wanting to say four or 

five—it may be six years, but somewhere along there is all we’ve been—maybe five—around 

five years is how long we’ve been involved in it. At first I didn’t really want to get into it, 

because I was thinking it was more, you know, amateur—you know, people that cooked on their 

own. And they approached me, so I decided to get in the—with it. 

 

00:30:15 

LP:  And have you ever—there at one point was a competition component to that. Were you 

ever involved in that, or has it been strictly in the non-competitive Taste of Henderson? 
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00:30:28 

FG:  Yes; I’ve never competed there. Originally they did compete. I think it was a sanctioned 

event and what have you. And—but they decided to go with the different teams that cook it and 

sell it so you know the people could get the—the taste of the barbecue. That’s what it is all 

about. And before when they just had a competition, there really was no barbecue for customers 

to purchase. So they felt like this was better for the customer; you know, more people to get 

involved is what they want. 

 

00:31:02 

LP:  And is there anything different about how you go about getting barbecue from a piece of 

meat to a plate for a customer when you’re at the Festival versus when you’re at the restaurant? 

 

00:31:15 

FG:  Basically we cook the meat at the restaurant on our pit. You know, we have some portable 

pits and—you know, our smoker is metal, and I just don’t like the taste as well. So we cook all of 

our meat on the pit—masonry pit at the restaurant, and we’ll just keep it warm at the—the events 

that we, you know, do, and just serve it. We actually have a concession trailer, too, that we 

purchased several years ago for taking to different events around here. But now we basically 

do—three or four events a year is all we do anymore. 

 

00:31:55 

LP:  And what are the other events that you do? 
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00:31:57 

FG:  Well last year we—we had what they call a Tri-Fest. We’ve done that for several years, 

too. And then of course these two weekends. And I think last year we did a car show or two—

you know, local, and we have done some others around the area. But we just mainly hold to 

Henderson now. 

 

00:32:20 

LP:  And do you feel like these Festivals introduce people to your barbecue who maybe hadn’t 

had it before? 

 

00:32:26 

FG:  Well, that was one of our reasons for getting out there is to get to different customers. You 

know, we might pick up a few customers that have never tasted our barbecue, or what have you. 

But that was the original intent; yes. And now we just kind of contain it here to Henderson and 

it’s just—we’re so busy now that we feel like that’s all we need to do. [Laughs] 

 

00:32:49 

LP:  And so I did see a—a little John Deere tractor with a little smoker attached to it beside your 

restaurant building. Could you tell me a little bit about that; is that part of your business? 

 

00:33:01 

FG:  Yeah; we just—we got that a few years ago as a conversation piece. We have something to 

talk about with customers. [Laughs] And I’ve had plenty of conversations over it. [Laughs] 
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00:33:16 

LP:  And do you take it out with you to any of the events or does it usually stay there? 

 

00:33:20 

FG:  We just actually move it around occasionally on our lots here. But I have kicked around the 

idea of taking it to some of the, you know, events where we have enough room to park it. And 

that may be in the future. 

 

00:33:35 

LP:  Great. And so going back just a little bit to something we talked about earlier. We talked 

that you have a fair number of sides in addition to the beans, and so could you go ahead and list 

those and maybe say which ones are the most popular? 

 

00:33:55 

FG:  Yeah; our sides—we only have three sides. We have the beans, the potato salad, and the 

slaw. And of course our beans is our biggest seller. And we’ll—the potato salad and slaw, we’ll 

probably sell basically about even, maybe a little more potato salad. And the slaw is actually 

starting to sell more. You know we started slaw hmm, eight—ten years ago probably and 

actually at first we—we kind of experimented with it and I found a recipe I liked and stayed with 

it. And at first we was probably throwing away more than we were selling because the customers 

were just not used to us selling slaw. And now then we have days that we run out, so it—it has 

really picked up. And we—it just carries another item for the customer to, you know have. 
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00:34:49 

LP:  And what’s the style of your slaw? Is it more creamy or more vinegary? 

 

00:34:56 

FG:  It’s a creamy coleslaw, and we have American potato salad. But we like the creamy, and 

it’s a recipe we just kind of worked with a little bit and it works real well.  

 

00:35:09 

LP:  And what kind of I guess starch do people tend to eat with your barbecue? Is it a bread or 

buns? 

 

00:35:20 

FG:  Yeah; we—we have the—the rye—well I’ll just tell you. We have rye—wheat, rye or bun. 

And rye is a Germany rye, which is real big in barbecue around here. And like we—when we go 

to the Festivals we’ll—we’ll do the buns for convenience. But at the restaurant itself, I would say 

the rye bread is the biggest seller. 

 

00:35:43 

LP:  Why—why do you think that rye bread is particularly popular with barbecue around here? 

 

00:35:48 
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FG:  You know honestly I don’t know, because the only time I ever eat rye bread is with 

barbecue. [Laughs] Most of the other time I’ll eat wheat bread, but when I want my barbecue I 

want rye bread.  

 

00:36:01 

LP:  Okay; so that brings me to the question of what—what maybe do you think is really 

distinctive about barbecue in this part of the country and in this part of Kentucky? 

 

00:36:14 

FG:  Well a lot of the barbecue around here is you know—is authentic, more cooked with wood 

I believe. And some of the newer locations are getting away from it. But like I say, we’ve been 

doing it for fifty years the same way, and we have a vinegar-base, a dip, which a lot of it is like 

the Carolinas have a vinegar-base, and ours is similar. Now you can go up north and even into 

Evansville and it’s a thicker, more ketchup—you know the sweeter stuff. But ours in this area is 

more of the vinegar-base. 

 

00:36:50 

LP:  And so it’s—it’s vinegar but it—does it still have a tomato-type component to it? 

 

00:36:56 

FG:  Yeah; it has—it also has ketchup and tomato juice and it does have that and a lot of other 

spices, too. 
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00:37:04 

LP:  Okay; and what do you think is particularly distinctive about Thomason’s Barbecue as 

compared to—to sort of the general western Kentucky barbecue—or is it pretty firmly within the 

tradition, do you think? 

 

00:37:21 

FG:  Well, a lot of it is similar; you know, I think ours is better, but [Laughs]—but a lot of it is 

like—you know, the same. And I’ve eat barbecue at other restaurants in the area and I have—

some of them are pretty good, and some of them are not so good. But I just like ours; ours is a 

little better. 

 

00:37:42 

LP:  And so just another question about something I saw sitting beside you building. Is it your 

truck that says Best BQ on the back? 

 

00:37:53 

FG:  Actually I have—my pickup does say that and we have a van that says the same thing but 

just—worded just a little different. Both of them say Best BBQ. 

 

00:38:06 

LP:  And when did you decide to have that for your license plate? 

 

00:38:10 
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FG:  Well, it’s been three or four years probably we’ve been doing that on—on both vehicles. 

 

00:38:15 

LP:  Do you get a lot of questions about it? 

 

00:38:17 

FG:  No; not anymore, but every—everybody can tell whose—you know my pickup is. I was 

downtown one time, and the policewoman said, “You’re parked in the wrong spot, and I knew it 

was you.” So she came—didn’t write me a ticket; so come and got me first. [Laughs] 

 

00:38:36 

LP:  Okay; nice. Well is there anything else you’d like to tell me about Thomason’s or about 

your barbecue? 

 

00:38:45 

FG:  Well not; we’ve been—like I say, we’ve been doing it the same way for years, and I 

believe if we continue to do it the same way—it’s not the fastest way, but if we continue it—and 

we have a lot of loyal customers that appreciate how we you know we cook our meat and that’s 

why we have—stay so busy. 

 

00:39:07 

LP:  So while you’ve—you’ve kept some of your serving products—you’re speeded up some of 

your serving process you’ve kept your cooking process really slow and traditional? 
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00:39:16 

FG:  Yeah; we have not changed the cooking at all. Now like I say, we’ve added a few items. 

Even the beef, we—we’ve added that since I’ve been here, you know, to give our customers a 

little more variety. You know, that way they don’t have one item or two. You know, they get a 

little variety; they can come back and get different—. Of course, a lot of them get the same thing; 

you can—when they walk in the door you know what they’re going—you know what they’ll 

order. But that gives them a little variety and we’ve been—try to stay true to the way we’ve 

cooked so you know if a customer comes back three years from now it’ll taste the same and what 

he wants, you know. 

 

00:39:54 

LP:  And just a quick question about the beef. What part of the—of the animal are you serving 

with your beef barbecue? 

 

00:40:03 

FG:  Well we cook the—the brisket. That’s what I think the majority of people that cook—when 

they barbecue is the beef brisket. And we cook it some weeks a little more than others. It’s not a 

big mover in this area; you know, not like Texas. But we actually cook ours, and we—we cut all 

the fat out, and we kind of chop ours just to pull—. We like—all of our meat, we like to get the 

fat out of, and that we found out to be the best way on the beef. 

 

00:40:35 
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LP:  So is that—are—are some of your customers surprised to see brisket on your menu? I think 

that isn't too common around here, so is that—is that surprising, or you didn’t get any questions 

about it? 

 

00:40:50 

FG:  We do; like I say, we’ve been serving it for a few years. We have some customers, that’s 

all they come in for is the beef. And occasionally—we cook a limited supply, ’cause we don’t 

like, you know, leftovers, and we do run out occasionally. And we hear about it every now and 

then. [Laughs] 

 

00:41:06 

LP:  Great; well just another opportunity if you have anything to add or—? 

 

00:41:15 

FG:  No; I think that’s about—about all. And we’re going to continue it a few more years, and 

maybe somebody will take over when I’m gone. [Laughs] 

 

00:41:24 

LP:  Well, is there any of your family interested in being a part of the business—or have they 

been part of the business? 

 

00:41:31 
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FG:  Actually, all my kids through high school worked for me. And I’ve had my son actually, he 

came back and worked for me about a year and—but right now they’re all moved away and 

I’m—I have no idea if they are interested, you know, right now. 

 

00:41:51 

LP:  So your—when you look to the future, you’re not so sure right now what the future of 

Thomason’s Barbecue is, or—? 

 

00:42:00 

FG:  Well we’re—we’ve got a few more years before I’m going to retire. And I’ve even kicked 

around the idea to go part-time. You know we’re—we’re open five days a week, and one day I 

may work three days a week if it comes to it. [Laughs] But if it don’t, if I—if I decide to I surely 

will sell it one day. 

 

00:42:22 

LP:  Hopefully someone out there will carry on the tradition in a few years when it needs to be 

carried on, so—. [Laughs] 

 

00:42:28 

FG:  Yeah; I have no doubt that it’ll be continued on. 

 

00:42:33 
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LP:  Well I think that wraps up our interview. This has been Lisa Powell talking with Frank 

Gibson of Thomason’s Barbecue in Henderson, Kentucky. Today is the 10th of June 2009. 

 

00:42:49 

[End Frank Gibson-1; Begin Frank Gibson-2] 

 

00:00:01 

LP:  So we’re back with Frank Gibson, just the process of cooking the beans. 

 

00:00:05 

FG:  Yeah; we cook them in 60-pound batches and they’re in a cast iron—they’re fish fryers is 

what they are. They’re big cast iron pans, and I believe it adds to the flavor of the beans—the 

cast iron. 

 

00:00:19 

LP:  And about like how big across is the—the pan for the fish—the fish frying? 

 

00:00:24 

FG:  They hold 15-pounds each one; they’re probably well six—eight inches by you know 

twelve—fourteen inches and we cook 60-pounds like I say at a time, which will be four pans and 

it takes about an hour—hour and a half—about an hour and half to—for them cook. 

 

00:00:41 
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LP:  Great; thank you. 

 

[End Frank Gibson-2] 

 

 


