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Dedication

For

LAWYER, BEATRICE, AND THEODORE SANDARS, WILLIAM “WILLIE” MITCHELL, JAMES KIRBY, SHERI HALL GILBERT, JOHNNY “JUNE” BRUNSON, AND ERADER MILLS
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Epigraph

HEAVENLY FATHER, FROM THE ABUNDANCE OF YOUR STREAMS, FIELDS AND EARTH YOU HAVE SEEN FIT TO BLESS OUR TABLE, AND WE ARE GRATEFUL.

WE PRAY FOR YOUR CONSTANT GUIDANCE IN ALL THINGS AND LET US NEVER FORGET TO GIVE THANKS FOR YOU HAVE BLESSED THE HANDS ON THE COOK.

AMEN.

—NORMA JEAN AND CAROLE DARDEN, SPOONBREAD AND STRAWBERRY WINE
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Generational Wealth: Growing Up in Barbeque
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Pit-cooked whole-hog barbeque is the last vestige of Southern barbeque. This technique and approach to pit cooking whole-hog barbeque—or simply “barbeque,” as us Carolinians call it—is a rich cultural activity that has overlooked Black people whose forefathers perfected this craft on plantations across the South. Our stories have largely been untold, especially from the likes of Misters Ed and Ryan Mitchell, a family that knows the culture from both a lived and business perspective.

The richness of Mr. Mitchell’s story is that he experienced the Jim Crow South and its remnants firsthand when segregation in Wilson, North Carolina, dominated life. Further, his generation is the last to remember working in the tobacco fields. Tobacco-planting culture was part of barbeque culture in towns like Wilson. Men in his era cured tobacco with hardwoods like oak and hickory instead of propane gas. Hence it was nothing to barbeque a hog along a tobacco barn during curing season as the embers were already available. Mr. Mitchell learned to cook barbeque in the ground and in a traditional pit on a farm preserved by Black hands, like his grandfather did.

I know Mr. Mitchell is culturally connected to barbeque because he was given a swig of moonshine, for cooking a hog, a rite of passage and cultural norm for manhood in the South. Mr. Mitchell is a legend. Mr. Mitchell epitomizes the ideology of picking oneself up by one’s bootstraps—his time working at Ford Motor Company, serving in Vietnam, and then returning to Wilson to help his beloved mother run their family general store. But too many times Black business owners run into unnecessary systematic racism that creates too many obstacles on their journey to pursue the American dream. Mr. Mitchell’s life story sheds light on the joy and pain of being Black in America while running a family business in the rural South on land that his ancestors tilled for free and in bondage.
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The Mitchell story continues with his son, Ryan. The dynamics of being raised in rural North Carolina made it a priority for Ryan to pursue higher education. Ryan is part of my generation, sons of Black farmers and pitmasters who carry many degrees and have experience working for corporate America but in their hearts are called back to the land, back to family, to build generational wealth and to live out what New Orleans artist Bmike calls our “ancestors’ wildest dreams.” Ryan worked hard trying to prove himself in finance, creating wealth for shareholders while his dad longed for his son’s return. When Ryan was offered a severance package from his corporate finance job, he returned to Wilson to become a shareholder in his family’s barbeque business and legacy. Ryan came home like a beautiful prodigal son, equipped with youth, education, business acumen, and drive. Ryan is truly an inspiration for my generation.

Mr. Ed Mitchell, his son, Ryan, and their entire family are on a powerful and compelling journey to build a multigenerational legacy. Their journey is inspiring. They are truly a positive example of a Black father and son running a barbeque business in the rural South who have stayed united in faith and hard work, in spite of any challenges they encountered. The Mitchells were the family to put pit-cooked barbeque on some of the biggest stages, always representing Eastern North Carolina and those that tilled the land and cooked barbeque in the best and worst of times.

As barbeque becomes a big personality in the media and technology evolves, we must never forget what Mr. Mitchell envisioned: traditional whole-hog barbeque cooking; landownership; hard work; authenticity; and lifting up those Black men and women who were erased from barbeque history. This book is dedicated to our ancestors, Wilson, Eastern North Carolina, the Carolinas, and the barbeque community. Mr. Mitchell, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for epitomizing what Black men from the rural South are all about: hard work, ingenuity, integrity, family, and barbeque. We are blessed and honored to read about your barbeque heritage.

—Howard J. Conyers, PhD

BBQ Pitmaster/Rocket Scientist/Kingsford Mentor, “Preserve the Pit”
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The Promise and Threat of Ed Mitchell
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I can see Ed Mitchell now, a gray-and-white beard framing his wide face, overalls draping his body, a gimme cap high on his head. Chopping a pit-cooked whole hog into bits of soft flesh and crisp skin, he worked beneath a pop-up tent in a boggy field across the street from my house in Oxford, Mississippi, on an October evening in 2002, receiving congregants like a storefront preacher after service.

Four days later, New York Times readers woke to a picture of Ed Mitchell on the front page. In the months and years that followed, his fame spread. He became a recurring headliner at the Big Apple Barbeque Block Party in New York City. When Zingerman’s Roadhouse in Ann Arbor, Michigan, added hickory-roasted barbeque to their menu, they brought in Ed Mitchell for a consultation. He competed on camera against Bobby Flay, back when food TV and Flay were at their zenith.

In the early years of the twenty-first century, Mitchell became the go-to guy for writers and eaters like me, in search of whole-hog barbeque and rural authenticity. He had earned college degrees in sociology and public administration and built a career with Ford before returning home. That’s a long-winded way of saying that Mitchell did not fit conservative white stereotypes about Black barbeque. That was part of his appeal. Here was part of his threat: Mitchell was a Black man, working with Black farmers, cooking like his Black forebears, trying to center Black contributions.

On that Saturday, I got to know him. Mitchell was one of seven pitmasters who cooked for the Southern Foodways Alliance Symposium, a three-day exploration of barbeque I helped organize in Oxford, Mississippi. All were talented, though you could tell Mitchell was going to be the star. The barbeque boom, which he helped drive by force of bright personality and hard work, wouldn’t gain national traction until the 2010s. But on that day in 2002, in that waterlogged field, Ed Mitchell began a conversation about Black knowledge and labor and barbeque that still reverberates today.

—John T. Edge,

author of The Potlikker Papers and host of TrueSouth
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In the Country

Today, North Carolina’s Piedmont urban centers at Charlotte and the Research Triangle are the drivers of the state’s wealth and popular image. In my childhood, though, tobacco was still king, and Coastal Plain towns like Wilson, Goldsboro, and Greenville practically printed money when farmers hauled bright gold cured tobacco leaves to market.

Wilson County was relatively late to the tobacco game. Its county seat, Wilson, was founded in 1849, and the county itself was cobbled together from surrounding counties in 1855. In the early 1700s, with the removal of the Tuscarora after their defeat at nearby Fort Neoheroka, English settlers in Virginia pushed into the area, accompanied by enslaved Africans. In the early 1800s, a trading settlement called Toisnot and the village of Hickory Grove developed at what is now the city of Wilson. In 1840, the Wilmington and Weldon Railroad linked the area south to North Carolina ports and north to markets in Virginia, greatly expanding the local economy.

Though Wilson County was not home to large plantations with white-columned big houses, slaveholders dominated the county’s wealth and governance. The labor of enslaved African Americans was vital to the economy. By 1860, enslaved persons comprised just under 40 percent of Wilson County’s population, two-thirds living roughly east of present-day US Highway 301 near today’s rural villages of Black Creek, Stantonsburg, and Saratoga. They raised cotton and food crops and cared for their enslavers’ livestock, of which hogs were most numerous. Salt pork and fatback were staples of the diets of the enslaved, and the end of harvest season and the coming of cold weather meant hog-killing time—and barbeque.
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For most African Americans in Wilson County, little changed after emancipation. Freed from slavery, they remained yoked to grueling agricultural work, often on the same farms on which they had labored as enslaved people. Many went north and west seeking greener pastures, literal and metaphorical. One such migrant was the boy who would become Dr. Joseph H. Ward of Indianapolis, hospital founder, personal physician to Madam C. J. Walker, and great-grandfather to Zella Palmer.

The 1890s, however, ushered in a new world. The first bright-leaf tobacco markets opened, followed by manufacturing plants, and the Norfolk Southern Railway connected the town west to North Carolina’s commerce centers. Tobacco processing plants—stemmeries, prizeries, warehouses, and cigarette factories—drew African American migrants to Wilson from across Eastern North Carolina and as far south as Georgia. Farm laborers threw down their hoes and moved to town, seeking steadier work and greater freedom. Several Black neighborhoods sprang up, most east of the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad tracks, and a tiny Black business district emerged. Churches, fraternal organizations, and civic and social clubs anchored a solid working-class community. Samuel H. Vick led the political and economic vanguard of East Wilson, platting new neighborhoods, cofounding a Black bank and hospital, and welcoming Booker T. Washington to town.
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I was born in that Black hospital in Wilson at the tail end of this deeply segregated world. My parents were committed to seizing for my sister and me all the privileges they had been denied, but also to maintaining our connections to the community. My local family was quite small, but my cousins’ father came from a big family with deep Wilson County roots. Their grandmother had nearly a dozen siblings, whom we also called “aunt” and “uncle,” and we were always invited to Barnes family gatherings. Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas dinners rotated among the aunts’ houses, and we squeezed in with the rest at tables groaning with turkey, sliced ham, greens, candied yams, and giblet gravy studded with chopped boiled eggs.

The highlight of the family culinary circuit was the annual Fourth of July family reunion at Aunt Minnie’s out “in the country.” Aunt Minnie and Uncle Thomas were tenant farmers who rented the large two-story white house at which they hosted those reunions. (Much later I realized this house had been built by an enslaver, and still later realized that Zella’s maternal ancestors had been enslaved there!) Many of the cars wedged onto the front lawn bore New York and New Jersey license plates—Wilson County’s diaspora returned. Aunt Minnie; her sisters Edie Bell, Pet, Alice, and Lula; and their daughters and daughters-in-law commanded the kitchen, and platter after platter of homegrown, home-cooked goodness emerged onto tables on the screened-in side porch. Outside toward the barn, chickens strutting, my cousins’ uncles tended an earthen pit in which a split pig lay splayed over a rack, juices popping and spitting. Off to the side, jugs filled to the brim with the family’s special vinegar-and-red-pepper sauce awaited.
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Of course, we didn’t have to wait for a pig pickin’ to eat barbeque in Wilson. Parker’s Barbeque was nearly twenty years old by the time I was born, and Godwin’s, which operated out of a storefront downtown, was even older. They were white-owned establishments, and we had complicated relationships with them. Though integration had finally firmly arrived in Wilson, no Black people I knew entered Parker’s dining room. Instead, as African Americans had done since the place opened in 1946, we went around back to the takeout entrance to pick up white paper bags stuffed with barbeque, fried chicken, slaw, and corn sticks. At Godwin’s, my favorite, we did take seats in the well-worn booths inside, but my father plainly remembered that in the not-so-distant days past he would not have been allowed in, and he seldom thoroughly enjoyed his meal.
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I left Wilson for college in the early 1980s. Visits home always included a stop at Parker’s, and eventually, we ventured into the dining room. By the mid-1990s, I was living in Atlanta, and visits to Wilson had a new destination—Mitchell’s on 301, not far from my parents’ house. My father was so pleased to support a Black-owned barbeque business, especially his friend Ed’s, and was not the least bit surprised when I called home to crow, “Mr. Mitchell’s in the New York Times!”

Six years ago, I began curating Black Wide-Awake, a blog dedicated to the African American history, families, and culture of Wilson. I was born during a cusp in my community’s history, in that transition between the worlds of segregation and integration, and feel both well situated and compelled to carry the past forward. My research has been omnivorous, but I’ve kept a special eye out for evidence of the history of Wilson’s food culture. I’ve uncovered stories of Saturday-night barbeque stands tended by fiddling farmhands; the all-Black volunteer fire brigade, Red Hot Hose Company’s famous barbeque New Year’s celebrations; World War I–era barbeque fundraisers for the hospital in which I was born a half century later; a woman-owned café serving pit-cooked barbeque in the Black business block; and barbeque laid out for family reunions and funeral repasts. I’ve also seen references to barbeque being prepared by “help” or “under supervision” at whites-only establishments like Sutton’s, the Dixie Inn, the Zam Zam Club, and Silver Lake Park.

So, who was doing all this cooking?

The names of Wilson’s historic barbeque masters, the so-called pitboys of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, are largely forgotten, and their craft is dying. The heirs to their tradition not only must preserve and pass down their foodways, they must also be griots. Ed and Ryan Mitchell have taken up both mantles. In the spirit of sankofa, they have gone back for what we almost lost, so that our children and our children’s children can keep it going.

—Lisa Y. Henderson, Esq.




Where There Is Flavor, There Is History





BENEVOLENT ANCESTORS, GUIDE US ON THIS BARBEQUE JOURNEY TO TELL ED MITCHELL’S STORY.

WE OFFER LIBATIONS AND PRAISE.






Where there is flavor, there is history. For years, my mother and grandmother told me stories about their roots in Eastern North Carolina and how my family migrated to Indianapolis, Indiana. From my grandmother Mary’s rocking chair, I listened intently to memories of her parents and watched her journal her life in dime-store notebooks, praying that the next generation would treasure the hard work, journey, and sacrifice she and her generation had made to exist and survive. Tears would stream down her face as I watched her delicate hand swirl beautiful cursive letters over the fading lined paper.

As a child, I didn’t understand that grief is everlasting when you lose the parents who nurtured and raised you. After my grandmother’s death, my mother was the last one to know their stories. On our kitchen bookshelf, she cherished Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine: Recipes and Reminiscences of a Family by Norma Jean and Carole Darden, two sisters with deep roots in Wilson, North Carolina, similar to our family. At ten years old, I would sit at the kitchen table thumbing through the Darden sisters’ cookbook. “Aren’t they beautiful? They are from my grandfather’s hometown,” Mommy said, and smiled softly as she continued to tell stories of how we got over.

Verdant North Carolina, where my matriarchal last names of Ward, Hagans, and Locklear have grown many branches. My mother was so happy to share stories of her grandparents with my sons and take them to Parker’s Barbecue in Wilson. This was the best classroom they could ever have, to stand where our ancestors once stood, to eat what they ate. In 2019, we took our family vacation to North Carolina; it would be the last while my dad was alive. I will cherish that family trip forever.

In 2020, like many of you, I was quarantined at home in New Orleans, worried about my parents as they sheltered in our family home in Chicago. One morning, I checked my work email and there was a request to meet with Ed and Ryan Mitchell, legendary father-and-son barbeque pitmasters from Wilson, North Carolina. My cousin Lisa, a native Wilsonite, drove from Atlanta for a masked porch visit to check on me. I told Lisa about the email I’d received. “Zella, please tell them that you have roots in Wilson when they interview you to write their cookbook,” she said. After she returned to Atlanta, I scheduled the interview with the Mitchells, and sure enough, I told them about my matriarchal roots in Wilson.
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And so the journey returned back to Wilson, to four generations of the Mitchell family. Immediately, I was enamored of and humbled to meet Ed Mitchell, the legend, the “pitmaster.” I felt like a kid meeting Black Santa Claus for the first time, because Black Santa always knew your people. We visited neighbors, friends, family, and neighborhood historians and ate together as he shared pieces of his life and his love for family and Eastern North Carolina Barbeque. We walked through the now-closed Mitchell’s Ribs, Bar-B-Q & Chicken on Ward Boulevard, where he built a dream from his parents’ small grocery store. I stood in their commercial kitchen, astounded by the pits he had engineered with perfect airflow. I waited patiently for the day when he would let me try Ed Mitchell’s old-fashioned whole-hog barbeque.

The Mitchells invited me to attend the Pinehurst Barbecue Festival at Pinehurst Resort, founded in 1895. “Sit next to me, baby,” said Ed, and I did, watching the magic, the well-orchestrated symphony of Ed Mitchell; his brothers, Stevie and Aubrey; his beloved son, Ryan; and his nephew A. J. as they laid the coals on the old-school grill as if building the pyramids. Ed Mitchell gave direction as an all-star football coach. “That’s what I’m talking about,” he said as he taste tested a masterpiece in the making. He fixed me a plate of fresh golden glistening cracklin’ with chopped barbeque and finely shredded slaw with the perfect balance of vinegar and seasoning. Nothing could prepare me for the moment I bit into Ed Mitchell’s whole-hog barbeque. I wasn’t the only one who was blown away; a line almost two streets long had formed. I heard someone call out, “I drove for miles to get some of your barbeque, Ed. I can’t wait.” I watched as eyes rolled and heads shook after each glorious bite. A woman who’d had too many beers came up to Ed Mitchell, leaned over him—unmasked, during COVID—and said, “You are the first Black man to make me feel this way.” I nearly fell out of my chair. I asked him, “Does that happen often?” He laughed jovially. “Baby, you don’t know the half of it.”

What struck me most was our initial conversations when the Mitchells talked about Mother Doretha Mitchell, the nucleus, the conductor, and the oracle of the family, with so much love and adoration. At ninety-one years old, she still leads the family with grace and unwavering faith. I was elated, anticipating our first meeting after hearing so many stories about her from all the men in the Mitchell family. Upon entering Mother Doretha’s intimate home, where she had loved and raised three sons and her grandson, Ryan, with her soulmate and husband, Willie Mitchell, the alluring scent of every dish she prepared for our lunch and the presence of the Holy Spirit drew me in.

One of my favorite Bible scriptures adorned the walls: “You will be blessed when you come in and blessed when you go out” (Deuteronomy 28:6). I knew at that moment that she was everything the Mitchells described her to be. Walking into the kitchen, I saw there were mounds of fried freshly caught fish and shrimp laid delicately on large platters next to buttery, crispy sweet potato jacks, and Ed Mitchell looked at me with a firstborn son’s pride. “You ready to try Mother Doretha’s trotters? It will hurt you, baby.” The inner child in me was jumping up and down, ready for a life-changing meal—and a life-changing meal it was. We all sat at Mother Doretha’s elegantly dressed table waiting for her to bless our food and to bless us. At that moment, I thanked God for having the honor to sit at their table and tell their story. Their story changed me, and I know this cookbook will change you.

The Mitchells wanted to tell their story on their own terms and for the images to speak for themselves. For too long, Black folks in the culinary world took their stories and recipes to the grave or told their stories through filtered second-party lenses that had their own opinions of who is deserving of the spotlight or whose truth is valid. To be seen is to be heard. Each recipe tells the Mitchells’ story over four generations rooted in Wilson, a small town that was once the capital of tobacco production in the United States. Where faith, family, farming, and whole-hog barbeque runs through bloodlines.

When we started this project, I called a dear friend, Chef Andrea Reusing of Lantern Restaurant in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, for her to recommend a top food photographer in North Carolina. “Easy—Baxter Miller.” At Baxter and her partner Ryan’s home and work studio in New Bern, North Carolina, we all reimagined the legacy of the Eastern North Carolina whole-hog barbeque and family-staple dishes that the Mitchells and many North Carolinians share. We were inspired by textiles, color, and patterns that are in alignment with the African American experience and aesthetic. Conversations and questions ensued: Who decides what deserves to be served on a silver platter? Can we share our commonality and heritage through barbeque elegantly displayed not only on silver trays but on dishes made by Jesalyn Keziah, an Indigenous potter and member of the Lumbee Tribe of North Carolina, as we bring barbeque back to its roots, to the land, to the people?

That day we gathered by the river to feast on the fruits of whole-hog barbeque and all of Mother Doretha’s cherished dishes. We recognized that food is the gathering, the hands that fire the pits and pass the food around the table; this is the true root of Southern food. Each bite is sacred and is to be preserved so that we remember and honor our ancestors. The collard greens, cornbread, barbeque, and love for labor and family, not the presentation but the ethereal feeling as we cocked our heads back and smiled at each other as we tasted generations of skill and flavor—that is the essence of Ed Mitchell’s renowned barbeque.
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I delved into the research, read every barbeque book I could; made calls to colleagues, historians, and barbeque aficionados; interviewed the entire Mitchell family and native Wilsonites. But it wasn’t until we visited São Paulo, Brazil, where Ed and Ryan were invited to headline the 2022 Churrascada International Barbecue Festival, that I truly felt the magnitude of Ed Mitchell. He was valued, honored, and admired by so many Brazilian barbeque fans, young and old. At seventy-six years old, he boarded a plane to Brazil determined to fulfill his ancestors’ dreams, break boundaries, and pass the torch to the next generation: his treasured son, Ryan Mitchell.

From America’s inception, African Americans have always had to adapt and rise above their circumstances, and Ed Mitchell’s story is woven into the fabric of American barbeque history.

During a research visit to the Wilson Library Special Collections at UNC-Chapel Hill, I encountered the history of the Barbecue Presbyterian Church, founded in 1758 in Harnett County, North Carolina, by Highland Scot immigrants. A newly arrived Scotswoman stood at the port in Wilmington and saw Black people for the first time. She asked the captain, “Who are they?” He remarked, “Oh, everyone turns black like that after a few months in this climate.” As she walked off the dock, she heard Scottish Gaelic, her native tongue, assuming that the two men were fellow Scots only to find out that “their skin was black.” She turned around to find a friendly Black woman greeting her with “Ceud mìle fàilte!” The Scotswoman ran back to the dock, demanding that the captain take her back to Scotland, “Immediately, if not sooner!” This story reminds us that the legacy of barbeque in North Carolina was cross-cultural. It broke language barriers and previous cultural norms, and laid the foundation for Ed Mitchell to exist in a world that wasn’t always welcoming.

As we returned from Brazil, Ryan shared construction plans of the much-anticipated next chapter in the Mitchell story: the Preserve, their next barbeque restaurant in Raleigh, North Carolina, a renovation of the oldest ale house in North Carolina. During the long plane ride home, I shed tears of joy, resonating in the way Mother Doretha’s fervent prayers over her family were realized in her grandbaby Ryan, educated in economics, who took the family torch and ran hard to get their own unprocessed sugar barbeque sauces and rubs in six thousand stores across the United States and waited patiently to open the Preserve. “I’m not interested in fame,” he said. “God put me here to bless my family and North Carolina. I am focused and patient. I won’t rest until it’s done. I can’t be influential and broke. I have to show the next generation another way.”

[image: image]

This is the American story of Eastern North Carolina whole-hog barbeque and how Ed Mitchell became a pitmaster with tenacity and faith.

—Zella Palmer




Introduction

“I Can’t Give Up”
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LONG AFTER IT WAS NECESSARY, UNCLE VESS ATE THE LEAVINGS OFF THE HOG, DOUSED THEM WITH VINEGAR SAUCE.

—Honorée Fanonne Jeffers, “The Gospel of Barbeque”






My journey into the barbeque business began with a lunch I made for my mama. It was 1991. I was a forty-five-year-old man grieving the loss of my hero and trying to survive without the patriarch of our family. I hadn’t realized my father was as sick as he was. He had terminal cancer, and one night he just slipped away. My mother called me and I came home quickly to be with her. He and Mama had been a team—Black entrepreneurs in a racially divided part of North Carolina. Their grocery store, Mitchell’s Supermarket, was filled with everyday goods from penny candy to cooking oil. It was a symbol of African American progress and Black-owned business.

But without my dad there, friends stopped popping by, and business slowed down.
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Early that morning, I dropped by the store to check in on Mama. She wasn’t herself. Ever since my dad’s death, my mom hadn’t been as jovial as she used to be. I will never forget when she told me, “I’ve been here all day and I only sold seventeen dollars in food.” I knew I had to step up and take care of my mama as the eldest son in the family. I didn’t mind—I’ve always been a mama’s boy. I wanted to
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