
Religion, politics -- and barbecue 

 

 

They say you should avoid talking about politics and religion. But I must add: In 

polite conversation, one should never discuss barbecue. 

Everyone knows there‟s only one barbecue -- tangy, melt-away pork, with a hint of 

vinegar -- and it comes from eastern North Carolina places like Wilson, Greenville and 

Kinston. Usually from a beloved establishment known by the owner‟s name. 

I‟ve heard they have barbecue in other places. In Kentucky, they make it with mutton, 

and instead of Brunswick stew, they have “burgoo.” I‟ve heard people brag about the so-

called “barbecue” elsewhere in the state and I keep quiet when they do. I don‟t like fights. 

As a little girl in Rocky Mount, after church on Sundays my grandmother would 

announce, “Let‟s go to Bob Melton‟s” and that meant a slow drive to the Tar River to a 

humble wooden house with a porch, gazebo and spring water fountain. 

Once home again we‟d open bags of steaming barbecue, Cole slaw, Brunswick stew, 

potatoes and fried corn bread. 

I got my first job at a barbecue restaurant.  The menu was straightforward and it never 

changed. Fried chicken or barbecue, large or small. You could get a combination, too. 

Pretty simple. 

Well, not for everyone. 

One day, I had a table of four and I set down glasses of iced tea like I always did. 

Now, Rocky Mount sits midway between New York and Miami so we got a lot of 

travelers.  I knew something was wrong when they asked, “What‟s this?” 

“...It‟s ... uh ... tea,” I replied.  The mother took a sip and you‟d have thought I 

poisoned her.  “It‟s sweet,” she said. 

“We need some menus,” the father said. 

We had menus ... but never used them and I stood by while they read. 

Finally the father spoke. 

“Now, this barbecue. Is it beef or pork?” 

That‟s strange, I thought.  Haven‟t they ever been to a pig pickin‟? 

“Is it sliced or chopped? What kind of sauce does it have?” 

Now I was only 16 and from a small town but I never heard such ridiculous 

questions. It was just, you know -- barbecue. 

Then they started asking what was Brunswick stew and did we have salads and I felt a 

little sorry when they left. 

Today I get a chuckle remembering how they thought I was just a country girl but I 

wasn‟t the one who didn‟t know what barbecue was. 

These days, Bob Melton‟s is gone -- flooded by Hurricane Floyd in 1999 -- and the 

restaurant that gave me a job has a new name. 

I‟ve changed, too, and my diet is more tofu and broccoli than „cue and stew. 

But my favorite barbecue restaurant in Greenville still serves the best pit-cooked 

barbecue around and I‟ll often stop by for sandwiches or a large combination with fried 
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chicken when friends visit. We‟ll avoid talking about the president or Congress, what 

church someone‟s attending these days. Eventually, someone will mention a barbecue 

place they found in Raleigh or Knoxville or Atlanta. My neck hairs stand up and I 

prepare to fight, but I let it go. After all, I know better. 
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