The Battle of the Bar-B-Que

When I moved to Eastern North Carolina many years ago, I went to a local restaurant and ordered barbeque. When it was brought to my table, I took one look at it and then looked at the server and asked, “What is this?” 

I had never eaten or even seen Eastern North Carolina barbeque. I was born and raised in northwestern South Carolina. I also lived in Asheville for about ten years. In that area, when you order barbeque, two things are assumed. First, it’s a cow; not a pig. Second, the sauce is red; not clear. The options that the waiter or waitress will ask you is whether you want to chopped or pulled.

Over the past eighteen years, I have learned to enjoy local barbeque but sometimes I still have a craving for the barbeque that I grew up with. Over the next two weeks we will compare barbeque sauces, cooking methods and beef versus pork. Please feel free to email me with you preferences, recipes, tips, etc. on this important topic.

One of the events that happen in Edgecombe County every April is the annual Relay For Life Golf Tournament. This is our 7th year. It’s great time to spend the day outside, raise money to fight cancer and eat pig. One of the reasons that it’s a good day to eat pig is because I know that James Hollifield will be cooking the pig that I eat.

I met James six years ago. At our second golf tournament, he agreed to cook our pig for the post-game Pig Pickin’ and awards dinner. He sat in the sun all day, drinking Diet Mountain Dew and telling pig cooking war stories. I had a ball just listening to him and his stories. We have been fortunate enough to have James come back every year since then. So, this week was his 6th year cooking for The American Cancer Society’s Relay For Life Golf Tournament.

In 1976, James went to work as a deputy for the Edgecombe County Sheriff’s Department and he worked there until 2002, when he retired. But, retiring for James was a change in careers, not an end to a career. He now works for local attorney Jimmy Keel. In this position he puts his law enforcement skills to work doing investigative work. 

However, when he isn’t working in investigations, he’s working for the community. A long time member of the West Edgecombe Ruritan Club, James and his cooking partner Rusty Proctor, cook for various community events on behalf of the Ruritan club. Some weeks, they may cook at many as 4-6 pigs in a single day. 

James is also from the western part of the state. He’s from Rutherfordton. He grew up with tomato based barbeque sauce the same as I did, but he never cooked a pig that way because he moved to eastern North Carolina at age fifteen.

He says that he cooked his first pig at the tender age of sixteen. He helped his mentor, Arthur Jackson; cook a pig in a pit (a hole in the ground) using wood. Although that is still an acceptable way to cook a pig, it isn’t done that way very often anymore.

James has cooked hundreds of pigs over the years between sixteen and now. Most of the time he says that he uses gas because it’s easier to control the temperature of the cooker. According to James, when cooking with wood or charcoal, the temperature goes up and down as you add fuel and as it burns down. With gas cookers, the temperature is set and adjusted for wind and outside temperature. The beginning temperature is 325 degrees. Once the cooker is opened and the pig checked, the temperature is turned up to 350 degrees to finish browning and crisping the skin.

He also cooks the pig with skin side down. There are a couple of reasons for this. Once the heat seals the skin, it becomes part of the cooking vessel. It helps to hold in the heat, juice and any additives that the cook put on the pig. It also allows the cook to pull, cut and chop the barbeque inside that vessel.

One hard and fast rule that James and Rusty adhere to is that the cooker is not opened for the first six hours. Each time the cooker is opened fifteen to twenty minutes of cooking time has been added. Rusty quotes an old axiom that says, “If you’re lookin’ you aren’t cookin’”.  After six hours, the cooker is opened and the pig is checked. They pierce the hocks and look at the meat next to the bone. The cooking time is then adjusted based on that assessment. At the golf tournament this year, our pig weighed 132 pounds. It was cooked from about 8:00 a.m. until 5:00 p.m., which equals about fifteen minutes per pound.

Once the pig is cooked, the talent part of the cooking project really begins. James and Rusty do their own seasoning of the pig. During the cooking process, nothing is added to the pig. When the pork is done, the ingredients that James uses are sprinkled on the pig, not mixed and poured (recipe to follow). The pig is then tasted and adjustments are made by adding whatever is needed.

James Hollifield’s Bar-B-Que Sauce

Each ingredient is sprinkled on the pig

Sugar – be careful not to over use (you can always add more later)

Whitehouse Apple Cider vinegar (he only uses Whitehouse)

Salt – to taste

Pepper – to taste

Red Pepper Flakes – give the pork a spicy taste, if you like it hot, add a lot 

Next week we will look at Western North Carolina Barbeque and their tomato based sauce. My husband and I have a friend named Bill Scarlett who lives in the western part of the state and has agreed to share his secrets to a great pig. There are some serious differences in the cooking method, the part of the pig that is used and the sauce.

If you have tips, recipes for sauces or other pig cooking information, please email me this week.

Did You Know??

By Karen Freeman

The History of the Pig Pickin’

Before the Civil War, pigs were a food staple in the South because they were a low-maintenance and convenient food source. The pigs could be put out to root in the forest and caught when the food supply became low. These semi-wild pigs were tougher and stringier than modern-day pigs. Pig slaughtering became a time for celebration, ant other families would be invited to share in the eating. Out of these gatherings grew the traditional southern barbecue. Plantation owners regularly held large barbecues for their slaves. According to historians, southerners ate, on average, five pounds of pork for every one pound of beef.

In the 19th century, barbecues were an important feature of church functions and political rallies. Members of both political parties would come to the same gathering, with the leaders of each party competing with one another to supply the largest contribution of food and drink. Folks would gather from afar to reach the appointed place in time for the speeches, band concert, and all-important barbecue. The only accompaniments to the roast pig were thick slices of good bread, cucumbers (fresh and pickled), and whiskey. The saying "going whole hog" came out of these political rallies.

During the 20th century, barbecue joints or pits flourished (a typical joint or pit was a bare concrete floor covered by a corrugated tin roof and walls). Restaurants grew out of a simple barbecue pit where the owner sold barbecue to take away. Many were open only on weekends, since the "pit men" worked on farms during the week. As the century progressed, barbecue joints grew and prospered.

(http://whatscookingamerica.net/Pork/PigPickin.htm) 

