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THE Piedmont in North Carolina is holy ground for barbecue connoisseurs: a place where pork shoulders are still pit-cooked over smoldering hardwood, and men with names like Snook and Boney live on through their smoky legacy. 
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Roy Alson tastes a red at RayLen Vineyard in Mocksville. 

The old-school barbecue joints they’ve left behind would alone warrant a road trip through this patchwork quilt of old farms, small towns and distant mountain views that sprawl south and west of Winston-Salem. But they’re not the only reason for food-minded tourists to visit here. 

Just off the Blue Ridge Parkway, in the Yadkin Valley, a fledgling wine scene has taken root, one that doesn’t feature just the sweet native muscadine, but also pork-friendly Old World varietals like cabernet franc, sangiovese and even nebbiolo. 

A wine-and-swine agenda seemed like a natural to me and my husband, Lindsay (a North Carolina native), but not everyone recognizes this lucky overlap. A woman at tourist information in Winston-Salem seemed puzzled when asked for information on both. She had plenty of pamphlets, maps and even an audio tour for wine-related rambles. But when it came to barbecue, we were on our own.

“They’re two separate worlds,” said Jim Early, a local lawyer, food writer and founder of the North Carolina Barbecue Society. Barbecue and wine may be two local art forms that taste great together, but they tend not to mingle socially. He warned us that consuming the two together would be a challenge. “Barbecue has been around for hundreds of years, “ he said “Wine’s the new kid on the block. I don’t think they’ve spent a lot of time getting to know each other.”

It was a longtime tobacco farmer who sparked the idea of our late-summer tour through wine and barbecue country. “Nothing goes better with my syrah than a barbecue sandwich,” said Frank Hobson Jr., at RagApple Lassie, his six-year-old vineyard. He was right, as a pit stop a few miles west at Daniel Boone Barbecue confirmed. 

At RayLen, a hilltop vineyard where a rollicking farm party was under way, live rockabilly music rang from the porch, while frolickers danced around the hilly vines. We sampled a slew of good French blends, and when hunger struck, we were directed to a ramshackle cluster of white cinderblock buildings nearby that had Snook’s Old Fashion Barbecue hand-painted above the front door. Their sandwiches were the real deal: an exemplary squish of smoke-tinged pork and slaw on a plain-Jane burger bun. 

“We get a lot of people stopping by from the wineries,” said Rita Reavis, whose father opened Snook’s 37 years ago. Her brother now tends the smoke-belching pit, and her grandchildren work the ginghamy counter.

In North Carolina, wine is finally bouncing back, long after Prohibition squelched its once-productive industry. According to the North Carolina Wine and Grape Council, the number of wineries has more than doubled in the last five years, with 20 alone in Yadkin Valley, a grape-friendly region that in 2003 became North Carolina’s first federally recognized viticultural area. 

The hope is that viticulture will eventually prove as profitable as tobacco, but farmers aren’t the only students at Surry Community College in Dobson, which has its own vineyard and winery. Many valley residents, including recent transplants from other wine regions, have a case of grape fever. You can’t cruise these winding roads without seeing wine-related signs and billboards.

YET the closest thing to roadside barbecue ads we found was a giant kudzu topiary in the shape of a pig. Barbecue is the region’s old, familiar fogy, and $2.50 sandwiches are traditionally, and terrifically, washed down with sweet tea. Though there’s a cultish appreciation for wood-fueled pit-cooking, which survives here more than elsewhere, Mr. Early said, the technique is rapidly giving way to less nuanced electric cookers, and old pit-masters are retiring. 

“There aren’t many places left,” said Charlie Shelton, the white-haired co-owner of Shelton Vineyards, one of the first to open here (in 1999) and now one of the largest. It was a sparkling summer day, and Shelton’s manicured grounds, shaded by weeping willows, were crowded with families. I asked Mr. Shelton, who was greeting visitors in his tasting room, where he eats barbecue in his hometown of Mount Airy, near the valley’s northern end. “Nowadays, you have to go to Lexington,” he said, referring to the region’s southernmost town an hour away.
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In barbecue terms, Lexington is North Carolina’s Memphis or Kansas City, its true locus. As detailed in “Bob Garner’s Guide to North Carolina Barbecue” (John F. Blair) — required reading for road trippers in search of porcine heaven — Piedmont-style barbecue evolved after 1919, when pits placed outside the Lexington Courthouse spawned permanent buildings, competition and, eventually, a barbecue boomtown. (Lexington’s 23rd annual Barbecue Festival is scheduled for Oct. 21, the same day as the third annual Yadkin Valley Grape Festival in Yadkinville.)

 But you can’t eat Piedmont (or western North Carolina-style) barbecue without acknowledging its rival east of Raleigh. The stylistic differences: Piedmont style means shoulders, not whole hog; it’s hand-chopped (fine or coarse, your call), sliced or pulled to order, rather than minced beforehand. It comes with thin, ketchup-tinged “dip,” instead of red pepper-flecked vinegar sauce.

In the Piedmont, you can, and should, request your barbecue with “brown,” the intensely flavored, caramelized outer skin that can only be described as pork candy. Not everyone follows rules. Take Snook’s, where Ms. Reavis puts her pork, brown and all, through a coarse grinder to wonderful effect. At Village Barbecue, in Elkin, the sandwiches are as saucy as sloppy Joes.

The restaurants are usually sticklers about alcohol, though, so you’re better off brown-bagging barbecue to the wineries than vice-versa. We ordered smoky sandwiches and hushpuppies to go at Little Richards, a mini-chain in Yadkinville, and chased them with Raffaldini Vineyards’ racy Italian reds on a patio with jaw-dropping mountain views.

Most wineries sell picnic provisions, and a few — Shelton, Black Wolf, Childress — have pleasant restaurants. But the one we’re still talking about is Elkin Creek, a tiny winery nestled in the woods across from a well-preserved 19th-century mill. The young chef, Jesse Williams, cooks everything from local vegetables to pork shoulders in a wood-burning brick oven. And, as we sat in mix-and-match dining-room chairs, savoring stone-ground grits and Elkin Creek’s own sausage, the owner, Mark Greene, poured his quirky barbera into Riedel glasses. 

We left happy and full, understanding what they French must mean when they talk about terroir — the way foods are stamped with a keen sense of place. Next time, we’ll stay at the bungalow Mr. Greene’s neighbor built across the creek, or perhaps in one of the cozy old cottages at nearby Grassy Creek, a three-year-old winery on a storybook farm that once belonged to the Hanes (underwear) family. 

At the smaller vineyards, tastings, around $4, are often led by owners. At Hanover Park, in a restored farmhouse, two former art teachers set out local goat cheese with their Rhone varietals and luscious scuppernong dessert wine. At Round Peak, we got surprise lessons in both winemaking and the hamlet’s famous old-time music. The owner of Stony Knoll walked us around his family’s century-old farm turned vineyard. 

We had been before to Childress Vineyards in Lexington, the palatial winery opened by Richard Childress, a Nascar team owner, in 2004. We were headed back not for the racing knickknacks but because we liked the wines. Besides, the wine and swine connection isn’t lost on the winemaker, Mark Friszolowski, who bottles Fine Swine Wine, a sweet-as-tea red, for the local barbecue festival. On the way, neon-bright Tar Heel Q, where the chopped brown had a distinct spare-rib quality, is a worthy stop. At nearby Deano’s, the pit-master Dean Allen honors his mentors (the late Boney, among them) with nicely calibrated ’cue.

As we drove into town with the windows rolled down, Lexington introduced itself with a sirocco of smoke. The chamber of commerce claims one barbecue restaurant per thousand residents. We finally settled into the red vinyl swivel stools at Barbecue Center, where the gargantuan sundae is as famous as the pit-cooked barbecue.

Our pilgrimage ended at Lexington Barbecue, where Rick Monk — son of the legendary pit-master Wayne Monk — mistook our slow bites for unhappy ones. “You have to know how to order,” he said before disappearing into the kitchen and returning with coarsely-chopped, brown-studded pork and potent dip. 

Too full to move, we sheepishly asked for a doggie bag. I only wish that Mr. Monk knew how good his barbecue tasted a few hours later, with a glass of local wine. 

If You Go 

Call ahead for winery and barbecue restaurant hours, which vary widely. 

THE WINE

RagApple Lassie, 3724 RagApple Lassie Lane, Boonville; (866) 724-2775; www.ragapplelassie.com.

RayLen, 3577 Highway 158, Mocksville; (336) 998-3100; www.raylenvineyards.com.

Shelton Vineyards, 286 Cabernet Lane, Dobson; (336) 366-4724; www.sheltonvineyards.com.

Hanover Park, 1927 Courtney-Huntsville Road, Yadkinville; (323) 463-2875; www.hanoverparkwines.com.

Raffaldini, 450 Groce Road, Ronda; (336) 835-9463; www.raffaldini.com.

Elkin Creek, 318 Elkin Creek Mill Road, Elkin; (336) 526-5119; www.elkinmill.com.

Grassy Creek, 235 Chatham Cottage Circle; (336) 835-2458; www.grassycreekvineyard.com.

Old North State, 308 North Main Street, Mount Airy; (336) 789-9463.

Childress, 1000 Childress Vineyard Road, Lexington; (336) 236-9463; www.childressvineyards.com.

Carolina Winesellers, 1333 Lewisville-Clemmons Road, Lewisville, a shop specializing in local wines; (336) 766-2696; www.carolinawinesellers.com.

THE SWINE

Daniel Boone Barbecue, 108 South Carolina Avenue, Boonville; (336) 367-5225. 

Snook’s, 109 Junie Beauchamp Road, Advance; (336) 998-4305.

Hill’s, 4005 Patterson Avenue, Winston-Salem; (336) 767-2184.

Tar Heel Q, 6835 Highway 64 West, Lexington; (336) 787-4550.

Deano’s Barbecue, 140 North Clement Street, Mocksville; (336) 751-5820.

Barbecue Center, 900 North Main Street, Lexington; (336) 248-4633.

Lexington Barbecue, 10 U.S. Route 29/70 South, Lexington; (336) 249-9814.

Village Bar-B-Q, 961 North Bridge Street, Elkin; (336) 835-2420

