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Husband and wife writing team John Shelton Reed and Dale Volberg Reed have penned the instant 
classic on NC Barbecue–Holy Smoke. And considering they have a Jewish son-in-law and lived in 
Israel, we welcome them into the fold as honorary BBQ Jews (We’re an inclusive people).The ‘cue-
loving couple were kind enough to share some swine with us a few weeks ago and to put up with our 
questions. And so, without further ado…our first BBQ & A:

BBQ Jew: How many plates of barbecue would you estimate you have eaten?
Dale: We’ve each probably eaten something between 500 and a thousand plates, starting at Turnage’s in 
Durham in 1961 or so. That works out to – what? – only two or three hundred pounds.
John: Not all that much, compared to some folks we know.

     The Reeds (photo by Paul Dagy)

BBQ Jew: John, when you taught at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, did you find any good 
barbecue in the Promised Land (perhaps basted with milk and honey)?
John: No barbecue, although we occasionally bought pork chops from a Christian Arab butcher who 
mostly sold to the embassies.
Dale: Very occasionally, because they were very expensive.

BBQ Jew: What brought you to write Holy Smoke?
John: We were eating barbecue one evening with David Perry, the editor-in-chief at UNC Press, and we 
discovered that he and I both cooked out of a book called Legends of Texas Barbecue, by a friend of 
ours named Robb Walsh. Somebody – we really don’t remember who – said, “You know, somebody 
ought to do something like this for North Carolina.”
Dale: John and I sort of looked at each other and said, “We will!”
John: So we sent David a proposal, and the press bought it.
Dale: We knew William McKinney when he was a UNC undergraduate and the founder and moving 
spirit of the Carolina Barbecue Society, and we knew he’d videotaped interviews with some of the 
great names in North Carolina barbecue, so we got him on board as soon as we could.
John: William’s also our whole-hog cooker. The instructions for doing that and for building a pit are 
his. Me, I cook shoulders, but I’m happy to leave whole-hog cooking to the professionals.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/080783243X?ie=UTF8&tag=forkspoonwith-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=080783243X
http://uncpress.unc.edu/browse/book_detail?title_id=1541


BBQ Jew: In researching the book, did you come across any fellow Jews involved in NC BBQ in 
any way?
John: Well, none of the pitmasters or restaurant owners. Actually, though, I think two of the eight guys 
we listed as Chevaliers du Tasty Swine – champions of the cause — are Jewish. Barry Farber’s a UNC 
grad who has made a career as a radio talk-show host in New York and who experimented back in the 
‘70s with a North Carolina barbecue joint in New York.
Dale: He got the real stuff flown in flash-frozen from Fuzzy’s in Madison, but he gave up when he 
went in one day and found the Greek guys who were running the place serving the barbecue on bagels.
John: Alexander Julian’s the other. He’s the big-time New York fashion designer from Chapel Hill who 
took payment in barbecue for designing the Charlotte Hornets’ uniforms. He gets frozen barbecue 
shipped to him regularly.
Dale: We know a good many Jews in other states who are in the barbecue business, starting with 
Gershon Weinberg, who used to run the Old Smokehouse Barbecue in Anniston, Alabama, and going 
on to our buddy Bob Kantor, a Brooklyn guy who runs Memphis Minnie’s, a terrific wood-cooking 
place on Haight Street in San Francisco.
John: You must know the piece by Marcie Cohen Ferris in Cornbread Nation 2 called “We Didn’t 
Know from Fatback.” It’s got to be the last word on the subject of Jews and barbecue.
BBQ Jew: We prefer to think of it as the first word, while we hope to have the next…

BBQ Jew: Let’s say Yom Kippur is ending and it’s time to break the fast. BBQ Jews of all stripes 
are depending on you to recommend the restaurant that serves the most divine swine in the 
nation. Where do you send them? 
John: Look, there are a couple of dozen places in North Carolina that we wouldn’t hesitate to 
recommend. Shoot, there are a half-dozen in Davidson county. On a given day, any one of them might 
have the best barbecue in the state (which means, of course, the best in the nation).
Dale: On a particular day, our advice might be terrible, because any wood-cooking place is going to 
have good days and bad days. You want one that doesn’t have many bad days and that doesn’t need a 
good day to cook great barbecue.
John: Yeah, if you want uniformity, go to a place that cooks with gas or electricity. You’ll get uniformly 
mediocre barbecue. At best, uniformly OK.
BBQ Jew: An artful dodge. You guys are good.

BBQ Jew: At gunpoint: Eastern or Lexington style?
John: This answer’s not going to make anybody happy, but whichever is nearer. You sometimes get the 
sense that partisans would rather have a second-rate plate of their own style than a first-rate plate of the 
other. Not us.
Dale: If I had to choose between excellent examples of both, I’d probably go with Piedmont-style, 
because I really, really like “outside brown” and you get more of it with shoulders – especially if you 
know to ask for it.
John: She just says that because her people are German.
Dale: We make a big deal in our book about the Teutonic origins of Lexington-style.
John: I’d be hard pressed to say. I would have agreed with Dale once. But the more I’ve learned about 
this, the more I like Eastern-style. In part, that’s because I’m a traditionalist, and Eastern-style is pretty 
much what barbecue was everywhere in most of the nineteenth century. It carries the weight of all that 
great history. But there’s more to it than that. A guy named Steve Stephens once said that North 
Carolina barbecue is “the crack cocaine of pork: succulent, tender, savory and almost impossible to 
leave unconsumed,” and Lexington-style is like the gateway drug for folks who didn’t grow up with it. 
The sauce is sweeter, as a rule, it has that tomato tang, and the meat has fewer surprises in it. It may be 
easier for the uneducated palate to like. But once you’ve come to like the vinegar-based sauces of the 



Piedmont, you find yourself wanting something more. . . .

BBQ Jew: We’re petitioning the Orthodox Union to create a law pronouncing wood-cooked 
barbecue is kosher. Would you back that rule change and are there any other general barbecue 
laws you would like to see?
Dale: We’d like to see a ruling that anything rubbed with kosher salt isn’t treyf.

BBQ Jew: What’s the most important thing you look for in a barbecue restaurant?
John: Barbecue. I’m not being facetious. The meat’s what matters, at least as far as I’m concerned. I 
don’t give a damn about the décor or the “ambience.” As our buddy Vince Staten says, “My taste is 
mostly in my mouth.”
Dale: Me, too. We also don’t care (much) about the side dishes or the desserts or the wine list, or even 
the service. If the barbecue’s mediocre, nothing else matters. If the barbecue’s great, nothing else 
matters.

BBQ Jew: Do you have a barbecue joint pet peeve?
Dale: We’ve become fundamentalist about wood-cooking. We’ll allow that some pretty good barbecue 
can be cooked with hardwood charcoal out of the bag, but out of the burn barrel is better. And fossil 
fuels should be banned.
John: We don’t bother with the gassers, which has saved us a good deal of time and money over the 
years.

BBQ Jew: John, we’ve seen a photo of you in your military uniform from your teaching days at 
The Citadel. Might there be a photo from Hebrew University of you sporting a yarmulke?
John: Yeah, when in Rome. . . . As a matter of fact, there’s a photo Dale took of me and our kids at the 
seder we went to in Jerusalem in 1974. I’ll send it to you and you can post it, if you want.
BBQ Jew: Consider it done…

That’s our man on the left.

http://picasaweb.google.com/lh/photo/bfNdRuaOnznw_td6f438sg?authkey=Gv1sRgCLCN-KPMx8-pYA&feat=embedwebsite

