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BBQ scene in Miami is smoking hot
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Miami's BBQ Spots: 

• Mama Lucy's All Pro Ribs Inc.: 2201 NW 119th St., Miami, 305-687-8782. 

• House of Prayer: 2445 NW 62nd St., Miami, 305-691-0078. 

• Blakes Catering: Miami, 970-404-1192. 

• Texas de Brazil: 300 Alton Rd., South Beach, 305-695-7702. 

There are families who migrated here from Georgia, Alabama and other parts of Florida with barbecue recipes hidden between the books of Psalms and Proverbs. This palate guide will not only reveal Miami's barbecue sanctuaries, but it includes the South American and Caribbean influences that make Miami an international pit, where you can always find the smoking good word.

Mama Lucy's is one of those places. Located at the intersection of Northwest 22nd Avenue and 119th Street, you've probably passed this place a thousand times while on your way to Interstate 75 or Miami Dade College's North Campus. Mama Lucy's All Pro Ribs Inc. is the holy ground of barbecue.

On Friday and Saturday evenings you'll find Lexuses, SUVs, antique convertibles and rundown pick-ups squished together in the tiny lot where people stand in line for the full slab ($21), half slab ($13) or for the regular rib sandwich ($6.50). The barbecue is a smoky, sweet, supple pork flesh doused in a rich crimson sauce bejeweled with fine black pepper dots. There's a cinnamon-y finish that leaves your fingertips smelling like a world where cholesterol is myth and caloric obsession, an abomination. The barbecue is served with a couple of slices of white bread -- a naked sponge cake for those who love the sauce just as much, (if not more than), the meat. Owner Jack Homes opened the venue 14 years ago as a tribute to the recipes of his late grandmother Lucy Palmer -- a native of Brunswick, Ga., who worked as a Miami-Dade metro bus driver for 25 years.

The ordering process? Tommy-at-The-Window takes your order from the outside window and then hands you a receipt that you take to the next window where you can smell a Carmenere-aroma blaring from a choir of antiquated smokers. Chefs -- Ace, Blind and Rod -- chop meat, pour sauce and call their customers by name. From Wednesday through Saturday from 1 p.m. until 11:30 p.m., 7 p.m on Sundays, it's a family affair where most of the clientele look like people you'll see at Sunday service at the local Baptist church.

Then there's the $2 Styrofoam bowl of peach cobbler that tastes like a peach porridge spiced with sugar cane. It warms the soul like a good sermon.

When I pulled into the parking lot at House of Prayer one Sunday evening, I didn't smell the perfume of hickory smoke, nor did I see a quartet of aged grillers, so I was a little skeptical. There were little girls dressed in floral prints playing outside of the plain blue-and-white building, and on the inside there were just a couple black dining tables in an open space. The take-out window had a protective grill; it felt too impersonal for barbecue.

''Order the small end,'' a blue feathered-hat-wearing older woman advised. ''It's good, girl.'' And that, it is. After about 20 minutes, I received a small paper bag containing gravy-soaked barbecue ribs that had transformed two slices of white bread into a gooey bread stuffing ($8 for the small ends, which clients say are leaner than the regular ribs). There's hot and mild, but I chose the hot. It seemed like hundreds of vibrant spices sprung from the Buffalo-style sauce.

House of Prayer has been around since 1963.

''They were doing an urban renewal-- building I-95 through 1834 NW Fourth Ct. where my parents first started the church,'' says owner Bishop Albert Watson Jr. ``It was around 1965, and so we were able to use the barbecue sales to purchase our new church on 62nd Street and 24th Avenue. We dedicated the new building in May 1973.''

Watson, a bishop, and his family are Florida natives, his mother is from Riddick, his father from Jasper and he born and raised in Miami. The barbecue recipe is an heirloom from his Uncle Preacher. The venue serves soul food from 11:30 am to midnight on Fridays and Saturdays, closing at 9 p.m. on Thursdays and 8 p.m. on Sundays.

Jerk is Jamaica's rendition of barbecue. However, it's not easy to find good jerk in Miami. Some say it's a technique, others say it's the spice blend. I say it's a bit of both. Dried or fresh cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, scallions, scotch bonnet, pimento, thyme, salt, and black pepper (give or take an ingredient) are blended together and rubbed into the meat. Then it's put on a grill, in an oven or ideally, in a smoker. In Miami, many of the restaurants' recipes are too dry, too wet, too tough or too hot. Anyway, I heard a church sister raving about Blakes Catering, so I gave it a call as I was preparing for a dear friend's birthday barbecue. The owner, Carl Blake, invited me to try some samples at an event he was catering at Oak Grove Park.

As soon as I entered the park I could smell the jerk chicken. It is well-seasoned from the blackened, caramelized skin to the make-your nose-run hot with a touch of sweetness from a pineapple-juice finish served in a side jerk sauce. Blakes Catering focuses on large events, so I was able to follow-through on my friend's 20-pound request (prices are based on the number of attendees).

I have a proclivity toward men who serve me delicious sausages. At Texas de Brazil in South Beach, waiters dressed as Brazilian cowboys walk around with a menagerie of meats -- lamb, beef ribs, pork and chicken. All you have to do is turn over a round, colored piece of paper to get the meat at your beck and call -- red means stop and green means don't stop. But what I really love are those stubby pork-and-beef garlic sausages made with sage, rosemary, thyme, parsley and a special Brazilian chili called pimenta malagueta. They're earthy, sweet and herbaceous -- a perfect compliment to the buffet stand-outs like the provoleta, a charred, mild cheese enjoyed in Argentina and Uruguay.

The buffet dinner is $46.99, and the lunch, available on Fridays only is $27.99. Make room for the Papaya Cream ($6.75) -- a chilled goblet of blended papaya flesh, vanilla ice cream and condensed milk topped with cassis liqueur. It looks like a purple orchid, and if you top it off with Taylor Floodgate 40-year-old Tawny Port ($29.95 per glass), it becomes an ambrosial milkshake fit for angels.

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome, so send them via e-mail at promiscuouspalate@

yahoo.com.

