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ABSTRACT
Madeline Alice Sweitzer-Lamme: Barbecue and the American South in the 21st Century: Love, Anger & Reconciliation
(Under the direction of Jim Ferguson)

Barbecue has historically been of the most important foods in the American South.  Its history includes the racial trauma and erasure that is intrinsic to the history of the region.  This thesis uses personal narrative, interviews with pitmasters in North Carolina, New York City and Berlin, Germany to explore the connection between the evolution of barbecue and the South. It pushes back against the limited definitions and vocabularies southern for barbecue. This work argues for a new vision of barbecue that demands increased knowledge and nuance moving forward, with the hope that a more inclusive definition of barbecue will lead to a more inclusive definition of who a southerner is in twenty-first century America.
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CHAPTER ONE: HOW WE GOT HERE

INTRODUCTION
When I was fifteen, I left Durham, North Carolina to attend boarding school just north of Philadelphia.  Although I was born in and had lived my whole life in North Carolina, I didn’t consider myself a southerner. With a mother from Indiana and a father from California, I figured where I was from didn’t matter much. I had not really considered my identity and what my home state and region had to do it.  When I arrived in Pennsylvania, I fit in quickly. People were surprised by my southern origins and wanted to know why I did not have an accent, but beyond that – and questions about my basketball allegiances – the topic seemed unimportant.
Until we started to eat, that is.  I was confused by the edible things to which Pennsylvanians were attached.  Water ice (glorified slushies), hoagies (sandwiches) and scrapple (which might be related to sausage, but no one would tell me) were among the local dishes.  But it was the northeastern presentation of southern foods I missed from home that was most troublesome.  Tea was served hot with honey and chicken and waffles were Eggos and frozen chicken tenders. Yet, nothing bothered me more than the barbecue.  Of the regional foods I grew up eating, barbecue was the nearest and dearest to me. I had a strong emotional reaction to the grey, flavorless meat they called ‘barbecue’ in Pennsylvania. I was certain that whatever that stuff was, it was not barbecue.  But I did not know why.
The USDA actually has a definition for barbecue used in food labeling and product identification, one which I suspect my boarding school did not consider. “Barbecued meats, such as products labeled ‘Beef Barbecue’ or ‘Barbecued Pork,’ shall be cooked by the direct action of dry heat resulting from the burning of hard wood or the hot coals therefrom for a sufficient period to assume the usual characteristics of a barbecued article, which include the formation of a brown crust on the surface and the rendering of surface fat. The product may be basted with a sauce during the cooking process. The weight of barbecued meat shall not exceed 70 percent of the weight of the fresh uncooked meat.”[footnoteRef:1]  This definition is useful, if somewhat broad.  As a North Carolinian, I know barbecue only as pork, usually served with a vinegar-based sauce. My ability to confidently enter a barbecue restaurant, order and consume that food communicates who my people are, and just as important, who they are not. Like pho in Vietnam or wine in France, barbecue is different wherever you are, which is part of what makes it special.  In Holy Smoke: The Big Book of North Carolina Barbecue, authors John Shelton-Reed and Dale Volberg-Reed explain, “for many of us, barbecue symbolized Home and People.  It’s linked to what oenophiles call terroir – roughly, “place”: a fancy way of saying that when you drive a hundred miles, the barbecue changes.”[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  United States Department of Agriculture "Code of Federal Regulations (Annual Edition), Title 9." United States Government Publishing Office. U.S. Government, 1 Jan 2017. Web. 1 Sep . <http://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/cfr/2017/title9>.]  [2:  Shelton Reed, J and Volberg Reed, D. Holy Smoke: The Big Book of North Carolina Barbecue. 1st. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008. Print. Page 288.] 

The Reeds also offer the following rules for what is and is not barbecue in North Carolina: “1. That it has been barbecued – that is, cooked for a long time at a low temperature with heat and smoke from a fire of hardwood and/or coals; 2.  that meat being pork – whole hog, shoulder, or occasionally ham – 3. sometimes basted and always served with a thin sauce or ‘dip’ that is at most only a slight variation on a traditional recipe including vinegar, red pepper, and maybe (or maybe no) tomato.”[footnoteRef:3]  The Reeds quote Chip Stamey, owner of Stamey’s Barbecue in Greensboro, North Carolina, a veteran of the local barbecue scene.  “You know, what makes barbecue is grease smoke – the drippings off the meat hitting the fire, making smoke, coming back up – mixed together with the wood smoke.  There’s okay barbecue done with electric because they can get the smoke coming up from the grease.  But they’re missing the last piece of the real smoke.”[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed. Page 8.]  [4:  Ibid., Page 244.] 

Living in North Carolina these past four years, I have learned that barbecue is a cultural ambassador for the region, deeply entwined in how southerners – in this case, anyone who has lived a majority of their life in the South - present themselves and their place within the American South.  In this work, I use barbecue as a pathway to understand aspects of the American South from the inside out. I establish barbecue as an ambassador to the South – it represents both how the region is seen from the outside, and how it understands itself from the inside.  This work ends with my recommendations to more reflectively consider the many components of a plate of barbecue, with the hope of creating a more nuanced conversation around this topic that includes contemporary considerations of race, class, gender, and place.
I will begin with a short history of barbecue, focusing on the people and events in its evolution, including the changes in industrial agricultural practices that have impacted every level of hog production.  I will then describe my own barbecue-related experiences both in the United States and abroad. In conclusion, I will distill why barbecue is so integral to the South’s culinary ‘grammar’ and present my own guidelines for defining its future.
It is important to mention here a disclaimer.  The issue of gender is one that I have not delved into satisfactorily in this work. The many issues of gender wrapped up in barbecue require its own focused project. When I decided to write about barbecue, I did not realize it would involve entering so many profoundly male spaces.  Only one of the barbecue restaurants I discuss in this paper is co-owned by a woman, and it is not just cooking barbecue where masculinity reigns supreme.  In her article, “The Testosterone Takeover of Southern Food Writing,” journalist Kathleen Purvis writes that “southern food-writing world has been unduly influenced, usurped, yes, even invaded, by a barbecue-entranced, bourbon-preoccupied and pork belly-obsessed horde of mostly testosterone-fueled scribes.[footnoteRef:5]” Barbecue is fire and dirt and grease. Women, one assumes, are left to write about ‘women’s worlds’ – grandmothers, cakes, and biscuits.  My sources reflect this - of the four scholarly sources specifically on the subject of barbecue which I cite in this paper, one and a half is authored by a woman. American Studies scholar Elizabeth Engelhardt’s Republic of Barbecue, for which she was the central editor and scholar, was the collaborative work of eleven graduate students and Engelhardt at the University of Texas at Austin. Five of the eleven students were women.  Dale Volberg-Reed is a co-author of Holy Smoke with her husband John Shelton Reed, who is cited by himself several in this work.  Of the eight magazine and newspaper articles I cited, one is written by a woman.  As Purvis writes, the “writing is often focused on a male perspective that’s starting to reek of hickory smoke and pig fat.[footnoteRef:6]”  [5:  Purvis, K. (n.d.). The Testosterone Takeover of Southern Food Writing. Retrieved April 06, 2018, from http://bittersoutherner.com/the-testosterone-takeover-of-southern-food-writing/#.WseKZGaZPOQ]  [6:  Ibid,.] 

 I chose to include gender intrinsically as a woman writing about barbecue. I hope that one day, I will have the opportunity to expand this project and write more explicitly about the gendered issues at the heart of barbecue.  For now, though, I have viewed the barbecue worlds I examined through my female perspective and agency.

HISTORY
Just as there is no single narrative of the South, there is no single story about how barbecue became what it is today.  In Texas, one narrative says that white slave masters discarded brisket, throwing it to their enslaved laborers, who cooked the meat using west African cooking techniques. These meats were said to be so delicious that it caught the attention of the slave-owners.  Other narratives credit Mexican and South American travelers who may have brought barbacoa to the cowboys on the plains of Texas.[footnoteRef:7] Other theories counter that such ‘low and slow’ cooking had no place in the cooking repertoire for cowboys constantly on the move, and instead credits the Great Depression with popularizing brisket as an affordable cut of meat.[footnoteRef:8]  As American Studies scholar Andrew Warnes explains, “barbecue is a combination of histories, developed within the “hybridity” of the South.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Engelhardt, E. Republic of Barbecue: Stories Beyond the Brisket. 1. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2009. Ebook. <amazon.com>. The Central Texas Plate.]  [8:  Engelhardt.  The Central Texas Plate.]  [9:  Warns, A. Savage barbecue: race, culture, and the invention of America's first food. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008. Print. Page 18.] 

Spaniard Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo is the earliest recorded person to use the word barbacoa in 1526 in a written account of his exploration of the Caribbean.[footnoteRef:10] In this use, the word referred to the structure on which the cooking was done, not to the process itself.[footnoteRef:11]  When the word barbecue began to appear in the English language, it described the process of cooking meat slowly, rather than the event or the structure.[footnoteRef:12] Andres Bernaldez, in his records of Christopher Columbus’ landing at Guantanamo Bay, notes natives cooking meat slowly, elevated above small fires, which was similar to the txarribodas tradition familiar to several of Columbus’ Basque crew members.[footnoteRef:13]  Warnes describes this messy business of the origins of barbecue, “involving book, pamphlets, and engravings as well as the unknown dialogues that early colonials held with islanders, one another, and those awaiting their return back home.”[footnoteRef:14] Whatever they may have called it, however, colonists adopted this Spanish and Meso-American influenced cooking technique and by the era of the American Revolution, George Washington noted attending ‘barbecues’ in his personal journal.[footnoteRef:15] [10:  Harris, J. B., “Caribbean Connection,” in Cornbread Nation 2 ed. by Lolis Eric Elie, (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 16]  [11:  Di Santo, M. V., "Smokin' Out the Truth: An Early History of Southern Barbecue" (2016). Senior Projects Spring 2016. Paper 131. p://digitalcommons.bard.edu/senproj_s2016/131]  [12:  Shelton-Reed, J. (2007). There's a Word for It— The Origins of "Barbecue". Southern Cultures, 138-146.]  [13:  Warns. Page 17]  [14:  Ibid., Page 48]  [15:  Shelton-Reed. Pages 138-146.] 

A significant body of scholarship has examined the cultural and political importance of  barbecues in the antebellum plantation South.  At these events, enslaved laborers were charged with the physical labor of digging large holes in the ground, or pits, for barbecuing hogs. They also manned the pits and served the food. These events represented a nexus of power, in which enslaved people furnished labor and skill to prepare the food, but were not invited to the table.[footnoteRef:16]  Barbecues were a demonstration of hospitality for white plantation owners, as well as sign of their prosperity.  Barbecues often featured agricultural products that came from the plantation. Part of the appeal of these events was the performance of enslaved pit masters for white guests.  Black laborers also played music during and after the meal, allowing the plantation owners to also display their wealth through parading the bodies they owned.[footnoteRef:17] By the mid- eighteenth century, German immigrants moved into the piedmont of North Carolina via the Great Wagon Road from Pennsylvania and Virginia, bringing with them central European traditions of smoking, brining, vinegar and more, which deeply influenced the palate of the state.[footnoteRef:18] In 1844, when the United States annexed Texas, the long Spanish presence had created a cultural hybrid with native Mexicans - the influence of barbacoa on Texan barbecue is well-documented.[footnoteRef:19]  The impact of these cultures were an important influence on the development of regional barbecue traditions.  [16:  Shahin, J. "They fed the civil rights movement. Now are black-owned barbecue joints dying?." The Washington Post. The Washington Post, 22 Feb 2016. Web. <http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/they-fed-the-civil-rights-movement-now-are-black-owned-barbecue-joints-dying/2016/02/22/382079de-d506-11e5-be55-2cc3c1e4b76b_story.html?utm_term=.c7c5e10cfa23>. ]  [17:  Di Santo. ]  [18:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed. Page 34.]  [19:  Engelhardt.  The Central Texas Plate.] 

After the American Revolution, barbecues created a common cultural bond throughout the new Republic.  Barbecues celebrated the Fourth of July, and were part of most political campaigns, especially in the state of Virginia.  At these food events, candidates’ hospitality demonstrated their values as candidates and as men, who also drank heavily and told stories to prove themselves – and their masculinity.  David Crockett, a legislator from Tennessee, recounts the story of his first political barbecue in 1821, during which he won over the masses by telling “good humored stories” and drinking with his constituents.[footnoteRef:20] As the electorate grew and the two-party system was formed, barbecues evolved towards the political fundraisers we are familiar with today, hosted by organizations which supported a specific party or candidate.  During this time, the food and entertainment continued to be furnished by enslaved people.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Crockett, D. (2011). A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett, of the State of Tennessee.]  [21:  Di Santo. Page 65.] 

As the Civil War began, white communities in the South hosted barbecues to send off their troops and continued to hold barbecues to raise funds during wartime – one of the first expressions of this food’s fundraising power.  As so many men were away during this period, white women took on more leadership roles at these events, though male slaves were still in charge of the most labor-intensive work of digging and managing the pits.[footnoteRef:22]  After the Emancipation Proclamation, freed blacks celebrated with barbecues of their own across the South and continued to celebrate Fourth of July in this fashion, as well as Juneteenth, which celebrates June 19th, 1865 and the abolition of slavery in the United States.[footnoteRef:23]  White southerners celebrated the end of the war with their own barbecues as well, though low levels of patriotism during this period discouraged caused many to boycott Fourth of July celebrations.[footnoteRef:24] Throughout the nineteenth century, barbecues were a part of African American foodways.  Blacks who left the South as part of the Great Migration brought these traditions with them.  The great barbecue cultures of cities like Memphis, Houston, St. Louis, Kansas City and Chicago descend from these celebrations and the departure of African Americans from the South beginning in the early twentieth century.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Moss, R. Barbecue: The History of an American Institution. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2010. Ebook. <amazon.com>. Loc. 1710.]  [23:  Ibid,. Loc. 1801.]  [24:  Ibid,.]  [25:  Ibid,.] 

At the end of the nineteenth century, it became increasingly common for pitmasters, or barbecue men, to cook barbecue for profit at state fairs or other fundraising events. Although barbecue had been produced by enslaved people, and later free African Americans, for almost all of American history, the ‘barbecue men’ who became well-known (and sometimes wealthy) were white and many had fought in the Civil War.[footnoteRef:26]  Their skills were advertised as major draws for public events and fundraisers.  [26:  Ibid,.  Loc. 1897, 1902, 1906, 1918, 1978.] 

The notoriety earned by barbecue men at the end of the nineteenth century is, perhaps, a precursor to the name-recognition of American ‘celebrity’ chefs today.  One of the most famous of these barbecue men was Gustave (Gus) Jaubert from Louisville, Kentucky.  Born in New York to French parents, he enlisted in the Confederate army and helped out “whenever there was any barbecuing to be done” during his service.[footnoteRef:27]  He cooked with two well-known Kentucky barbecue men, and became known as the best in the state.  He organized barbecues for so many candidates in his state, Jauebert bragged he, “made more Democratic votes in the South than any other living man.[footnoteRef:28]”  In 1895, Jauebert was charged with organizing a barbecue for the National Encampment for the Grand Army of the Republic, a fraternal organization for Union veterans.  The event was the first held below the Mason-Dixon line, with the theme of reconciliation.  It is estimated that 150,000 veterans from both armies attended, and Jaubert fed them all – along with his crew of 350 cooks – serving beef, chicken, sheep and pork, in addition to various side dishes.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  Ibid., Loc. 1987]  [28:  Ibid., Loc. 2015]  [29:  Ibid., Loc. 2015] 

Barbecue restaurants first appeared at the turn of the century, as Americans moved increasingly into more urban centers and restaurants had more concentrated populations to sustain business.[footnoteRef:30] Elliot Moss, author of Barbecue: The History of An American Institution says that although evidence is “murky,” the first barbecue restaurant was probably opened either in Texas or North Carolina.[footnoteRef:31]  In Dallas, the best records come from reports of grease fires at several barbecue stands in 1897 and 1898.[footnoteRef:32] In 1893 in Kinston, North Carolina, an ordinance taxed barbecue stands and restricted where they could set up.[footnoteRef:33]  The increased number of barbecue-specific stands and restaurants reflects a larger growth in restaurants in cities across the South.  In Atlanta, the city directory listed forty restaurants in 1902 but jumped to 144 in 1903.[footnoteRef:34] Historian Angela Jill Cooley explains that this change represents a shift in the way that urban southerners interacted with the public table.  According to Cooley, many more restaurants probably existed, but were unlisted, meaning that they were almost exclusively intended for neighbors or people close to the proprietor, who saw these venues as extensions of ‘home.’FN here Their public listing suggests that they were now available to a larger community.[footnoteRef:35]  [30:  Ibid., Loc.. 2159]  [31:  Ibid., Location 2150]  [32:  Ibid., Location 2150]  [33:  Ibid., Location 2172]  [34:  Cooley, A. J. To Live and Dine in Dixie: The Evolution of Urban Food Culture in the Jim Crow South. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2015. Ebook. <amazon.com>. Page 17.]  [35:  Ibid., Page 17.] 

Culinary historian Robert Moss argues that early barbecue restaurants were the “single greatest influences on the regionalization of barbecue” since the product itself had to change to accommodate the requirements of being a commercial product.[footnoteRef:36] Up until this point, barbecue across the South had included a wide and unpredictable variety of roasted meats with limited regional specialization, since men prepared what was available at the time of the event.  As owners developed their menus, limiting offerings to whatever meat was broadly and consistently available in the area made good business sense. Though the barbecue restaurant started as a locally-owned stand, the idea grew quickly. The Pig Stand, which may have been the country’s first drive-in restaurant, opened in Dallas in 1921, serving pork and beef barbecue sandwiches to drivers in their cars, and expanded quickly from Florida to southern California.[footnoteRef:37]   [36:  Moss. Location 2201]  [37:  Ibid., Location 2790] 

  Between 1900 and 1970, southern food was impacted by the industrialization of American food. National standards regulated “consumer products, advertising, scientific cookery, public eating spaces, and chain restaurants.[footnoteRef:38]”  Because of the increased democratization of eating places, white southerners worried about the rising consumer power and presence of middle class blacks. Whites turned to segregation to retain control and exclude black southerners from public eating spaces. The act of segregation marked black people as inferior because of the inferior spaces which they occupied.[footnoteRef:39]  American Studies scholar Grace Elizabeth Hale argues that of the spaces which were segregated, those where food was consumed were the most important because of the “intimate” nature of “touch of the product to lips.[footnoteRef:40]”  A significant body of memoirs by white southerners reiterates the “unthinkable” nature of the idea of “eating with Negroes.[footnoteRef:41]” An important element of this fear was concern that eating in shared spaces would lead to sexual intimacy and the mixing of races. Around the same time, “despite the deep African American roots of southern foodways, many white advocates of modern eating practices attempted to redefine southern food as ‘white’ by standardizing recipes and mandating preparation instructions for even the simplest foods,” explains Angela Jill Cooley in her book The Evolution of Urban Food Culture in the Jim Crow South.[footnoteRef:42]   [38:  Cooley. Page 7.]  [39:  Ibid,.  Page 8.]  [40:  Hale, G. E.  Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South.  New York:  Pantheon, 1998. Page 187.]  [41:  Cooley.  Page 5.]  [42:  Cooeley. Page 19.] 

By World War II, barbecue was commonplace across the United States, whether it was industrially produced and available on diner menus, or at locally-owned barbecue restaurants that prided themselves on slow-cooking – cooking slowly over low fires or coals for extended periods.[footnoteRef:43]  During the mid-twentieth century, there was a resurgence of large scale barbecues organized by unions to celebrate strikes,[footnoteRef:44] churches as fundraising efforts,[footnoteRef:45] and politicians as campaign events.  Herbert O’Keefe wrote in the 1950s that “no man has been elected governor of North Carolina without eating more barbecue than was good for him.”[footnoteRef:46] [43:  Moss. Location 2828]  [44:  Ibid., Location 3071]  [45:  Ibid., Location 3100]  [46:  Ibid., Location 3142] 

Despite its long history, at the dawn of the civil rights movement, a taste for barbecue was a tradition shared by all southerners – many of the public barbecues mentioned above were attended by both blacks and whites and some of the first restaurants in the South to desegregate were barbecue joints.[footnoteRef:47] Abe’s Barbecue in Clarksdale, Mississippi is one of the oldest barbecue restaurants in America. Originally named the Bungalow Inn, and founded by Abraham Davis, a Lebanese immigrant in 1924, the restaurant has been in its current location since 1936.  Pat Davis changed the name to honor his father in 1960.  He was ten years old in 1947 when he remembers two black men entered the restaurant, resulting in an argument with several white patrons.  According to Pat, his father “went over to their table and said, ‘These are people who want to eat just like you want to eat. You don't bother them. You leave them alone.’”[footnoteRef:48]  The restaurant remained open and successful despite being decades ahead of the Civil Rights Act, which desegregated restaurants and other public spaces across America. [47:  Ibid., Location 3235]  [48:  Dash, W. (2009, September 4). Barbecue, Bible and Abe chase racism from Mississippi rib joint. Retrieved March 21, 2018, from http://www.cnn.com/2009/TRAVEL/09/04/mississippi.lebanese/index.html] 

Barbecue joints, including Brenda’s Bar-B-Que Pit in Montgomery, Alabama, became a central gathering place for black civil rights activists to plan and refuel.  Originally opened as a nightclub, Brenda’s became a center for civil rights work, partially because of the food and partially because there was a tall fence around the backyard of the restaurant that offered activists privacy and protection from white supremacists.[footnoteRef:49]  Lannie’s Bar-B-Q Spot in Selma, Alabama provided food for young civil rights activists---the Freedom Riders---, feeding whites and blacks alike.[footnoteRef:50] Deborah Hatcher, granddaughter of the founder, recounts that although white patrons visited Lannie’s regularly, she and her family were not allowed into restaurants owned by whites. One exception to this rule was Hancock’s barbecue, also in Selma, which fed both blacks and whites during the Montgomery march.[footnoteRef:51]  Martin Luther King, Jr. is known to have regularly met with members of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference at Aleck’s Barbecue Heaven in Atlanta, Georgia.[footnoteRef:52]  In 1998, photographer Jim Dow reported that “hedge fund honchos of the New South stop by to pick up order to take with them on their private jets.”[footnoteRef:53]  Today, the restaurant is closed. [49:  Johnson, M. A. An Irresistable Histroy of Alabama Barbecue:  From Wood Pit to White Sauce. Charleston:  American Palate.  2017.]  [50:  Shahin.]  [51:  Shahin.]  [52:  Shahin.]  [53:  Gorence, A. (2013, June 12). Jim Dow's Photographs of BBQ Joints Across the American South. Retrieved from https://www.featureshoot.com/2013/06/jim-dows-photographs-of-bbq-joints-across-the-american-south/] 

Before the civil rights movement, barbecue restaurants were some of the first black-owned businesses to garner significant patronage from white customers, but that patronage was often problematic. Whites could eat in black-owned barbecue venues; the reverse was not true. Black customers were not allowed to sit and eat in white-owned barbecue venues; instead, they purchased food at a side window or back door. Journalist and writer John T. Edge describes the white patronage of black-owned barbecue joints as the “culinary equivalent of a booty call…an ephemeral indulgence, entered into lightly, exited from easily.”[footnoteRef:54] Lawrence Craig, from Craig’s Barbecue in De Valls Bluff, Arkansas equates barbecue to the nineteenth century minstrelsy acts performed by African Americans – and whites, too, in ‘black-face.’FN? "Whites figured blacks were good at barbecue. Same as they figured we could sing and dance. They gave us the green light, like they did with heavy lifting, because they didn’t want to do the work."[footnoteRef:55]   [54:  Edge, J. T. "In Through the Back Door." The Oxford American. Oxford American, 21 Mar 2010. Web. 23 Oct 2017. <http://www.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/item/246-in-through-the-back-door>.]  [55:  Ibid,.] 

In addition to being spaces of early integration and community partnership, barbecue restaurants were home to some of the most intense conflicts of the civil rights movement. The day after the Civil Rights Act was signed, three black men sought service at the Pickrick, a meat-and-three-style barbecue restaurant in Atlanta. They were greeted in the parking lot by the white owner, Lester Maddox, holding a revolver, and several white patrons with axes.  An image of the confrontation appeared on the front page of the New York Times.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Cohen Ferris, M. The Edible South. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014. Print. Page 272.] 

In Alabama, the white-only Birmingham Restaurant association had long planned resistance to restaurant desegregation. They determined that Birmingham’s Ollie’s Barbecue – which did not advertise and was located a good distance from interstates, bus and train stations – could best represent the association’s interest.  The Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination only in places of public accommodation that engaged in interstate commerce. Notably, two-thirds of their employees were black, but black patrons could only order food from a take-out window.  The lawsuit went to the Supreme Court and Ollie’s ultimately was ordered to desegregate which it did peacefully.[footnoteRef:57] In a similar case in Columbia, South Carolina, L. Maurice Bessinger argued that his barbecue was “made exclusively for the taste of central South Carolinians” because “people from New York or North Carolina or Georgia have entirely different tastes for barbecue.”[footnoteRef:58]  Again, this restaurant was ordered to desegregate.  [57:  Moss.  Location 3259.]  [58:  Ibid., Location 3281.] 

The eighties and nineties brought another important change to barbecue across the United States - the shift from locally-owned farms based on pasture raising animals to internationally-owned factory operations. North Carolina is an especially stark example - in 1986, the state was seventh in the country for hog farming – in 2016 it was second behind Iowa. To accommodate the estimated 7.5 million hogs that live in North Carolina, industrial farms shifted towards concentrated animal feeding operations or CAFOs.  Hogs are raised in approximately eight square feet of space per animal and are kept in this confinement until they are slaughtered.  Slanted floors move animal waste into pits, which in turn feed into cesspools where the waste mixes with chemicals and often turns slightly pink. This toxic liquid mix is often sprayed onto nearby fields---and the largely African American-owned homes and property nearby the factory farms.[footnoteRef:59]  [59:  Fine, K., & Hellerstein, E. "Hogwashed, Part 1: Hundreds of Poor, Mostly African-American Residents of Eastern North Carolina Say Big Pork Is Making Their Lives Miserable." Indy Week [Durham] 12 Jul. 2017 Indy Week Web. <https://www.indyweek.com/indyweek/hogwashed-part-1-hundreds-of-poor-mostly-african-american-residents-of-eastern-north-carolina-say-big-pork-is-making-their-lives-miserable/Content?oid=6825525>.] 

While he was in office from 1982 to 1993, North Carolina legislator Wendell Murphy backed legislation which exempted poultry and hog farmers from adhering to environmental regulations, allowing the number of hogs in Duplin County to grew by more than 600%.  Many of these belonged to his own Murphy Family Farms. In 2000, Murphy Family Farms was purchased by Smithfield foods, making it the world’s largest pork producer.[footnoteRef:60]  In 2013, Smithfield Foods, which owns the majority of hog farms in North Carolina, was sold to a major Chinese company, taking ownership out of the state and the country. In the 1990s, many more independent farmers left the business, finding it difficult to compete with larger companies who could sell pork at a lower price. In 1982, there were 11,390 hog farms in North Carolina.[footnoteRef:61] In 2012, the 2,217 hog farms in North Carolina sold $3 billion in pork products.[footnoteRef:62] [60:  Ibid.,]  [61:  Ibid,.]  [62:  Hilburn, R. L. (2016, April 27). CoastLine: Hog Farming in NC - Farm Families and Environmental Justice. Retrieved February 28, 2018, from http://whqr.org/post/coastline-hog-farming-nc-farm-families-and-environmental-justice#stream/0] 

The consolidation of economic power was not the only concern as independent farmers sold their land to international agricultural conglomerates. The proliferation of hogs in the state has caused significant problems for those living in areas surrounding the hog farms as farm operators struggle to discard the 15.5 million tons of feces the hogs produce every year.[footnoteRef:63] In 2013, UNC Chapel Hill professor Steven Wing linked increased blood pressure, respiratory problems and nausea to North Carolinians living in proximity to hog farms.  He cited air pollutants from the CAFOs as some of the sources of these health problems. Wing’s research also found that the industrial hog industry affects African America, Hispanic and Native American state residents disproportionately, a pattern he identifies as “environmental racism.”[footnoteRef:64]  [63:  Ibid.,]  [64:  Sirota, A. F. (2012, January). THE LEGACY OF HARDSHIP: Persistent Poverty in North Carolina. Retrieved February 28, 2018, from http://www.ncjustice.org/sites/default/files/BTC%20Brief%20-%20Persistent%20Poverty_0.pdf] 

In 2015, over five hundred North Carolina residents filed 26 federal lawsuits against Murphy-Brown.  They argue the Chinese parent company must manage the hog waste to minimize the impact on the lives of surrounding residents.  The lawyers who represent the company deny the claims.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Fine & Hellerstein. Hogwashed Part 1.] 

The hog industry does not just affect those people living within a few miles. In 1999, when Hurricane Floyd hit North Carolina, cesspools flooded and CAFOs overflowed, killing thousands of chickens and hogs, and sending waste into the Neuse river and its tributaries.  The pollution caused water temperatures to rise and create algae blooms, which killed thousands of fish.  In 2017 Hurricane Matthew flooded fourteen cesspools, inflicting similar damage on waterways and groundwater.  These overflows stress clean water sources fishermen dependent upon these waterways for their livelihood.  Experts agree that these problems will only be exacerbated as climate change increases the severity and frequency of storms in North Carolina.[footnoteRef:66] [66:  Fine, K., & Hellerstein, E. (2017, July 12). Hogwashed, Part 2: Environmental Advocates Say Hog Facilities' Antiquated Waste-Disposal Systems Are Threatening the State's Waterways. Retrieved March, 2018, from https://www.indyweek.com/indyweek/hogwashed-part-2-environmental-advocates-say-hog-facilities-antiquated-waste-disposal-systems-are-threatening-the-states-waterways/Content?oid=6943627&showFullText=true] 

Eastern North Carolina, where these hog farms are concentrated, is also home to some of the worst rates of persistent poverty in the United States, where counties have “little diversification of employment, fewer teachers with advanced degrees, more housing stress due to lack of affordable housing stock and substandard conditions, and are underserved by health care providers.”[footnoteRef:67]  The measure of persistent poverty is acknowledged by the federal government to identify areas with a high percentage of people living in poverty over a long period of time – it is currently defined as an area where “at least 20 percent of the people in the county lived in poverty from 1970 to 2000.”[footnoteRef:68]  [67:  Sirota.]  [68:  Ibid.,] 

One characteristic of persistently poor counties is high concentration of employment in a single sector.  In the case of Eastern North Carolina, counties are dependent on manufacturing, farming and government jobs.  The largest manufacturing employer in eastern North Carolina is the Smithfield meat processing plant – the largest meat processing plant in the world.[footnoteRef:69]   [69:  Farm Journal’s Pork (2017, August 22). Smithfield Foods to Expand Its Tar Heel, NC, Plant. Retrieved February 28, 2018, from https://www.porkbusiness.com/article/smithfield-foods-expand-its-tar-heel-nc-plant] 

Housing stress is another characteristic, which identifies that substandard housing contributes to persistent poverty, as does lack of health care.  Eastern North Carolina is part of the Black belt, which stretches south to Louisiana and contains “economically distressed communities” whose challenges “can be traced back to the economic oppression of slavery and the economic exclusion of segregation and discrimination.”[footnoteRef:70]  These communities have also been impacted by changes in the economy – declining pay and employment base in North Carolina’s manufacturing businesses and increasing numbers of service-sector jobs, which rarely pay above minimum wage.[footnoteRef:71]  Research also shows that within the Black Belt, African-American workers only earn eighty-two percent of the typical wages of African Americans elsewhere in the South.[footnoteRef:72] [70:  Sirota.]  [71:  Ibid.,]  [72:  Ibid.,] 

The consolidation of independent farms and the growth in industrial hog farming is just one example of an economic change in Eastern North Carolina that has contributed to this cycle of persistent poverty.  In addition to the direct health impacts that Wing’s research showed hog farms have on nearby residents, the experience of living in substandard housing has been linked in and of itself to “poor health outcomes, more frequent moves by households, and less consistency in the neighborhood environments and institutions, like schools, that support children’s healthy development.”[footnoteRef:73]   [73:  Ibid.,] 

Author Wendell Berry tells us that “eating is an agricultural act.”[footnoteRef:74] We cannot politely extricate ourselves from the systemic racism that has impacted the African American lives who have brought the barbecue we eat to our tables. If barbecue is indeed “the soul of North Carolina”[footnoteRef:75] then changes in the hog industry in North Carolina over the last fifty years must be taken into account in an effort to preserve restaurants that serve and respect a wide breadth of the state’s population.  If barbecue is to be regarded as a food that unites people, then the politics of how the meat is sourced and how its production dramatically impacts peoples’ lives must be considered when we examine the plate before us.. [74:  Edge. Page 2.]  [75:  Shahin.] 

I include this history to argue that barbecue has been entrenched in America’s greatest conflicts.  It has evolved out of moments of collision between white colonists and native populations in the Caribbean and along the eastern coast of the United States, between enslaved people and their descendants. John T. Edge writes, “What southerners have in common…is a definite shared palate, honed over four centuries of cooking out of the same larder, if not always eating at the same table.”[footnoteRef:76]  Barbecue is an important food in that shared palate, especially because it is fundamentally intertwined with contested racial power. By acknowledging the complex history of barbecue, we affirm the diverse narratives of the people who have shaped the South, in the hopes of healing, and creating a more equitable future for all. [76:  Edge, J. T. The Potlikker Papers: A Food History of the Modern South. New York: Penguin Press, 2017. Print. Page 307.] 









DEFINING BARBECUE

In 2016, a Bon Appetit magazine article stated that barbecue ‘joints’ had changed in the recent past, and included thirteen recommended venues to visit.  The article also proclaimed, “Yankees Make Some of The Best.”[footnoteRef:77] The Yankee referred to is Billy Durney, a native of Queens who opened Hometown Bar-B-Que in 2013. His menu offers Jamaican jerk baby back ribs, Vietnamese hot wings and thick slab pastrami bacon, among other items – certainly not the traditional repertoire of southern barbecue.  Daniel Vaughn, editor of Texas Monthly Magazine, told the New York Times in 2014 that the brisket he ate in New York was better than much he had eaten in Texas.[footnoteRef:78]  Some southerners have pushed back, arguing that it cannot be great barbecue if it is cooked outside the South.[footnoteRef:79] [77:  "BBQ Joints to Visit in 2016 - Bon Appétit | Bon Appetit." Bon Appétit Magazine: Recipes, Cooking, Entertaining, Restaurants | Bon Appetit. Conde Nast, 24 May 2016. Web. 16 Nov 2017. <http://www.bonappetit.com/restaurants-travel/article/new-american-bbq>.]  [78:  Moskin, J. (2014, August 19). Brisket Is Worth the Wait. Retrieved January 24, 2018, from https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/20/dining/brisket-is-worth-the-wait.html?_r=1]  [79:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed.] 

Most definitions of barbecue limit their scope to discussing how and where the food is cooked. In 2015 Dan Levine and John Shelton Reed founded “The Campaign for Real Barbecue.” According to their website, the campaign exists for three reasons. 
“1. to celebrate and to promote barbecue’s wood-cooking heritage,  
2. to identify and to honor those who stay true to the traditions of their place and provide the benchmark for Real Barbecue, and
3. to educate eaters about the barbecue tradition and the difference between Real Barbecue” and faux ‘cue.”[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Campaign for Real Barbecue. (n.d.). Retrieved January 29, 2018, from http://www.truecue.org/] 


The main focus of the campaign is how the meat is cooked.  The organization hands out its “True ‘Cue” certifications only to barbecue restaurants that “cook the style of barbecue traditional to their area and rely solely on wood for heat.”[footnoteRef:81] Since its founding, the organization has expanded to include Kentucky and South Carolina.  It asks its members to sign a pledge which includes promises to “proclaim the difference between Real Barbecue and faux ‘cue,” “not eat meat cooked only with gas or electricity and mislabeled ‘barbecue,’ except when courtesy requires it” and to “remember and remind others that the making of Real Barbecue requires taste, tradition, and a sense of place.” The pledge also encourages its signers to “seek out and celebrate those old-school pitmasters who cook solely with wood or wood coals” and encourages them to, if “compelled by circumstance” to eat at a restaurant that does not use wood or wood coals to “politely call attention to the lack of holy smoke.”[footnoteRef:82]  [81:  Ibid,.]  [82:  Campaign for Real Barbecue.] 

This pledge demonstrates the intensity of southern barbecue aficionados to honor barbecue restaurants and pitmasters, but, as places like Hometown Barbecue in Brooklyn demonstrate, the food and the region where it is cooked are changing quickly.  The people who cook it are changing as well, both in and outside the South. Even Chip Stamey, owner of Stamey’s Barbecue and one of the most respected “True ‘Cue” pitmasters in North Carolina, has hired Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian employees to work in the kitchen and, presumably, operate the pit.[footnoteRef:83] Chip Stamey is the third generation of his family to own the restaurant, but in the event that there is not another generation to take over, will Stamey’s count as true barbecue?  [83:  Trillin.] 

The campaign’s intention to preserve and protect “traditions of place” refers specifically to the two geographically-specific types of barbecue common in North Carolina. Pork shoulder, chopped or sliced with a tomato and vinegar sauce, is known as Lexington-style barbecue and is served, generally, in areas west of the Triangle.  Eastern-style barbecue, served on the other side of the Triangle, is usually made from the whole hog and involves a vinegar-based sauce – absolutely no tomato allowed. The weight the campaign places on location excludes all barbecue being cooked in, for example, New York, just by virtue of its location. The word “authenticity” is conspicuously absent from the True ‘Cue website, but the implication is that pitmasters who were born and raised in a specific place, and who cook barbecue in the way that their forebears did, are crucial in the hierarchy of barbecue.  
Models exist for regulating what does and does not count in a regional cuisine, but they are imperfect.  France and Italy have detailed policies for regulating the production, distribution and sale of regional products like champagne and Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese.  The Appelation D’Origine Controlee (AOC) in France, was created at the end of the nineteenth century after the region’s champagne’s grape vines were destroyed by phylloxera.  The winegrowers and champagne houses of the region created the Association Viticole Champenoise (Wine-growing Association of Champagne) in 1898.  In 1927, a law defining the zone of champagne production was passed.  The law also defined quality rules around the types of grape that could be used, as well as, later, yield, alcohol content and other production standards.[footnoteRef:84]  Though they have served to retain a high quality of wine, these regulations keep the price of champagne high, since only producers physically in the region may legally label their wine champagne.   [84:  Recognition of the Champagne Appellation. (n.d.). Retrieved March 19, 2018, from https://www.champagne.fr/en/terroir-appellation/appellation/recognition-of-the-champagne-appellation] 

In Italy, DOP regulations refer to Denominazione di Origine Protetta (Protected Designation of Origin) which regulates the production of products like prosciutto, balsamic vinegar and olive oil.  Parmigiano Reggiano, for example, can only be produced in specific areas of Emilia-Romagna, under strict regulations by the Consorzio del Formaggio Parmigiano-Reggiano.  Details in the regulatory language include the breed of cow, what the animals can be fed, the shape and texture of the cheese and much more.  While the guidelines do guarantee a certain quality of cheese for the consumer, the certification process is expensive for cheesemakers, which means there are fewer and fewer independent cheesemakers, as well as less distinction between the products created by different artisans.  In a New York Times article about Parmigiano-Reggiano, Italian food authority Lynne Rosetto Kasper, wrote, “there was lousy cheese, middle-road cheese, high-good cheese and extraordinary cheese. In the 70's, it was not unusual to taste something pretty special, and it was easy to find. The consorzio got rid of the stuff at the bottom and discouraged the extraordinary stuff, concentrating on the high good. They saw a market that couldn't tell the difference between high good and extraordinary. I think the quality has definitely gone down, and I think it was stupid, because it commands a premium price and there are so many alternative cheeses for people to buy today.”[footnoteRef:85]  [85:  Burros, M. (2000, July 26). To Every Parmigiano, a Season. The New York Times. Retrieved March 19, 2018, from http://www.nytimes.com/2000/07/26/dining/to-every-parmigiano-a-season.html] 

Regulation of heritage culinary products both protect and limit them.  Attempting to apply similar regulations to regional barbecue styles in America is risky. Although these regulations have made it easier for consumers to find  high quality products, they have also limited the creativity and evolution of producers. It seems hopelessly arrogant to assume that after just 100 years of consuming barbecue in its current form, it has reached its peak expression. “The Campaign for True ‘Cue”, while not nearly as large or powerful as the governing bodies for products like champagne and parmigiano, similarly sought to create a regulatory structure ensuring barbecue enthusiasts could locate the best product. The drawbacks is the same for barbecue as it is for these European products – higher prices, increased impediments for new producers, and limitations on creativity.
To grapple with the role of place in the cooking and eating of barbecue, I spent a week in New York City and three weeks in Berlin, Germany during the summer of 2016.  I visited these places because both have begun to develop their own barbecue culture but are far outside the much-debated boundaries of the American South.  I had questions about these places.  I sensed that people in Manhattan saw barbecue somewhat like a Confederate flag – a symbol of the South that they had little interest in understanding deeply. If white southerners made “culinary booty calls” every time they patronized black-owned barbecue restaurants, were non-southern Americans engaging in a similar type of culinary tourism and appropriation when they ate barbecue outside the region? In a city like Manhattan, where Chinese dumplings and Thai noodles are just as common as hamburgers and pizza, I wanted to know who claimed barbecue.  Did Americans from across  the country claim barbecue as their food, too, or were displaced southerners the only people who connected to this iconic food?









CHAPTER TWO:  THE SUMMER OF MEAT SWEATS

NEW YORK CITY
The day after I arrived in Manhattan, I attended The Big Apple Barbecue Block Party, an event started in 2002 by Danny Meyer, the New York City restauranteur responsible for the enormously successful Union Square Hospitality Group.  Earlier that year, he had opened Blue Smoke, a southern-style, barbecue-focused restaurant with its main outpost located just a few steps from the skyscrapers of the financial district in downtown Manhattan.  When it became clear that, despite great interest, people knew very little about the different traditions of barbecue across the South, Meyer and his Blue Smoke chef Kenny Callaghan created the Block Party, which brings pitmasters from all over the country to New York City. According to Callaghan, the first year brought 5,000 people to one street off of Madison Square Park to sample several styles of barbecue.[footnoteRef:86] [86:  Wagstaff, K. (2011, July 28). Blue Smoke's Kenny Callaghan Discusses the New Blue Smoke Location and the Secret to Great Wings. Retrieved January 29, 2018, from https://www.villagevoice.com/2011/07/28/blue-smokes-kenny-callaghan-discusses-the-new-blue-smoke-location-and-the-secret-to-great-wings/] 

In 2016, The Big Apple Block Party surrounded Madison Square Park on all sides. Pitmasters came from across the United States, including fourteen pitmasters from North Carolina alone, and more from Texas, Tennessee, Alabama, and Illinois. As I ascended from the subway stop a few blocks west of the event, I could smell the meat cooking.  As I drew closer, I was struck by the sight of smoke billowing around the famous Flatiron building.  The streets around the park were closed, lined on all sides by trucks and iron smokers and teams of people from some of the nation’s best barbecue restaurants serving food to hungry New Yorkers. I immediately thought of the “Campaign for True ‘Cue.”  Skylight Inn in Ayden, North Carolina holds the True ‘Cue certification, and I saw its owner, Sam Jones, overseeing the operation of a smoker on the northeastern corner of the park.  Because it was being cooked, served and eaten in Manhattan and not North Carolina, the pork barbecue I was soon eating did not fall under the certification of the campaign – but how different could it really be? Judging barbecue on where it was made quickly began to seem like a poor criteria.
Inside the park, makeshift bars were set up by sponsors Brooklyn Brewery, Knob Creek bourbon, Tito’s Handmade Vodka and Don Julio tequila.  They were surrounded by hay bales, rocking chairs, and tables covered with checkered tablecloths, in what was certainly a kitschy attempt to make the urban surroundings feel more ‘country’. The Block Party is a testament to the interest that New Yorkers have in barbecue – the event has drawn up to 100,000 people most years over its fourteen-year run.  
In 2003, just after Blue Smoke opened, Meyer discussed the challenges that faced Blue Smoke. Its goal was not to “gussy up” barbecue, but to serve it authentically in the styles of Texas, North Carolina and St. Louis.  He knew that by including these regional labels, southern guests would likely compare the barbecue they ate in the restaurant to what they grew up eating.[footnoteRef:87]  Callaghan left Blue Smoke in 2013 after running the restaurant for twelve years, and his position was filled by Jean-Paul Bourgeois, a Louisiana native with international cooking experience. In a restaurant review from January 2015, almost a year after Bourgeois took over the kitchen at Blue Smoke, Pete Wells wrote that Bourgeois tried to “extract himself” from direct comparison to each region’s best barbecue by removing “regional aspirations” from the menu.[footnoteRef:88] When I met Bourgeois, he was emptying an enormous trough of bright-red crawfish into a pot of potatoes and seasoning for a Louisiana-style crawfish boil served to clients in the Union Square Hospitality Group’s VIP area. He told me about his vision of Blue Smoke. [87:  Faris, D., & Meyer, D. (2003, January 16). BBQ to Yanks. Retrieved January 29, 2018, from https://forums.egullet.org/topic/15465-bbq-to-yanks/]  [88:  Wells, P. (2015, January 27). Restaurant Review: Blue Smoke and North End Grill. Retrieved January 29, 2018, from https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/28/dining/restaurant-review-blue-smoke-and-north-end-grill.html] 

“At Blue Smoke, this is how we operate.  If you’re a southerner and you feel misplaced by being in New York City, we want you to come to Blue Smoke and feel right at home.  That southerner may be from Durham, that southerner may be from Nashville, that southerner may be from New Orleans.  As long as you cook with soul, as long as you put your best possible product and you know it’s tasty – which we do – it doesn’t matter where that person is from.  They’re going to feel at home… [But] there’s a lot of folks who’ve never been to the South that live in New York.  I’ll take it a step further – we get a huge number of international tourists at our Battery Park location.  Those are people who have never been to America before, let alone the South. And they see Blue Smoke as the American food. So, we feel like we need to represent that at the highest level, for all those people who will never travel to the South.”

His focus on global tourists speaks to the growth in barbecue restaurants that New York City has seen since Blue Smoke opened.  Displaced southerners now have much more choice in selecting barbecue to transport them home, but because of Blue Smoke’s several Manhattan locations and Danny Meyer’s fame, international tourists may be an increasingly important part of Blue Smoke’s clientele. 
I did not expect to like Bourgeois. I believed he was appropriating southern cuisine and ignoring the intricacies of its history. Instead, I was impressed by the way he compared southern food to Italian food.  
“People love Italian food.  But now they don’t even love Italian food, they love Roman food.  Meaning that they’re becoming more regionally hyper-specific to Italian food.  And I think people always loved southern food and knew about southern food, but now people are starting to acknowledge the regions of the South more.  They’re acknowledging the low-country from southern North Carolina down to Charleston.  They’re acknowledging the Virginia rolling mountains and hills. They’re acknowledging the lowlands of Cajun country.  And the West Tennessee whole hog.  And they’re drawing very specific differences in southern food now with all those regions.  And I think the food has a history and people love to know that history.”

Bourgeois explained that cooking southern food in New York is similar to introducing his clients to the unfamiliar cuisine of a far-away country. In a city with far more Asian and Indian restaurants than venues focused on the American South, he is often frustrated by the responsibility to educate his diners about what they’re eating. But, he says “in a lot of ways it is exciting to be a spokesperson and to talk about the ingredients and why we do it this way.”
 “It’s not only about low and slow – it’s about remembering. It’s about roots,” Andrew Sherman, chef de cuisine at Blue Smoke, told me.  Instead of describing Blue Smoke as soul food, Bourgeois prefers to say “food that stirs the soul – anything that makes you feel like you’re back at something where you haven’t been in a while.” In other words, food as memory. Bourgeois is aware of the limitations of Blue Smoke. He realizes he cannot convince every southerner that Blue Smoke’s barbecue is authentic, but he can create an emotional experience for those who eat his food.
Before I spoke to Bourgeois, I accepted the significance of barbecue described in scholarly works on this food’s history. Bourgeois, the first chef I had interviewed, was considerably more focused on less-measurable ideas, like the way that barbecue stirs up our memories, and its ability to help people understand the American South as a region.  And while Bourgeois did not talk about the racial politics of barbecue, he argues there is more to discuss than regional styles and cooking methods.  
Bourgeois quickly told me that Blue Smoke uses hardwood to prepare their barbecue, yet this restaurant would never pass the test of many barbecue aficionados.  A commonly repeated theme of those seeking out great barbecue is that the restaurant should be unassuming, even grundgy. “Basically, you’re looking for a place where the focus is on the food, not the setting.”[footnoteRef:89] When I visited the Battery Park outpost of Blue Smoke, I was worried that I was underdressed in my jeans and t-shirt.  In the middle of the afternoon, the restaurant was quiet, but a few people sat at the polished wood bar nursing cocktails and beers.  Firewood was stacked neatly around the restaurant.  It began to make sense why Danny Meyer, a restauranteur famous for his exceptional service in his venues, would choose to open a barbecue restaurant.  The bartender I spoke to was exceptionally warm, especially for New York City standards, which created a sense of community among the few customers sitting at the bar.  I spoke for a long time to an elderly black man, a driver who was killing time while his employer was in a meeting.  He was from New York, but said he always came to Blue Smoke when he was in the area because it reminded him of the restaurants he had grown up visiting, where customers were friendly and everyone seemed to know each other.   [89:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed. Page 74.] 

Danny Meyer is one of the best-known restauranteurs in the United States.  He founded Eleven Madison Park, which has now been named the best restaurant in the world by the World’s 50 Best Restaurants, a list compiled by a “panel of more than 1,000 culinary experts.”[footnoteRef:90]  Though Meyer no longer owns Eleven Madison Park, it is significant that a restauranteur associated with this caliber of restaurant opened a barbecue restaurant.  Because of his track record – in his twenty-six years in the restaurant industry, Meyer has opened more than twenty-five restaurants and only closed one – his actions are important. His decision to open Blue Smoke meant he believed there was a powerful market in barbecue, suggesting that it is more than just a short-lived trend in restaurant platforms. [90:  About The World's 50 Best Restaurants. (n.d.). Retrieved March, 2018, from https://www.theworlds50best.com/about] 

The prices at Blue Smoke are high, as typical of New York City. Many people in the city could certainly not afford to eat there. But the high prices and upscale restaurant design also signify that barbecue is an valued, historic cuisine, not just a working-class American food. Bourgeois’ point about being a spokesperson is true; he has a unique opportunity to encourage a new restaurant demographic to care about barbecue. Blue Smoke’s setting suggests that barbecue is worthy of customers’ time, palate, and dollars. 
A few days later, I took the subway to Brooklyn to visit Arrogant Swine, a restaurant that serves North Carolina-style barbecue.  The menu at Arrogant swine features Eastern and Western North Carolina-style pork, including brief explanations. Tyson Ho, the owner and pitmaster, also serves pork belly with tamarind dip, spare ribs in a “South Carolina mustard glaze,” as well as sides including a sweet potato waffle, macaroni and cheese, and collard greens.  The most interesting item on the menu is the “Greensboro Pitmaster” chicken wings, accompanied by the following note, “Smoked over oak & glazed with a Vietnamese caramel sauce. In Central North Carolina, many of the pitmasters are from the Highlands of Vietnam.”[footnoteRef:91]  Though he features some of his own innovations, Ho’s menu is one of the only ones in the city to focus on the traditional style of a specific region’s barbecue.  The restaurant opened in 2014 after Ho visited North Carolina.  Guided by African American pitmaster Ed Mitchell, Ho visited several of North Carolina’s best-known barbecue restaurants and fell in love with the style.[footnoteRef:92]  He describes himself as a “conduit of a longer tradition” and labels himself as American, explicitly not Chinese-American, despite his parentage.[footnoteRef:93]  [91:  Arrogant Swine. (n.d.). Retrieved January 29, 2018, from http://arrogantswine.com]  [92:  Gentile, D. (2017, August 07). Meet the Whole-Hog Master Who Brought North Carolina Barbecue to NYC. Retrieved January 29, 2018, from https://www.thrillist.com/eat/new-york/tyson-ho-brings-north-carolina-bbq-to-nyc]  [93:  Wortham, J. and Morris, W.  “Still Processing.” Who Has the Right to Make Barbecue?  The New York Times [New York] 6 Jul. 2017The New York Times Web. <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/06/podcasts/who-has-the-right-to-make-barbecue.html>.] 

I order Eastern style barbecue, a local beer, and Arrogant Swine’s signature macaroni and cheese, which is pressed in a waffle iron.  The barbecue reminds me of home and I wonder again about the certification of the True ‘Cue campaign. In an article about the campaign by cultural critic, journalist, and barbecue enthusiast Calvin Trillin, Shelton-Reed says the campaign is deeply tied to nostalgia.  Trillin writes that Shelton-Reed fears that the barbecue joints he loves so much will be replaced by “soulless outposts of some franchise operation he calls the International House of Barbecue, which uses ‘barbecue’ to mean meat with bottled barbecue sauce on it—your choice of meat, your choice of sauce.”FN Shelton-Reed’s vision of a traditional barbecue restaurant is “a place in the South where people from all walks of life and all races, from the sheriffs’ deputies to the construction workers to the town bankers, gather to eat the local specialty at a price just about anybody can afford.[footnoteRef:94]”    [94:  Trillin.] 

At Arrogant Swine, I could not help but think that Shelton-Reed’s desire to protect his beloved barbecue restaurants led him to create too high a wall – he is denying himself and others delicious, evolving expressions of southern barbecue.  Ho is trained by a well-known pitmaster, and cooks the meat in that tradition, albeit in graffiti-covered warehouse 500 miles north of its origin. His menu including detail written descriptions of regional barbecue specialties and their histories help diners appreciate more than the food, but also the place it comes from and the people responsible for this culinary tradition.  In many ways, Ho is representative of a generation of children of immigrants in North Carolina and across the nation deeply connected with the American experience who have demanded a place—and a voice--- within its changing culinary cultures.




















BERLIN
Next, I boarded a plane to Berlin, Germany, which might seem like an unlikely place to learn about the American South and its food.  Remember, however, the influx of German immigrants to North Carolina in the eighteenth century.  Many of the people whom historians have identified as the pioneers of Piedmont-style barbecue in North Carolina have German roots, as the Reeds describe in Holy Smoke.
“John Blackwelder’s family had been in Mecklenburg, Cabarrus, and Rowan counties since soon after Gottlieb Schwartzwalder came from Germany to British North America before the Revolution. George Ridenhour’s people came to Salisbury in 1779 from Pennsylvania where the Reitnaurs first settled after coming from German-speaking Alsace in 1719.  Jess Swicegood’s family came to American from Germany in 1724 and also passed through Pennsylvania before settling in Davidson County in 1775 and Americanizing their name from Schweissgouth.  The North Carolina Stameys, Warner included, are all descended from a Peter Stemme who came from Germany in 1734 and made his way down the valley of Virginia to what is now Lincoln County in 1767.”[footnoteRef:95] [95:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed. Page 74.] 


	In addition to the connection through specific immigrant stories, we know that pork was the meat of the poorest classes in Germany, many of whom immigrated to the United States.  Vinegar and smoke are familiar flavors to Germans, who typically salt or brine their pork. Today, Germans continue to have a fondness for smoked pork, which they often top with vinegar-based sauces. The ‘schaufele’ or smoked shoulder is a short jump to North Carolina barbecuing traditions.[footnoteRef:96] Texas barbecue has similar connections.  Some historians say that brisket as we know it today comes from German and Czech settlers smoking brisket and cooking sauces based on their own palates.[footnoteRef:97] Several of Texas’ barbecue most famous institutions began as German or Czech meat markets, including House Park Bar-B-Que in Austin and Kreuz Market in Lockhart, Texas.[footnoteRef:98] These connections suggest why Germans, especially Berliners, have taken to American-style barbecue recently.  I stayed in the Kreuzberg neighborhood in Berlin, whose significance was not lost on me as I read about Kreuz Market in my tiny Berlin apartment. [96:  Ibid., Page 34.]  [97:  Engelhardt.  Introduction.]  [98:  Ibid., Introduction
] 

The first restaurant I visited in Berlin was The Pit, a small restaurant focused on Texas-style brisket, which had just opened when I visited.  Today, they have two locations, about four blocks apart in one of more affluent neighborhoods of Berlin. The owner, Adam Ramirez, is a Texas-native who moved to Berlin for a job in information technology services.  Of the restaurants I visited, The Pit is the most technically authentic. Ramirez smokes his meat over hardwood once a week at a smokehouse outside the city where he built a custom smoker from gas tanks. He primarily sells brisket, with sides of cornbread and coleslaw, and a few other smoked items. 
Of the outside-the-South pitmasters I spoke to, Ramirez is the one most purposefully recreating the regional barbecue specialty he has chosen – in this case, Texas. This pitmaster also has the biggest challenge translating his food to his chosen market.  Ramirez told me repeatedly that his diners do not understand what he is doing in the restaurant. Barbecue – although not barbecue “like you and I know it” as Ramirez pointed out – has become quite popular on the menus of trendy Berlin restaurants. Instead of capitalizing on this familiarity as an entry point to his food, Ramirez is frustrated by what he calls “German hillbillies” who want barbecue but are little concerned if it is prepared the “right” way. Because he is the only American who runs a barbecue restaurant in Berlin (and perhaps in all of Germany), barbecue lovers travel significant distances to visit his restaurant. Many of those travelers are eager to share with him their own forays into their versions of home-prepared barbecue. 
I was excited that Germans who are interested in southern barbecue are discussing it in online forums and chat rooms that Ramirez described. It brought to mind Americans pouring over Julia Child’s The Art of French Cooking in the 1960s – the elevation of a cuisine leads to the elevation of a country as a whole. Given how Ramirez started out – smoking brisket to serve to the baseball team he coached – I assumed he would share this sentiment.  But when Ramirez described these customers, he rolled his eyes. “I just keep thinking ‘they don't have something better to do?’  If that's what they like, I don't care. Come on over, then.  If it’s what you're into, then enjoy it… But if you're going to enjoy it, then I would like you to enjoy it the way I enjoyed it and how everyone else still enjoys it in Texas, and not the way you think you've interpreted it and then brought it back.” Ramirez’ perspective on his particular barbecue was the most extreme I encountered in my research.  Though the “Campaign for True ‘Cue” honors a specific type of barbecue, it does not assert that other restaurants or techniques should not exist or that individual hobbyists are damaging the tradition by experimenting in their backyards. 
The Pit is focused on preserving one specific element of the barbecue eating experience Ramirez had growing up – the mechanics of its preparation.  He imports briskets from the United States and serves only bourbon, beer and soda that he has purchased from American companies.  Unlike Bourgeois, for example, he never mentioned how he wants people to feel when they eat at his restaurant, even when I asked him about it directly.  In some ways, Ramirez’s perspective is the exact opposite of that of Bourgeois. Rather than trying to educate people about southern food by welcoming them in, he communicates this was his food, not theirs.
“You know what the best group is? The best group are the Americans, because they appreciate it.  [The Germans} don't really appreciate it, not really.  They're interested in it because they see it as an American is doing it, he must know what he's doing, so they have this resource they can ask questions to, so they respect me in a way. But for the Americans, it’s like, we know what it is for you guys to do this, and we know what it meant to make this food, and it tastes great and that's really good but we're so happy that it’s done the right way.  When people are smiling and they're eating the food but they don't appreciate it, it's like, ok thanks for your money I'm happy you're happy and I'm happy you're coming back. That is good for us, but if you really, like, understand what we had to go through to put this meat on your table, and communicate that you understand that, that is the biggest compliment.”

Clearly, it is important to Ramirez to serve the food he remembers from his childhood in Texas. He spent several years catering public and private events before he raised the money to open the restaurant, and he told me repeatedly that he was not in the business for the money. But if he also is not in the business because he likes sharing his culture with Germans, what is it about? I have also never before or since heard a pitmaster or chef dismiss people’s praise by arguing they don’t understand the hard work behind the food.
Ramirez argues that most pork shoulder in Germany is cooked in a pot, topped with barbecue sauce, and then served on a bun. He points out that this is categorically not barbecue, and I agreed. But as we continued to talk, it became clear to me that he decided to open The Pit not out of love or interest in the subject, but out of frustration with what passed as barbecue in Germany.  I thought back to my experience in high school, eating a preparation that was not entirely different from the product being served at trendy restaurants in Berlin, and I felt some sympathy for Ramirez.  But I had a similarly frustrating experience eating his food.
The meat, which had been smoked three days earlier during his weekly barbecuing session, had dried out significantly since it had been cooked.  The menu was both exorbitantly expensive and had limited choices.  Ramirez pushes his diners to order in a decidedly American style, rather than letting them decide how they wanted to experience the food.  It felt forced and did not give me the experience of a meat market in Texas or a road-side barbecue stand in North Carolina. Though Ramirez is technically honoring the traditions of his place, promoting wood-cooking and, ostensibly, educating customers about the barbecue traditions of Texas, he has failed to preserve barbecue restaurants as community spaces, where everyone is welcome and and the food is affordable.
I understand my ability to navigate barbecue restaurants to be a cultural marker, a way that I know where I do and do not belong – in Berlin, I showed my foreignness not just with my American accent, but also as I fumbled through the process of ordering a doner kabab from the stand on the corner near my apartment.  The patient owner, who explained the options to me in the bits of English he knew and instructed me that I was supposed to pay after I received my food, invited me into a corner of his culture and allowed me to feel more at ease in the coming weeks that I spent there.  The ability to acquire a local food without anxiety is something that we take for granted at home but notice clearly when we are away. The general willingness of locals to help newcomers navigate unfamiliar foodways communicates a great deal about the culture at large. These cultural encounters reveal hierarchy and control in very real and meaningful ways.  Ramirez’s refusal to accommodate Germans by presenting his menu in English in an unfamiliar format with no explanation, and by showing nothing but disdain for Germans’ interest in barbecue – told his diners that they did not belong. When I ate the barbecue in my high school cafeteria, I was embarrassed that the other students might think we ate this in the South.  When I ate at the Pit, I was embarrassed that the Germans might think we behaved this way in the South.
  When Ramirez told me that his was the only person in Berlin using a smoker fueled by wood, I thought he must be the only Berliner making real barbecue.  I soon learned from Ramirez that Ana Lai and Tobias Bürger are credited with bringing the barbecue craze to Berlin.  I wanted to talk to them, though based on Ramirez’s description of stewed pork, I almost wrote them off.
Anna Lai, an Italian woman from Sardinia, was one of the foreigners that Bourgeois had referred to in New York. Though she has never visited the American South, she discovered barbecue and its role as a great American food when she was studying journalism at Columbia and feeling homesick for the traditional Sardinian food she grew up with.
“It was really traumatic to see the way people ate [in New York]. It got me a little bit depressed and I was super concerned.  I thought ‘Oh my god, this is crazy.  How do people live like this?’  And then a Canadian friend was visiting me and he said ’Oh come on. It's not that bad. You should really try barbecue. It is the great American food.’  I was like ‘What do you mean barbecue? Like grilling?’ And he said ‘No. Barbecue barbecue.’  I didn't know about barbecue…but, for me it was this revelation [when I learned about it] because I had no idea about this sort of culture.  I thought ‘Ok, this is the American slow food because it’s not the prime cuts and it takes ages to make.’  It’s all about knowledge and passing on the knowledge. It's cultural [because] it is a ritual.  It's got it all.  It [was] all these things that I recognized as mine from home, belonging to my culture.” 

Tobi Bürger, a German and Lai’s boyfriend at the time, also became fascinated with the food, which led to them eventually open Big Stuff Smoked Barbecue in the Markthalle Neun. Their location is important – the market originally opened in 1891 and was part of a network of fourteen markets throughout the city. The name translates to mean Market Hall Nine.  In 2011, the market was about to be purchased from the city by a large grocery store chain, until the neighborhood stepped in and protested.  They convinced the city to set a fixed price and allowed developers to submit ideas for the space.  A public food market was the winning project, preserving the community space and creating a business opportunity.  Now, several permanent vendors, like Big Stuff, serve lunch and dinner in a casual environment, six to seven days a week. Markthalle Neun is best known for Street Food Thursdays, during which tourists and residents across Berlin come to eat international food and drink served from the permanent stalls and from ‘pop up’ booths producers set up each week.
The setup at Big Stuff does not adhere to the standard ‘rules’ of barbecue. They use an electric smoker and cook cuts of meat like pork belly and beef short ribs.  In our interviews, both Lai and Bürger acknowledge their food stands outside the traditional definition of barbecue. 
“I'm a journalist and the more I read about barbecue, the more there were all these stories about how it came to be and so of course I took the narrative that suited me best.  One of the theories is that the Germans brought barbecue to Texas through meat markets so for me it was like basically just bringing it home.  Of course, the way Germans smoked meat and the way Americans smoke meat is completely different. And so, we thought…we're just going to take it back and make it our own. Our food is not very traditional at all.  But it’s ok, because we don't claim to be super authentic.”

Ana and Tobi did not make the decision to use an electric smoker lightly. When they opened Big Stuff, they debated at length about whether they should train under a well-known pitmaster back in the United States. Ultimately, they decided that it was more important to be centrally located, which meant they could not have a wood smoker. Since the rent in the market is affordable, Big Stuff can also keep their prices relatively low. The location of the market within the city is also significant – it is surrounded by both trendy neighborhoods and deeply German ones, allowing Big Stuff to serve a wide variety of clientele.
 “I would guess that at least 30 percent of our customers would have never entered a restaurant that the two of us would run in the style that we built our stand,” Bürger said. The stand is, for lack of a better word, hipster.  Menus are written on a chalkboard and string lights provide another hallmark of millennial coolness.
“If it were a door on the street, those people wouldn’t enter. Like the 65-year-old woman who has lived on this street her whole life and she comes over here, like, once a month.  She says ‘Yeah, it’s not cheap but it’s amazing, so I come here only once a month but I love it.’  And she lives next door to the twenty-one-year-old ex-pat from London and they stand next to each other in line and eat their barbecue together. This is the beauty of it.”
In Southern Food, John Egerton described the ideal barbecue restaurant, saying that outside the building there will be “seven late-model sedans, a tractor-trailer rig, two police cars, two import compacts, two motorcycles, a bread truck, six pickup trucks and three cars with government license plates.”[footnoteRef:99]  In other words, an excellent barbecue restaurant attracts all kinds of people.  This is one important way in which Ana and Tobi have successfully recreated one of the most important hallmarks of a modern American barbecue restaurant. Their operation reminded me of the barbecues of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, where the occasions were celebratory rather than every day consumption, and the meat and sides were based on what was available from farmers in the area. Part of Big Stuff’s focus on using locally and regionally available ingredients comes from Ana’s upbringing in Sardinia where ingredients were “amazing,” but part of it also has to do with their intention to have their business be a force for good. [99:  Egerton, J., and Egerton, A. B. Southern Food : At Home, on the Road, in History. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993. Print. Page 147.] 

“Whatever is not coming from having built our own pit out of blood, sweat and tears and concrete and bricks I think we put in in terms of researching the best meat you can get.  Which is something that in America, for example, is often overlooked.  I've been to a lot of barbecue places where you can tell they're just using industrially raised really crappy pork and it tastes like shit.  You can’t fix bad pork with better cooking. We had a lot of internal debate in the market about how we go about changing the world in terms of the way animals are raised for meat.”

“We were always pushing for dialogue with smaller [farmers], because we think it's important to change.  The big, big ones are out of our reach.  We can't change them. But with medium players, I think if they realize that the demand is there, and there is a will to work together continuously to build a collaboration then one can offset over years, then they're also ready to make an investment and to change their ways.”

Big Stuff’s beef comes from a farm in Bavaria where the cows “have a better life than you or me,” according to Tobi. Brisket is an unpopular cut in Germany – butchers typically cut them as small as possible, incorporating much of the meat into surrounding cuts in order to maximize their profit.  Ana and Tobi worked directly with a farmer who butchers his cattle in a more American style that accommodates their needs.  This arrangement maximizes the farmer’s profits, while allowing Big Stuff to use German meat. Despite their focus on quality, Big Stuff’s prices were less than half of what Ramirez charges at The Pit.
Part of Ana and Tobi’s success has certainly been the conviviality of the space they have created.  In addition to the stall from which they serve food, a bar on the other side of the aisle serves beer, wine and cocktails created by visiting Berlin bartenders. Both menus are written in several languages, and each time I visited I was struck by wait staff’s hospitality. They took the same care with each customer, always making sure to answer any questions before taking down the order. One night as I sat eating, a young German woman asked me how I liked my food.  As we chatted, I explained that barbecue is a traditional food in my home state. It might be cooked a little differently in North Carolina, but this is a culture I am proud to share.
The distinct barbecue experiences I had in New York City and Berlin helped me understand the core elements needed to create a barbecue restaurant which in good conscience, calls itself American. Jean-Paul Bourgeois at Blue Smoke emphasized the importance of education in a barbecue restaurant, and how it should serve and create a local community. He also emphasized the importance of memory in southern cooking. Tyson Ho at Arrogant Swine questioned the idea that you have to be from the region whose food you cook and serve to customers.  Adam Ramirez at The Pit confirmed that great barbecue is not just about the mechanics of the food, and that we should exercise caution in appointing ourselves – or anyone – as dogmatic cultural overseers of a tradition. Finally, Ana Lai  and Tobi Burger at Big Stuff,  though they do not claim to serve American barbecue, helped me realize the importance of creating a space that is affordable and accessible to a diverse community. As I returned to North Carolina, these lessons changed the way I thought about the new barbecue restaurants opening across my state, and those classic venues that had been around long before I was born.

















THE WAY WE TALK ABOUT BARBECUE
The conversation around barbecue in local and national media is deeply rooted in nostalgia.  The language is one of preservation, of holding on to something that is about to be lost.  It is also resolutely led by white men.  The effect is that this food has been flattened into a caricature of itself, which is problematic for many reasons.
Allen & Son barbecue in Chapel Hill, North Carolina is an excellent example of this flattening, as one of the most lauded barbecue joints in state.  Something about its rustic appearance and cozy interior seems to scratch all the itches of food writers and scholars.  Located a short ten-minute drive from downtown Chapel Hill, it feels much further away in its rural setting.  It sits next to the train tracks, within sight of a small pond and several trailer homes.  The road is narrow – it could easily be categorized as a rolling, country road.  In February 2018, I decide to stop by, just to remind myself of Allen’s surroundings.  I arrive at 12:30 PM on a Wednesday, and as I drive up, I realized that it is, of course, open. I can almost hear the Reeds telling me that the best barbecue restaurants are open primarily for lunch service.  I can smell the barbecue and smoke from the parking lot. There are the telltale mix of pickup tricks, Lexuses, and sedans.  Although there’s no sheriff’s car, I do find myself parked next to a county vehicle – a pickup truck with the Chapel Hill city crest on both sides. A barbecue sandwich with slaw and a side of hushpuppies is $7.85 – certainly a price low enough to appeal to a wide variety of clientele.  Tea is $1.65, and it is sweet.  The food is exceptional – some of my favorite barbecue I have ever eaten.  The meat is finely chopped and deeply flavored with smoke and a simple vinegar sauce with a slight kick.  A newspaper clipping on the wall informs me that the recipes for the sides and desserts came from pitmaster Keith Allen’s grandmother.  It is everything a food writer has ever wanted in a stereotype of a southern restaurant – homey, inexpensive, and rustic.  Yet the southern-ness of the place does not extend to diners.  The women who serve me are the only southern accent I hear in the place, and most people eating seem to on lunch breaks from a desk job (I notice several suits) or stay-at-home mothers feeding their children.  There’s not a person of color in sight.  When I ask where they purchase their pork from, they tell me it’s from Smithfield.
Barbecue restaurants like Allen & Son are increasingly becoming fetishized – what used to be unremarkable spaces are sought out by city-dwellers as if they exude a magic culinary power. Bloggers, journalists and scholars have labeled this barbecue venue “authentic.” As the numbers of “barbecue tourists…out searching for authenticity”[footnoteRef:100] have risen, barbecue-seekers depend on descriptions of the building and its surroundings as sure-fire ways to identify a ‘true’ barbecue experience.  [100:  Shahin.] 

Jim Shahin, in an article for the Washington Post, describes Grady’s barbecue in Dudley, North Carolina as a “whitewashed cinder-block building appearing out of the fields on the outskirts of Dudley… Inside, Grady’s is as minimalist as on the outside: paneled walls, framed family photos, orange laminate booths, seating for maybe 25.”[footnoteRef:101] Holy Smoke dedicates several pages to pointers on locating a great barbecue, offering the advice that “basically, you’re looking for a place where the focus is on the food, not the setting.”[footnoteRef:102]  These descriptions indicate that barbecue should be affordable and served without pretense.  Dan Levine, co-founder of the “Campaign for True ‘Cue,” published a list of ten commandments for finding a great barbecue restaurant on his website BBQJew.com.  Like the authors of Holy Smoke, he emphasizes the importance of a restaurant that serves a variety of people – also mentioning a diverse parking lot as a tell-tale sign of a great restaurant – Holy Smoke admits that “it is almost a cliché among barbecue writers that a mix of pickup tricks and expensive imports in the parking lot is a good sign,” and recommends that if you see the sheriff’s car in the parking lot, you should pull over immediately.[footnoteRef:103] The presence of the sheriff signals the barbecue pilgrim that working class locals choose to eat at this restaurant and also indicates a low price point. A “dive” is a good sign, too, according to Levine, as is a restaurant that does not serve alcohol and is closed on Sundays, suggesting its Christian clientele do not drink on Sundays. Garden & Gun magazine has published articles on the topic of identifying great barbecue joints, as has the Southern Foodways Alliance and even Fox News – all offer similar advice about looking for a modest, cheap restaurant.   [101:  Ibid.,]  [102:  Shelton-Reed & Volberg-Reed. Page 74.]  [103:  Ibid., Page 73.] 

The flattening of the search for ‘true’ barbecue is not dissimilar to how ‘authentic ethnic’ food is critiqued by contemporary journalists and food writers. In seeking ‘authentic’ ‘ethnic food’, diners are often told to look for similar markers of a good barbecue venue.  In an Atlantic article about how to find a good, cheap lunch, writer Tyler Cowen says that “when it comes to a restaurant run by immigrants, look around at the street scene. Do you see something ugly? Poor construction? Broken plastic signage? A five-and-dime store? Maybe an abandoned car?[footnoteRef:104]” These markers, he says, will lead to a good, cheap meal. In a Washington Post article titled “Why everyone should stop calling immigrant food ethnic,” writer Lavanya Ramanthan explains that food labeled ‘ethnic’ is “often cooked by people with the brownest skin.[footnoteRef:105]” Krishnendu Ray, New York University food studies professor and author of The Ethnic Restauranteur says that the label, “ethnic food” is reserved for a category of foods that Americans know little about, which are perceived as ‘other.’ He argues that diners are unwilling to pay more than $30 for a meal they perceive as ethnic.[footnoteRef:106] [104:  Cowen, T. (2012, May). Six Rules for Dining Out. The Atlantic. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/05/six-rules-for-dining-out/308929/]  [105:  Ibid,.]  [106:  Ramanathan, L. (2015, July 21). Why everyone should stop calling immigrant food ‘ethnic’. The Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/why-everyone-should-stop-calling-immigrant-food-ethnic/2015/07/20/07927100-266f-11e5-b77f-eb13a215f593_story.html?utm_term=.cf41c936d106] 

The problem with the perception of ethnic food as “cheap” is the same issue for barbecue---systemic racism. Unwillingness to fairly compensate the people who make this food possible suggests these people are not worthy of more.  The hands that touch a $34 plate of hand-rolled pasta topped with locally foraged mushrooms served in a white-tablecloth dining room belong mostly to white people.  The hands that touch a $7.85 plate of barbecue at Allen & Son mostly belong to black and Hispanic people, who dominate the workforce on hog farms and in the processing plants where the meat is butchered and packaged and drive the trucks that deliver the meat to the restaurant. 
Proclamations that restaurants like Allen & Son are “dying” or disappearing are common these days. In a 2016 Washington Post article, writer Jim Shahin interviewed Robbie Herring, a sixty-eight-year-old white man North Carolinian eating at Grady’s BBQ, who told him that “Barbecue is like this dying art.  I think my generation, and up, are the only ones who realize it.”[footnoteRef:107]  He refers to several elements – the wood smoked barbecue, the affordable, modest restaurant, and the “mom and pop places where…the patrons reflect the breadth of a town’s population.”[footnoteRef:108] I believe these writers have good intentions –their intended message is that a great barbecue restaurant is comfortable and economically accessible for a diverse group people. But these discussions of ‘diversity’ fail to recognize the shifting population demographics of the contemporary South. [107:  Shahin.]  [108:  Ibid.,] 

The demographics of North Carolina have changed significantly over the course of the last three generations.  In 1960, North Carolina’s immigrant population was less than one percent.  In 2006, immigrants accounted for 6.7% of the state’s population and the number has only grown since then. Between 1990 and 2005, the native-born population (that is, people who were born in North Carolina – mostly black and white people) of the state grew only 21%, while the immigrant population grew 387%. This, combined with the fact that more than half of the native-born population of the state was born before 1964, means that North Carolina has become increasingly economically reliant on immigrant, minority and non-native born populations over the last decade.[footnoteRef:109]  It has also become more urban, with 66% of the state’s population living in urban areas, up 16% from 1990.[footnoteRef:110]   [109:  Johnson, J. H., Jr. (2006). Major Trends Facing North Carolina: Implications for our state and The University of North Carolina [PDF]. Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Kenan Flagler Business School, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.]  [110:  Tippet, R. (2016, February 20). Urbanization Trends. Retrieved March 19, 2018, from http://demography.cpc.unc.edu/2015/01/05/urbanization-trends/] 

The markers of barbecue authenticity listed by many barbecue lovers – rural location, a visit from the sheriff, respectfully closing on Sundays – many of these demarcation points are meaningful to a working class, largely white religious clientele. There is not discussion of labor issues on hog farms and the environmental pollution that brings barbecue to the table and keeps it so cheap. The racial and economic makeup of the state have changed significantly and, in order to make barbecue restaurants inviting, sustainable, communal spaces for all, these issues must be considered.


















CHAPTER THREE: A BETTER FUTURE THROUGH BARBECUE

NEW SCHOOL BARBECUE
If Grady’s and Allen & Son represent the classic barbecue joints that ‘old timers’– and scholars like John Shelton Reed – are worried about preserving, then restaurants like Picnic in Durham, and 12 Bones in Asheville, North Carolina stand alongside pitmaster Ed Mitchell as ‘new school.’  These barbecue venues did not support industrial hog farming operations in eastern North Carolina and have offered a new political vision in the landscape of barbecue in the state and across the nation.  
Opened in 2015 by partners Wyatt Dickson, Ben Adams, and Ryan Butler, Picnic roots  itself deeply in the tradition of North Carolina barbecue, with several important modernizations.  Ryan Butler is the owner of Green Button Farm in Bahama, North Carolina where he pasture-raises organic heirloom hog breeds.  The farm supplies Picnic with whole hogs that are smoked in Dickson’s custom-built smokers. Better insulated than traditional smokers, these devices allow more control and less labor, as well as a reduced environmental impact due to the efficient use of firewood.  Dickson’s introduction to barbecue came not from dining in barbecue restaurants, but from attending political barbecues as a child with his parents. During his undergraduate years at the University of North Carolina, he began smoking hogs for his fraternity and, later, for local events.  The direct connection with a specific farm and farmer at Picnic is reminiscent of the political barbecues of the late nineteenth century, as are the seasonal sides and non-barbecue items prepared by Ben Adams, who has trained in upscale kitchens around the world.[footnoteRef:111]  Dickson said he does not believe they are “updating barbecue,” but “returning it to its former glory.”[footnoteRef:112]  Though the seasonality and close connection with the farm connect Picnic with important traditions of North Carolina barbecue, the choice to sell alcohol and brisket and spare ribs has been criticized by traditionalists like John Shelton-Reed, who believe local barbecue restaurants should only serve regional specialties if they want to be considered authentic.[footnoteRef:113] [111:  Lucas, A. (2016, February). Country Hog, City Hog. Our State, 134-137.]  [112:  Ibid.,]  [113:  Shahin.] 

Prices at Picnic are significantly higher than Allen & Son’s.  A pulled pork sandwich alone costs $9.75.  Upgrade to a plate with hushpuppies and two sides and you’re looking at $15.25, before a drink or a tip for the table service.  Cocktails run between $7 and $10, and a Coors Light is $3.25.  There is no question that this barbecue fits in a different category than Allen & Son.  It is not food designed for thrifty, working-class North Carolinians.  Instead, it is a contemporary dining experience largely enjoyed by middle and upper-class clientele and tourists.   
12 Bones smokehouse is, in some ways, an example of Shelton-Reeds’ worst nightmare as he considers the future of barbecue restaurants.  They serve pulled pork, chicken, two types of brisket, ribs, sauces flavored with strawberry jalapeno and blueberry chipotle, as well as beer and jalapeno cheese grits.  12 Bones is aggressive in its lack of regional identity.  The website reads “Want to argue about what city makes the best barbecue? That’s all fine and good, but 12 Bones makes room under its roof for all types.”[footnoteRef:114] The chef, Shane Heavner, told me they can get away with this lack of regional specificity because Asheville is a city of transplants; there are regional-focused barbecue places in town for those who want it. A plate of pulled pork with two sides – made from scratch - is $9.00.  A full rack of ribs with 2 sides is $23.  One of the most important changes Heavner has brought to the restaurant is the decision to serve better quality meat.  Before he became involved in Picnic, they bought the cheapest meat possible in order to keep prices low, which patrons expected at a lunch venue. “Hog farms freak me out,” Heavner told me.  Today, the meat is a compromise – not the most expensive or most local, but it contains no antibiotics and hormones. [114:  About Us | Barbecue Smokehouse | 12 Bones Barbecue | Asheville, NC. (n.d.). Retrieved March, 2018, from https://www.12bones.com/about/] 

In some ways, 12 Bones exists in a middle ground between Allen & Son and the new wave of barbecue restaurants appearing in North Carolina. The prices are low enough to be enjoyed by lunch-time locals, but high enough to fairly compensate its employees.  It serves a population that is largely non-southern, and therefore less concerned than other communities about adherence to regional traditions. It utilizes meat and other agricultural products that are both affordable and sustainably produced.  12 Bones became famous after the Obamas ate there several times. I also saw a trucker parking his rig before going in to grab food-to-go.  12 Bones counters the fear that the barbecue of tomorrow will be an exclusively high-end affair.
Ed Mitchell is one of North Carolina’s most well-known African American pitmasters.  He has been on the cover of the New York Times, featured as a headliner at the Big Apple Barbecue Block Party, and interviewed by Michael Pollan for his 2016 Netflix series, “COOKED”.  His barbecue career began as a child on his grandfather’s small farm in Wilson, North Carolina, where he watched and helped older men cook barbecue for the fall tobacco harvests.  He returned to Wilson in 1990 and sold his own barbecue in his mother’s convenience store.  He used industrial hogs raised in confinement because of their accessibility and low price.  The first time Mitchell cooked a pasture-raised hog in 2003, he was reminded of the taste of the pork from his grandfather’s farm, before industrial hog industry dominated.  He was working on a new chain of restaurants that would serve only pasture-raised whole hogs, and include teaching facility for pitmasters and farmers who avoided growth hormones and antibiotics for their hogs. In 2005, however, Mitchell pleaded guilty to tax evasion and lost his restaurant.[footnoteRef:115] [115:  Edge. Page 266.] 

When I attended the Big Apple Barbecue Block Party in 2016, Mitchell was the only black pitmaster present, as well as the only presenter who did not own a brick and mortar restaurant.  The line at his stand was also consistently the longest. As John T. Edge writes in his book, The Potlikker Papers, Mitchell’s race is significant in many ways. Mitchell is a “black man, working with black farmers, cooking the way his black forebears had.”[footnoteRef:116]  When he went out of business, supporters of Mitchell pointed out that he had been successful in a business that was overwhelmingly controlled by white people, and suggested that he was the “victim of age-old prejudices and selective prosecution.”[footnoteRef:117]  The truth, as usual, probably exists somewhere in the middle, but it is certainly true that African American men and women are responsible for the historic barbecue culture that we enjoy today.  From enslaved people sweating over barbecue pits for white plantation owners to freed families moving north and bringing their culinary traditions with them, the influence of African Americans on barbecue cannot be understated.  And yet, in my research, I did not encounter a single African American person making a significant and consistent living from barbecue.  [116:  Ibid., Page 266.]  [117:  Ibid., Page 266.] 

Picnic, 12 Bones and Ed Mitchell are clearly examples of how contemporary pitmasters are changing the landscape of barbecue restaurants in North Carolina.  Their higher prices ask customers to reconsider barbecue’s place in their lives – rather than assuming barbecue should be cheap.  Instead, they elevate barbecue to a respected food within southern cuisine.  These restaurants also show us that the factors used to identify a great barbecue venue are dated.  They grapple with the fact that we are no longer living in a time when the average North Carolina hog farm provides a good living for farmers and is environmentally sustainable. The definition of diversity that these restaurants reflect is broader than what has been accepted previously – it includes customers and the supply chain, as well as a more inclusive and diverse clientele. These restaurants and pitmasters argue that great barbecue should not harm humans, animals, and the environment.  Most importantly though, the criticisms of these restaurants – that they are too high end and not fully rooted in the traditions of North Carolina barbecue – reveal a basic cultural divide in how barbecue is understood in the state today.












CONCLUSION
As a southerner, the complexity of the relationship between the South and the rest of the country makes me all the more protective of barbecue – one of the few cultural exports from the South of which I, and many others, are immensely proud. Since the early 2000s, barbecue has continued to garner both national and global attention.  In 2011, when the restaurant industry was struggling, the number of barbecue restaurants in the country increased by more than two percent, significant growth during a time when an average of 5,000 restaurants were closing each month.[footnoteRef:118] The Food Network and other cable venues have produced specials and series centered on barbecue, attracting a national viewership.  The Bon Appetit article featuring Billy Durney of Hometown Barbecue in Brooklyn, New York which argues that northerners, too, can make great barbecue, is just one example of the interest in barbecue that has spread across the United States. [118:  Barbecue Restaurants: Hot in More Ways than One. (n.d.). Retrieved March 26, 2018, from https://www.chd-expert.com/blog/press_release/barbecue-restaurants-hot-in-more-ways-than-one/] 

The attention this media has brought to the South finds the region at a moment with great possibility for change. In 2014, seven of the top ten fastest growing counties in the United States were located in the South. Cities like Charlotte, Baton Rouge, and Nashville have seen a significant influx of college-educated youth, who have followed the development of better jobs and an affordable cost of living. Their migration brings the possibility of increased economic development and a change in perception of the South, while also raising issues of gentrification and the displacement of working poor people of color.  While the household income gap between black and white families is lower in the South than the rest of the country, race relations are still complex. Forty percent of American hate groups were based in the South in 2014. [footnoteRef:119] [119:  They wish they were in Dixie. (2015, April 04). Retrieved March 26, 2018, from https://www.economist.com/news/united-states/21647629-why-americans-keep-heading-way-they-wish-they-were-dixie] 

About a hundred years ago, barbecue was positioned at a similar point in the national and international press. Near the end of the nineteenth century, John R. Watkins wrote in London’s Strand Magazine that “No one who has had the good fortune to attend a barbecue will ever forget it…England has its roast beef and plum-pudding dinners, Rhode Island its clambakes, Boston its pork and beans, but Georgia has its barbecue, which beats them all.[footnoteRef:120]”  He specifically referenced the barbecues of Georgia, though the barbecue he researched existed elsewhere across the South.  Around the same time, Maude Andrews wrote in Harper’s Weekly that “The Georgia barbecue is one of the few remaining feasts of the antebellum days left to the present generation – a feast typical, indeed, of the lavishness of living peculiar to the old South – a lavishness not elegant perhaps, often barbaric, indeed, but proffered with the generosity and magnificence of monarchs. [footnoteRef:121]” [120:  Moss.  Loc. 2123]  [121:  Ibid., Loc. 2126] 

The moment in which these accounts were written marked a time of change for the United States not unlike the volatile racial dynamics we are witnessing today.  The end of Reconstruction brought great anxiety about shifting racial and ethnic identities in the United States.  Questions arose about who was an American, especially as whites attempted to control a growing middle-class of African Americans. The Ku Klux Klan was founded in 1866 as an expression of white supremacy and attempts to control a racially unstable New South. The Klan murdered thousands of black people in lynchings, often referred to by their members as ‘barbecues. ‘ Today, there are twice as many active hate groups today as there were twenty years ago.[footnoteRef:122] The partisan divide between Democrats and Republicans reached an all-time high during Barack Obama’s presidency and have only continued to grow during Donald Trump’s troubled administration.[footnoteRef:123]  A poll of residents in rural communities showed deep division between rural and urban populations, especially on the issue of immigration, both from Latin countries and from the Middle East.[footnoteRef:124]  Many of the anxieties that existed at the end of Reconstruction are similar to those Americans ask today – who is an American and how will we decide who deserves the rights of citizenship? [122:  Meltzer, L., & Dokoupil, T. (2017, August 21). Hate Rising: White supremacy's rise in the U.S. Retrieved March 21, 2018, from https://www.cbsnews.com/news/hate-rising-cbsn-on-assignment/]  [123:  Smith, S. (2017, October 05). The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows Even Wider. Retrieved March 21, 2018, from http://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/the-partisan-divide-on-political-values-grows-even-wider/]  [124:  DelReal, J. A., & Clement, S. (2017, June 17). New poll of rural Americans shows deep cultural divide with urban residents. Retrieved March 21, 2018, from https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/national/rural-america/?utm_term=.afe1c045376c] 

In the late 1800s, romanticizing the barbecues of the white Old South helped reconcile the Union and Confederacy as whites imagined a mythic, pastoral antebellum South – what scholars describe as the “Lost Cause.” These popular narratives ignored that culinary traditions like barbecue came from the work and knowledge of enslaved people.  Whites ignored the realities of barbecue – that it represented a history of violent and systemic racism.  Failing to acknowledge and contend with that history locked in decades of racism and erasure of black agency and intellectual property.  
Today, we are at risk of making these mistakes once again. When white North Carolinians clamor about the disappearance of barbecue restaurants like Grady’s or Allen & Son, both of which have been open for over thirty years under the ownership of white men, the desire to preserve their racial vision of the South  is implicit. “Who can lay claim to the South?” asks Natasha Trethewey in John T. Edge’s The Potlikker Papers. “I don’t want to take it from anyone, I just want them to recognize that it’s mine, too.”[footnoteRef:125]  In some ways, every pitmaster, chef and scholar I have encountered lays claim to the South by cooking its food or seeking to define it.   [125:  Edge. Page 309.] 

When I was fifteen-years-old and was embarrassed by food described as barbecue in my boarding school, I experienced the pain of cultural ambassadorship for the first time. I could not confidently lay claim to my version of this iconic southern food.  But now I can. After returning to the region as an adult, I am beginning to understand the complex forces that define the South through its beloved foods, like barbecue. 
Because barbecue is a product of southern history and has remained a symbol of the region, it reflects the evolution of the South.  If barbecue is to remain a viable symbol of the South, then southerners’ willingness to accept a broader definition of what a plate of southern barbecue looks like will reflect their willingness to accept a broader definition of what a southerner looks like.
There are those who have drawn hard lines around their corners of the South. Adam Ramirez did this by asserting that he had the right to decide that the German hobbyists’ reinterpretation of American barbecue is actually a misinterpretation. Dan Levine and John Shelton Reed have laid claim to North Carolina barbecue by offering a proscribe definition that sorts barbecue into two categories – True ‘Cue and faux. The exclusion inherent in these men’s relationship to barbecue reflect patterns of race and gender that have long dominated southern culture.
And then there are those who have opened their corners of the South up to the rest of the world. Jean Paul Bourgeois who believes that anyone can connect with memory and barbecue. Tyson Ho, who has laid claim to his American identity by carrying on a tradition that he was not born into but instead, chose.  Anna Lai and Tobias Burger, who are creating a communal and egalitarian space around barbecue in Berlin. The founders of Picnic, who are dedicated to sustainable ingredients, rather than the industrial food production that has so negatively impacted  eastern North Carolina.  12 Bones Smokehouse, which has eschewed regional loyalties in favor of a creativity reflective of the city where they are located shows that there is space for reinterpretation of barbecue traditions.  Ed Mitchell has struggled to educate a new generation of pitmasters about his inheritance of the art and craft of barbecue. 
The common themes among these stories is that each one opens the door to the smokehouse to let more people inside.  They are not caught up in defining who does and does not belong, but instead have pushed to broaden the narrative of barbecue to include more stories, and to invite more people to the table.  Instead of trying to limit what barbecue is, the better path is to widen its expression to ensure a just future. To that end, instead of pushing barbecue newcomers to look for a specific cooking technique or aesthetics, I suggest we encourage them to ask the following questions of the people cooking and serving the food:
· Whose story are you telling?  Is it your own or someone else’s?
· Who have you invited to this table?  Who are you feeding and not feeding here?
· Who is put at risk to bring this food to the table?

These questions are open-ended.  They are focused on people and relationships.  They require the pitmaster and chef to think intentionally about the historical experience that supports their livelihood and their passion.  Most importantly, these questions facilitate the preservation of a collective memory of barbecue, to make sure we know where we come from, while encouraging evolution and creativity, so that we know we are headed somewhere better – together.  Surely that will satisfy our hunger.
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