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Smoke signals stem from Wilderness Road
BY LAURA HUNT ANGEL

J

ust outside of the Pine
Mountain State Resort Park
near Pineville is a secluded
clearing surrounded by trees
at the top of a small rise. To
the uninitiated, it looks like any
other little clearing along any
other street corner.
But if you stand still a
moment and look around, you’ll
notice that here and there a
few rough stones have been
intentionally set into the earth.
You are standing in the middle
of a small, very old burying
ground.
It’s called the Wilderness
Road Cemetery, and any family
that has inhabited Kentucky
for the last three or four
generations is almost certain to
have at least one ancestor who
traveled right through here.
Between 1775 and 1810 some
300,000 settlers, including about
98,000 slaves, crossed through
the Cumberland Gap along the
Wilderness Road during the
great migration toward the Ohio
River. It continued to be in use
to a lesser extent until around
1840 as water routes and wagon
roads began opening up.
Prior to its use by settlers, the
Cherokee, Iroquois, Shawnee
and other tribes used parts
of the road for tracking both
wild game and each other.
Trailblazers like Tom Walker,
Daniel Boone and William
Bryan(t) fought fierce and
deadly battles with the Native
Americans who lived along the
road. By 1784 land purchases
from the Cherokee and the
Treaty of Fort Stanwix with
the Iroquois brought a degree
of peace, but other tribes were
still at war with the American
colonies, and travel along
the road remained perilous.
Additionally, bears, panthers,
snakes, accidents and illnesses
continuously threatened
travelers along the way.
Despite these hardships, the
Wilderness Road played a key
role in the blending of European,
African and Native American
cultures that would eventually
lead to the particular heritage
of Kentucky, including several
dishes that are still standard
fare today. Most notably is our
tradition of country ham, greens
and barbecue.
Production of tobacco,
already grown in Kentucky by
Native Americans before the
first settlers arrived, increased
with the introduction of seed
from Virginia and Carolina
farmers, making tobacco a
lucrative non-food cash crop
here, too.
Most of the Wilderness Road
was really more of a path than
a road. It officially started at
what was then the Anderson
Blockhouse in East Carter’s
Valley, Virginia, where several
other trails from Virginia and
the Carolinas came together
with the Great Warriors Path.
It curved down through
Tennessee, then up to Fort
Boonesborough. From there the
road was extended to finally end
at the Ohio River in Louisville,
where travelers could head
further west by water.
In spots along the trail you
can barely stretch your arms
out without hitting a tree. For
the earliest of the settlers,
driving a large covered wagon
or even riding horseback would
have been quite difficult. Their
primary mode of transport from
the piedmont to the mysterious
land of Ken Tuck Kee was their
own feet, with their possessions
strapped to their backs or in
small carts. They lead their
horses and mules along when
the trees dipped in low.
Later, so-called Object
Lesson Roads were built into or
alongside the trail convincing
taxpaying settlers that wider,
gravel roads were both cost
effective and greatly added to
ease of travel. Larger groups
were then able to go by wagon
train, and farmers and ranchers
were able to bring their livestock

Dried corn was vital to the rugged frontier people making their way across the Cumberland Gap to the Kentucky wilderness.
across the gap to market as well.
Across from the Wilderness
Road Cemetery lies the large,
open space of the Wasioto
Winds Golf Course, the place
where long ago many of our
families camped to gather their
strength before crossing the
Cumberland River. It’s easy to
imagine what it looked like 200
years ago, dotted with cooking
fires here and there, and smoke
wafting on the breeze.
We may not realize it, but the
trail of that smoke lingers today,
more than 200 years later, and
continues to add richness and
character to the Kentucky way
of life.

Reviving old
foodways: Dried corn

Before starting their journey
through the mountains,
frontier families stocked up
on smoked, dried and cured
meats, corn, beans and
other necessities that were
impossible to come by once
they left civilization. Along the
way, wild game, fish, and plants
for both food and medicine
were usually easy to find. They
prepared these foods according
to ways they learned back in
Europe and Africa, and from
Native Americans here. Some
of these old ways sur vived
through the years, all the way
from the mountains to the Ohio
River region and eventually all
parts west. Others died out,
but are now resurfacing in
the wake of the current move
toward a more self-sufficient
lifestyle.
Food historians call
these old methods of food
preparation foodways. They
are not so much recipes
as techniques and general
cooking notions that were
passed down before measured
amounts of specific ingredients
were readily available.
When Chuck and I lived
near Cleveland, Ohio, we
made regular trips to Holmes
County, the heart of Ohio’s
Amish community. We learned
a lot about the Amish way of
doing things, much of which is
ver y similar to the ways of our
forebears.
Dried corn was one of the
most important foodstuffs that
early settlers took with them
on the trail. It was was light
and took up much less room
when removed from the cob,
and could be prepared many
different ways.
The old method of dr ying
corn is not used much today
except by the Amish and
Pennsylvania Dutch. It really

isn’t much more difficult
that freezing corn, but takes
more time that we’re used to
in today’s microwave world.
Like most foodways it doesn’t
use measured amounts and
temperatures, leaving plenty of
wiggle room to adjust to one’s
personal preference.
You’ll need a couple of large
squares of cheesecloth (you
could also use two thin cotton
sheets) and two saw horses,
in addition to a quantity of
fresh corn, shucked and cut
off the cob. Choose hot, sunny
weather for this project.
Set the saw horses in a
sunny location, away from a
dusty road or driveway. Tie the
corners of one of the sheets of
cheesecloth to the sawhorses
so that it hangs between them.
Next, spread the corn on the
hanging cheesecloth in a single
layer. Lay the other sheet of
cheesecloth over the top and
tie it to the sawhorses as well.
Let hang until ver y dr y. It is
wise to let it sit for a couple of
days because if any moisture
remains in the corn it will
mold.
Most Amish and
Pennsylvania Dutch prefer
to toast the corn after it is
dr y. It adds a unique and
mouth-watering nutty flavor to
the cooked corn and ensures
that it is completely dr y. To
do this, simply layer the dried
corn on a cookie sheet and
place in a low oven, stirring
occasionally, until lightly
toasted but not too brown.
Let the corn cool completely
before storing.
Once dr y, you can toss a few
kernels into soups or stews, or
prepare it similarly to beans.
Like beans, dried corn benefits
from soaking before cooking,
or a long slow simmer. It can
also be ground into toasted
cornmeal and makes excellent
mush for breakfast.
To bake dried corn the
Amish way, first grind it
coarsely in a grain mill, or
give it just a couple of pulses
with a food processor. To the
corn add milk (I use about
two times more milk than
corn), butter, eggs and a little
sugar if desired, and mix like
you would a custard. Pour
the mixture into a buttered
casserole dish and bake in a
moderate oven — around 350Ì
— until the corn is tender and
the casserole is about the same
the consistency as mashed
potatoes. Mine took about 40
minutes.
To tr y Amish style dried
corn without all the effort,
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Dave Webb of Dave’s Sticky Pig shows off his abundant woodpile,
attesting to his all-wood barbecue.
you can purchase John Cope’s
middle of the night as well.
brand dried corn with complete
From time to time Dave
instructions online at www.
travels around the country
yodersmart.com.
sampling the flavors of different
regions and picking up new
Dave’s Sticky Pig offers a true ideas. When trying out various
pit master’s styles, the first thing
taste of the wilderness
Trying to create the authentic he does is walk around back
and check out the wood pile.
smoky taste of our frontier
He says it’s a good way to judge
heritage at home is a time
whether their cooking method
consuming task that most of
is all wood or a hybrid; the all
us are not able to do just any
wood restaurants will have a
old day of the week, at least not
much bigger wood pile. But
while holding down a regular
Dave also stresses that there
job. But it’s still possible to
is plenty of room for all of the
experience the flavors and
scents of old time wood-smoked different barbecue styles in our
area because not everyone likes
favorites right here in Hopkins
the same thing.
County whenever you like,
Future plans include the
because a few folks have made
possibility of marketing Dave’s
it their calling to prepare these
Sticky Pig tees and bottled
delicacies full time.
sauces. Dave’s Sticky Pig offers
One of those dedicated
wood-smoked pulled pork, ribs,
individuals is Dave Webb,
beef brisket and chicken, as well
owner and pit master of Dave’s
as burgoo, sides and desserts.
Sticky Pig. Dave is a Kentucky
Take out is available.
native who’s had a hand in the
Dave’s Sticky Pig
restaurant business for a long
206 Madison Square Drive,
time. A couple of years back
Madisonville
he decided to retire and sold
Monday-Saturday 11a.m.-8
off the interest in his various
p.m.
eateries, only to discover three
Sunday 11a.m.-5 p.m.
weeks later that he was quite
(270) 326-5100
not ready for retired life. It was
(270) 326-5102
a fortuitous occurrence, and the
idea for the Sticky Pig was born.
What makes Dave’s operation
For more great smoked
different from others is that
taste at home, try:
his cooking is done with 100
Scott brand country ham,
percent wood — hickory and
bacon and jowl bacon from
oak to be exact. Dave says
Scott Hams, 1301 Scott Road,
many places throughout the
Greenville.
country are switching to wood
Troyer brand hickory
and gas hybrid smokers, which
smoked Cheddar, Swiss and
make cooking much less labor
hot pepper cheeses available
intensive but do not lend the
at Crofton Country Cupboard,
same tempting smokiness that
12040 S
his offerings acquire. This all
Madisonville Road, Crofton.
wood method means that he is
Father’s brand country ham
usually at the Sticky Pig well
and flavored bacons. Sold at
into the evening; it requires one Brumfield Farm Market, 3320
trip back to the smokers in the
Nebo Road, Madisonville.

