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[Begin Ron Turner] 

 

00:00:01 

Sara Wood:  I’m just going to introduce you here. So it’s January 25, 2014. I’m sitting here at 

Turner Ham House with Mr. Ron Turner. And this is Sara Wood with the Southern Foodways 

Alliance. And Ron I’m wondering if you could say hi and introduce yourself for the tape and tell 

me who you are and—and where we are right now. 

 

00:00:19 

Ron Turner:  Okay. Hi, my name is Ron Turner. I’m at Turner Ham House. We’re in Fulks 

Run, Virginia in the heart of the Shenandoah Valley down in—about fifteen minutes off 

Interstate 81. 

 

00:00:30 

SW:  Can you tell me a little bit about what this place is like for people who may have never 

been here before? 

 

00:00:35 

RT:  Basically we—we sit in a cinderblock building right along the north fork of the 

Shenandoah River. We’re sort of off the road, non-descript. You don’t really see it. A lot of 

people have come here for years and don’t realize that this is where we cure our hams, so—. 
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00:00:51 

SW:  Do you have people who actually buy hams from the store and they have—they—they 

don’t know that you’re actually curing them down here? 

 

00:00:57 

RT:  Right; yeah that’s—that’s correct. [Laughs] They—they say, “Well where do you cure 

them?” And they say, “Well just right out back,” and—and they’ve—they’ve never even seen—

seen a ham house here before, so yeah. [Interviewer’s note: We pause here for a few minutes so 

Ron can help a customer who arrived at the ham house to buy a fresh ham.] 

 

00:01:11 

SW:  Before I forget could you tell me your birth date for the record? 

 

00:01:14 

RT:  Yeah, it’s March 21, 1963. 

 

00:01:16 

SW:  And so your parents started the store up the hill. Could you talk about why and how they 

started that? 

 

00:01:24 

RT:  Yeah, dad was in the Navy back in—at the very end of World War II and he came back and 

got out of the service and decided he wanted to open up a grocery store, so he—he found some 
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land and he bought some land. And they built a small store. And they operated it together. They 

got married shortly thereafter. And they—it was a small grocery store. You’d walk in and hand 

your list to my mom and she would pick your—your groceries and things off the—off the 

shelves behind her and set them down on the counter. 

 

00:01:55 

 And so things went pretty well. They had a couple kids. They expanded the store twice I 

think and in 1963 they built the—the final addition and opened that up. And dad was one of the 

first grocery stores around that had shopping carts so it was completely self-service. So he—but 

at the time there was a lot of traffic pass, you know the workers who were going to Broadway to 

work or to—to Harrisonburg. And there were not Food Lions and the large grocery stores 

around, so everybody stopped at the little mom and pop stores. 

 

00:02:26 

 And he had two—two cash registers and some Saturday nights you know he had you 

know maybe fifteen or twenty shopping carts out in the store and you know he sold fresh meats 

and fresh vegetables and ground hamburger and you know sold tires and boots and just about 

everything you could imagine. 

 

00:02:44 

SW:  And will you tell me your parents’ names? 

 

 

 



Ron Turner, Turner Ham House, Page 5 
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

00:02:46 

RT:  Yeah; dad’s name is Garnett—G-a-r-n-e-t-t—Turner and my mom’s name is Lena—Lena 

Turner. 

 

00:02:52 

SW:  And what’s her maiden name, do you know? 

 

00:02:53 

RT:  She’s an Albrite, yeah A-l-b-r-i-t-e, so you know. 

 

00:02:59 

SW:  Now you said your father was in the Navy and he bought land here but do your parents—

do their people go back around this area? 

 

00:03:05 

RT:  Yeah, the Turners have been here in—in the Fulks Run for a long time. I mean we’ve 

traced our family back to the—I think 1700s. And I think with my kids it’s about twelve or 

thirteen generations in—in the Valley and dad grew up on the farm right next to where I live 

right now, so about three miles from our store. And mom was—she lived about five miles back 

the road, yeah. 

 

00:03:29 

SW:  Now did the farm provide produce and—and meat for the store? 
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00:03:34 

RT:  No, the—the farm that my dad grew up on they just raised cattle and grew hay and—and 

sold some—you know some small chickens and that kind of thing but not really—nothing for 

the—for the grocery store. 

 

00:03:46 

SW:  I was just thinking when you mentioned the carts how much that must have changed 

people’s lives to have shopping carts. 

 

00:03:52 

RT:  Yeah, I think so. You know when—when they can walk through the store and—and you 

know pick things out for themselves I think that opened up a whole new world for them, so—you 

know it’s a lot of—a lot of different things that they carried. And dad sold shotguns and rifles 

and you know that was—it was commonplace back then now. 

 

00:04:12 

SW:  And you were talking about people coming through who work in Harrisonburg. Can you 

talk about—I mean what were the major—what were the major industries here at the time and 

has it changed? 

 

00:04:22 

RT:  It’s changed some; I think some of the things in Broadway, there was what’s called the HG 

Lee Plant and they made blue jeans and so that employed I—you know I’m thinking maybe fifty 

to 100 people. But when I was a kid growing up I remember an old VW bus would come through 
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every day and it was the HG Lee workers. And they all lived back in West Virginia and they—

they carpooled out to there in an old VW bus. [Laughs] And so they would stop, you know, on 

Fridays then for sure and they would all buy groceries and stuff for the weekend, so—. 

 

00:04:54 

 Some of the other smaller plants in Harrisonburg, you know probably closed up. I can't 

think of any—there was Colony Air and some other—other manufacturers but—yeah. 

 

00:05:05 

SW:  And I’m wondering if you could talk a little bit about how your father—how and why he 

started curing hams and is that something that went back in his family? 

 

00:05:13 

RT:  Yeah, they did. He—I think they—they cured hams on the—on the farm and—and 

basically he used his grandfather’s recipe for—for the cure. And then the first year he—he 

decided to cure twenty-five hams. And he had some customers coming in and asking for country 

ham and—and he didn’t have a supplier for them. And so he cured twenty-five the first year and 

his father-in-law said, “You’ll—you’ll lose your shirt. You know you won't sell any of them.” 

And he sold out right away. 

 

00:05:40 

 And so the next year I think he cured fifty and then he went to maybe 300 and those were 

all cured there at the store in the basement in the old wash house. And then in 1966 he built the 
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first addition on our ham house and it was a one-room curing room and—and hanging and 

everything was all done in the one room right here at—at the second location, so—. 

 

00:06:03 

 And then in 1969 he built another addition onto the ham house and made it larger and 

cured some more hams. And then in 1999 we added a second addition and re-trussed the 

whole—the building so it looks like one large building rather than just a couple add-ons, so—. 

And that’s where we are here today then. We’ve got lots of space and we have two additional 

cure rooms, a big processing room, and walk-in coolers, so—yeah. 

 

00:06:32 

SW:  I’m wondering when—when your grandfather told your dad you—your—his father-in-law 

told him he would lose his shirt and he sold out I mean was—was—why? I mean were people—

was it in demand at the time or did he just—do you think he had a business savvy that he knew 

what people wanted? 

 

00:06:48 

RT:  I think dad was pretty much in touch with what—what people—what his customers were 

asking for and twenty-five hams, you know when you have thousands of people in through the 

store in a year’s time, you know that’s—that would be fairly easy. That’s a safe bet. And twenty-

five was a good number to start with and—and to test the waters, so—yeah dad is pretty smart 

too. [Laughs] 
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00:07:08 

SW:  Do you—could you talk a little bit about—I’ve been asking everybody this because 

everyone has a different answer but when you hear the term country ham how would you 

define—define country ham for somebody? 

 

00:07:18 

RT:  Well here locally it’s—it’s—country ham would be sugar-cured. There’s lots of different 

styles. There’s—there’s smoked, there’s salt-cured, there’s some cured with you know—where 

they add a lot of pepper. But ours use a brown sugar, salt, and a little bit of saltpeter which is 

sodium nitrate as a preservative. And excuse me, the—the most common comment I hear is it 

tastes like what my grandfather used to cure on the farm. And so people come in and—and they 

have that and it’s like it brings back a lot of memories and so we—we try and strive and we’re 

not going to change that. You know that’s—that’s going to stay the same, so you know we’re not 

going to tinker with that process. And we want to keep the same—same flavor and same thing 

people have been looking for. 

 

00:08:02  

SW:  And why—why did people—why did—why cure? I mean why do—why do people—your 

grandfather, why did he cure? I mean why cure hams? 

 

00:08:11 

RT:  Curing was a way to—to—they would generally cure in the—or kill a hog in the—in the 

fall or in the winter and preserving the meat for, you know for later on in the winter or for early 

in the spring or for the next year. Actually even some of them would keep it for over a year. And 
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so I guess it all started with you know a lack of refrigeration basically so they would cure and 

salt preserve the—the hams. And I think that’s probably why the—the salt-curing came about 

you know because salt is obviously a—the great preserver of meat. And they just started adding 

sugar to get a little bit better flavor and—and around here there was some that smoked. Dad—

granddad did have smokehouse but I don’t ever recall him—him smoking. But there was—you 

know there was evidence that at some point they had smoked some meat in the old smokehouse. 

 

00:09:03 

SW:  And what—what’s your—what are your grandparents’ names before I forget? 

 

00:09:05 

RT:  My dad’s was Lloyd Turner and Ruth Turner and that’s—they lived just right next to where 

we—I live right now on the farm. So we live down river from the store about half a mile or a 

mile on—on the river and they lived the next farm off that, so—yeah. 

 

00:09:25 

SW:  And could you talk a little bit about your memories of—of him and—and you know how 

it’s sort of a two-parter, your memories growing up around this environment and how you ended 

up working in the business as well? 

 

00:09:39 

RT: Yeah, I mean as—as a kid we all grew up. All my sisters, I have four sisters and I’m the 

youngest, and we all grew up working in the—in the store. You know there was never a time 
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where you were just standing around. Dad—if you were standing around you got a broom put in 

your hand and you swept the parking lot at the least.  

 

00:09:55 

 And I guess one of my first jobs was sorting pop bottles, you know the old glass bottles, 

Dr. Pepper and Pepsi and you know people would return the bottles, you know—it’s a novel 

idea. And you’d get money back and—and we would take them down in the basement and sort 

them out for the—for the Coke man and get his all bottles in one side or the Dr. Pepper, so. You 

know and then just sort of running around, and then when I was—ah let’s see, I don’t know—

almost ten or so—nine or so, I don’t know, Uncle Miles bought the store, so you know I didn’t 

hang out there quite as much, you know once they bought it. But at that point we were smart 

enough to go outside and play along the river and do something else. [Laughs] 

 

00:10:39 

SW:  And what did your uncle—were your parents retiring from the business or—? 

 

00:10:41 

RT:  Um, Uncle Miles had moved back from Washington, DC. He worked for IBM as a 

typewriter repair man. And he’s—he got out of the—he lived in Alexandria, so they—they 

moved back into this area and he was looking for something to do. And I think dad had run the 

store for twenty years and you know he was kind of looking for something else to do or, you 

know dad went out and started buying and selling a lot of real estate. So he did. He started 

concentrating more on that and—and got out of the store business. He kept the ham house, so he 
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was always curing the hams, but then he would sell them to Uncle Miles and Miles would—

would retail them for us, so—.  

 

00:11:22 

SW:  And is Miles’ last name Turner? 

 

00:11:24 

RT:  Yes, Miles Turner and his wife Marcella, they both worked at the store and they’ve got four 

kids. And I think all—pretty much all of those kids worked at the store at some point, too, so—

yeah. 

 

00:11:36 

SW:  So how—how did you get involved? How did you end up curing hams? 

 

00:11:42 

RT:  [Laughs] We started, you know of course you know when you—when you worked for my 

dad you—you know as soon as you were old enough to lift a ham you—you have to jump in 

there and start—start. So I’ve pretty much had every job down here at the ham house from 

outside maintenance to everything inside. And I swore I didn’t want to mess with it every again, 

you know after I got old enough [Laughs] and—and moved away. And I was living in DC 

working for  commercial photographers at the time and so then we got married and started 

messing around with some real estate and buying and selling. And got married and moved back 

to the—to the [Shenandoah] Valley and a couple years after we were moved back then dad 

wanted to get out of the ham house. And I’m like, “Okay I’ll take it.” So we bought the ham 
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house from him and—and started running everything. And then a couple years later Uncle Miles 

decided he was ready to—to sell the store so you know we’re the likely candidates. You know 

we almost have to have it, so we bought the store from Uncle Miles and then we had everything, 

so—. You know it’s changed—it’s changed a lot from the time dad had it. You know the—the 

grocery carts that we had, people pushed around are now you know just sitting down it the 

basement except for about four or five of them that are—that hold hams and around the holidays. 

You know we bring them up and fill them up with hams and—and wheel those around. 

 

00:13:03 

 But it’s changed. So we’re—we’re a little more towards a specialty item and we sell a lot 

of Polish pottery, hundreds of pieces of that; it’s at the store and—and local jams. And we’re 

trying to—to sell all the local foods that we can get our hands on that are produced here in the 

Shenandoah Valley. 

 

00:13:21 

SW:  Are there—Peg was sort of walking me around and telling me about them but the Polish 

pottery where does that come from? 

 

00:13:28 

RT:  It’s actually imported from Poland. We’ve—we have a couple different suppliers. We were 

working closely with a woman that was—we’d put an order in and then she would send the order 

directly to the—the—the company in—in Poland. And they would manufacture it for us and 

about six months later you know it arrived in the US. So it was a six-month leadtime on—on the 

pottery. And she decided to quit that and now we—we just sort of have a couple of wholesalers 
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that we pick it up from and—and they basically do the same thing, so it’s—it’s imported from 

Poland and it’s pretty interesting. It’s good stuff. It’s good quality pottery and we use it every 

day at the house, so—. 

 

00:14:05 

SW:  And I wanted to ask you—you worked for a commercial photographers and could you—? I 

saw your cameras. I wanted you to talk about that. 

 

00:14:11 

RT:  Yeah, I was a photo major at James Madison University and got my degree and—and 

moved to DC and lived down there I guess about four years and—and worked for different 

photographers in the area, in the DC area and some out in New York when they’re traveling in 

and out and stuff, so—.  

 

00:14:28 

 We did a lot of corporate annual reports and some—some magazine portraits and that 

kind of thing, so—no weddings. [Laughs] 

 

00:14:37 

SW:  Yeah, I’ve—I’ve heard wedding photography can be kind of tricky. [Laughs] 

 

00:14:40 

RT:  Yeah; yeah. 
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00:14:42 

SW:  Do you still take pictures? 

 

00:14:43 

RT:  I—not really, not with—with my same cameras that I—I used back then. They’re just sort 

of sitting in the case now. Film is kind of hard to find. We do some digital stuff and—and I take 

a lot of pictures with my iPhone and—and then you know digitally enhance them with that, 

which actually you know is—the quality is amazing you know with stuff today so—. 

 

00:15:04 

SW:  And I’m wondering, when I was talking to Peg yesterday she said that you know I was 

asking her about curing traditions, and she said, “Well I’m from Massachusetts and I remember 

eating prosciutto,” and I’m wondering—she said you guys met at James Madison [University]? 

 

00:15:15 

RT:  Uh-hm. 

 

00:15:16 

SW:  I mean what—what was it like for—to watch her kind of become acclimated to this 

business? 

 

00:15:23 

RT:  [Laughs] The first—we weren't dating at the time and—and she found out we cured ham, 

so she told her mom that you know, “I have a friend that cures hams.” And they said, “Well, let’s 

get one for Easter.” And so you know I got it to her and—and she went home for Easter break 
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and came back and I—I said, “Hey how did you like your ham?” And she just looked at me. And 

I said, “You soaked it didn’t you?” And she’s like, “Yeah.” “And like, how did you soak it?” She 

said, “We soaked it in the bathtub,” and like—okay; well there you go. [Laughs] 

 

00:15:52 

 And so we recommend you not soak our hams, so that—that was a pretty joke between 

the two of us for a long time. And so she’s—she’s a—she’s grown to be quite fond of the ham 

now I think so you know after she figures out you don’t have to soak it in the bathtub overnight 

and so—. [Laughs] 

 

00:16:11 

SW:  Oh how did—I mean who soaks—I mean where did that come from, soaking—soaking the 

ham? Why do people do that? 

 

00:16:17 

RT:  Well, I think a lot of it comes from when—when you get a country ham, you know of 

course it’s cured with salt. So like, a Smithfield ham is—is pretty much all pure salt and there’s 

no extra sugar or anything like that. So it’s obviously a very salty animal. And so you know you 

would soak it overnight and ours are sugar-cured and they’re not quite as salty and—and I’m not 

a fan of soaking the ham, the whole ham like that because it just sort of pulls everything back out 

through the meat and sort of blends all the—the—you know everything in there is coming out. 

So it’s just not—it’s not a good thing to do in my opinion. And now we’ll soak some slices, you 

know if I’m going to fry the ham I’ll soak it for a few minutes in—in warm water and then flour 

it and fry it, so—but not the whole hams. 
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00:17:05 

SW:  I was—I was asking people this but do you think people tend to—I mean the way people 

think about ham, people tend to overcook it? 

 

00:17:12 

RT:  They—they probably do. And when you overcook the ham it gets sort of crumbly. You 

can't really get a nice slice off when you cut down to it. It just sort of falls and breaks apart and 

that’s not the best thing really. I mean, you know, you want a nice slice and we cook our hams at 

160. And generally they’ll drift so if you pull your ham off at about 155 and set it on the rack 

you know it’ll—it’ll drift on up to 160 and you’re good to go, so—. 

 

00:17:44 

 And if it’s too salty you know we recommend that you stop the process halfway through 

and change your water and then you start all over. And that’ll—that’ll help pull some of the—the 

saltiness out by adding fresh water, so—. 

 

00:17:59 

SW:  Can you talk about some of the—like maybe a couple really important things that you 

learned from your father about the ham business or curing ham that you kind of—that you carry 

with you today running a business? 

 

00:18:13 

RT:  Some of the—well just the process, you know we—we use some of the—the, you know the 

best ingredients we can find. I mean you can probably find cheaper salt and different—different 
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brands of salt. There’s lots of—actually there’s a flake salt and fine grain salt and there’s lots of 

different stuff there and we started using a flake salt years ago and had actually good results with 

that, so—.  

 

00:18:34 

 You know your ingredients in, you have to pay attention to you know the temperatures all 

the time so somebody is down here almost every day you know monitoring temperatures and you 

making adjustments and if it’s too cold we—you know we warm things up a little and—and just 

have to pay attention to them. You can't just, you know, it’s not you just leave them and they do 

their selves. You have to—have to stay on top of stuff, so—. 

 

00:18:57 

SW:  And can you talk a little bit about the process of curing here? So you were mentioning that 

you don’t smoke the hams. 

 

00:19:04 

RT:  Right, we have to go by USDA guidelines and—and basically what happens is we put our 

hams down in the cure room and they’re laid out on long boards about eighteen feet long and 

about oh forty-two inches wide. There’s a food grade plastic laid on top of that and the hams are 

laid hock to hock and they’re sort of locked in there. And then we throw some more cure on top. 

And then we’ll put another layer of ham, more cure, and we might stack maybe three layers of 

ham, three deep. And we’ll cure on Fridays and then the following Tuesday or Wednesday we 

come back and overhaul the hams. And what we do is we pull each ham back out and re-cure it 

so it’s all rubbed down again with the cure—the fresh cure. And then—and stacked back up 
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pretty much exactly the same. And then we don’t mess with them for about fifty-five more days 

or so and we just monitor the temperatures and make sure that everything is you know where it 

needs to be. 

 

00:20:00 

 And then we come back and rinse the—rinse the cure off with plain water and then we—

we bag them in a nylon bag, tie a knot in the end, and then they’re hung up from a—what we call 

a slat and a slat is a smaller board with notches cut in it. And the hams are hung hock-down and 

our room is—I think the one room is about fourteen feet high so they—you know they start all 

the way at the top and they’re all the way down to about three feet off the floor at the bottom. 

And there’s about seven—six or seven rows of—of hams there. 

 

00:20:33 

 And once they’re hung they go through an equalization period and the equalization 

period is anywhere from ten days to two weeks where we bring the temperatures up from say 

forty-degrees from the cold room to forty-five, fifty, and we keep turning the furnaces on. And 

we’re pumping as much fresh air across the hams as we can. Basically we’re trying to simulate a 

springtime day. And so the hams are—are drying out and but not really drying out fast right now. 

 

00:20:59 

 Then once the fans and the furnaces are—are—hit seventy-five degrees we—we turn 

everything on it and lock it down at seventy-five degrees and for thirty-five days. And that’s 

USDA regulations and it has to be those temperatures. And we have a recording—thermometer 

that charts the temperature twenty-four hours a day seven days a week and that’s—that’s sort of 
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our proof that you know we’ve maintained those temperatures. And then after all the regulations 

we pull twelve hams that we’ve pre-weighed on cure day and I’ll check the weight or the drift 

and see how much weight they’ve lost. And if it’s been eighteen percent and we’ve met all the 

other time requirements and temperatures then they’re ready to sell, so—. The whole process 

takes us from sometime in January until about the middle of May before the hams are ready. And 

what happens is we stagger a little bit ‘cause we cure for three—four weeks on Fridays in 

January and then we heat them all at the same time so they all kind of have to come in and—and 

the first load has to wait for the last load so to speak. And we do it all in one batch, so—. 

 

00:22:09 

SW:  And how many—I know I asked you this yesterday but how many hams come in? 

 

00:22:15 

RT:  On a tractor-trailer load it’s 42,000 pounds which is roughly 2,000 hams and then we’ll sell 

some off the dock and then we’ll—we’ll cure the rest. And so you know we—ballpark numbers 

you know 2,000 on a load. And last year we did four—four truckloads. This year we did three. 

You know we may pick up a few more here and there but I’m not sure, so—. We haven’t 

decided yet if we’re going to do another one yet, so—. 

 

00:22:39 

SW:  And if you do that will you do it sometime in February? 
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00:22:41 

RT:  Yeah, we’ll probably do it—we’ll probably skip a week and maybe do it the first week of 

February. The front room does have refrigeration so if—if it goes a little bit longer we can, you 

know we can keep it—keep it colder throughout the spring, so—. 

 

00:22:55 

SW:  Now was your dad—when your—when your dad was curing hams here did he have the 

ability to sort of control the temperatures in the rooms? 

 

00:23:04 

RT:  He could control the temperatures but as far as refrigeration goes it was towards the end of 

his—when he owned it he did put in a refrigeration unit in the back and it wouldn’t allow him to 

cure in the summertime, but it—it would knock the chill off and, you know, when you get the 

rare seventy-degree day in February which you know that—that’s happened before, so you know 

we had a week of—of sixty and seventy-degree temperatures in February one year, so—. That’s 

hard to cure.  

 

00:23:34 

SW:  Could you talk a little bit about the scene yesterday? What curing on a Friday in January 

means to this place, and who is here and—it just seemed like such an event; it was such a 

community—there’s a community in there working? 
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00:23:45 

RT:  Yeah, we’ve got about anywhere from twelve to fifteen people working for us here at the 

ham house on cure day. And it’s probably more than we need but things get a little crazy ‘cause 

we’re selling ham off the front dock and—and you know we might have seven or eight 

customers. One year the truck was late getting in and we literally had a line of—almost fifty-feet 

long with people waiting to get hams. And usually it’s not just one ham, you know, they want 

like eight or ten at a time, so it gets pretty crazy. So we always have a couple extra people here 

but most everybody is—they’ve all worked here before, they know each other, and it’s—it’s 

more/less like a little party going on in the back. I mean you were kind of back there [Laughs]—

I think that’s—that’s a pretty good atmosphere back there to—to work in. I mean they—they 

have a good time and joking around and you know picking on each other and—but not in a bad 

way. And we had a couple new guys this year and they—they fit right in. They—they jumped 

right on it and you know picked up the—what they needed to do and you know everybody liked 

them and they got along well, so—. 

 

00:24:52 

SW:  And could you talk a little bit about how do people—how do people end up here? I mean 

do you have to know somebody to cure here or is—? 

 

00:25:00 

RT:  To work here yeah. Someone—you know the new guys were—were—I’m in the Ruritan 

Club and I’m an associate member and one of them was—was a new member. And he just joined 

a couple—a couple months ago. And I just ran into him at the post office one day and started 

talking to him a little bit. And—and he—he asked about the ham house and—and he said, “If 
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you ever need help—?” I’m like, “Yeah sure,” you know, so he said he had a brother so he trims 

trees during the week and then they’re off on Friday. So he works like four tens and he’s off on 

Friday. And so Brett [Bliss] and his brother [Ned Bliss] came in and—and helped out and you 

know great workers, you know worked hard and you know really nice guys, so—. 

00:25:43 

 It’s almost yeah, you kind of have to do—know somebody, you know ‘cause we had a 

couple of people that wanted to work and I’m like well, I really—I have you know ten or fifteen 

people already. I don’t—I don’t need anymore, so it’s kind of hard to break into it, so—. Those 

guys are helping on the—the new guys helped on Fridays but then we also do the overhaul and—

and we kind of have our own crew for that so we’re kind of particular on who comes in for that 

because you know that is somewhat of a critical thing. I like to train guys that we’ve already had 

and they’re experienced and know what to do, so—. 

 

00:26:17 

SW:  And are the—it’s like Bob [Blosser] and—and Harvey [Hoover] and—? 

 

00:26:20 

RT:  Uh-huh, Bob and Harvey, Bob Blosser and—and Harvey Hoover have worked here for—I 

think Bob was here almost ten years and maybe something like that. As—and they’re both part-

time workers. And so Bob is pretty much the—he runs the—the show down here and takes care 

of everything. If we have problems we just tell Bob what is going on and you know he—he takes 

care of it and lines all the other guys up. And—and so they’ve—you know they’re—they’re all 

part-time and they work a couple days a week or you know if we don’t have anything going on 

they just don’t come in, so—you know. 
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00:26:56 

SW:  And how did Virgie [Fulk] get involved? 

 

00:26:59 

RT:  Virgie has been—she’s been around for a long time. She’s been working for us down here 

at the ham house and—and she lives just right over the road and—and I don’t know. She’s 

probably been working maybe eight or nine years probably curing—helping with curing hams 

and stuff. And she used—used to help up at the store. We do fundraiser sandwiches that we sell 

for organizations and she would help make sandwiches and—and work up at the store. But she’s 

just down here at the ham house right now, so—. 

 

00:27:28 

SW:  And—and can you talk a little bit — Peg was up with your mother frying ham and she said 

that you guys started doing fried ham Fridays. But I’m wondering did that come from making 

lunch for the people who worked during the cure days? 

 

00:27:42 

RT:  Yeah, it’s—it’s two different things. The—we fry ham and we take one of the first hams 

off the truck on cure day. And we take it to mom and dad’s right next door and they’ll slice it—

excuse me, tenderize it and then we’ll fry it. They roll it in flour. And then they spice it with I 

think it’s cumin and salt and pepper and maybe a touch of poultry seasoning. I’m not sure about 

that one. But it’s great; it’s really good stuff. And basically it just falls apart. And as—I think 

some of the workers work here at the ham house just to get the lunch; you know they’re all 

excited about the—the fried ham ‘cause they can go up and you know there’s—there’s two big 
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plates and they can eat absolutely as much as they want you know ‘cause there’s always some 

left you know. And so they’re pretty excited about that. And—and I know one or two of them 

that’s the only reason they work here is just to eat the—eat the ham. 

 

00:28:34 

 And then on—a couple years ago I guess we started doing a fried ham Friday and just 

sort of as a special at the store, people would come in and you know we—we sell sandwiches to 

pick up and eat there and they’ve just started asking about fried ham and you know joked around, 

well we’ll—we’ll fry a ham one day.  

 

00:28:53 

 And so we started doing a fried ham and this is a cured ham sandwich then. So we’ll do 

that on Friday and we’ve—it’s grown and we started out frying [Laughs] one ham and I think 

the most we did was five—five hams on—on you know a Friday—Fridays which is a lot of ham 

to fry you know if you’re using electric skillets and stuff. And it’s picked up. We’ve got some—

some publicity from it. We’re going to be in Saveur magazine; it’s coming up next fall as a 

mention from side trips from the Shenandoah National Park—as you know come here on Fridays 

and pick up one of our fried ham sandwiches. And they sent a photographer out a couple months 

ago and he spent all day with us. And we all—Howie and I were basically doing a little dance all 

day long trying to stay out of his way and he was trying to get the shot you know and—and had 

all his little light boxes and stuff around. So that was fun, so—. 

 

00:29:48 

SW:  That’s cool. 
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00:29:48 

RT:  Yeah. 

 

00:29:49 

SW:  Do you expect more crowds [Laughs]? 

 

00:29:52 

RT:  Yeah, well we hope it will pick up. You know I’m not sure. You know, the magazine 

article will certainly spark an interest I know but you know how many people will—will come in 

remains to be seen you know. But I’m sure we’ll pick up some. And we put it on Facebook 

one—one week and [Laughs] we—I think we had to fry an extra ham that day just because of 

the people on Facebook. You know they were coming in and said “Oh, I didn’t know you were 

doing it or I forgot about it ‘til I saw it on Facebook.” And you know so I mean it—it does work. 

[Laughs] I try not—not to hammer all my friends with—with Facebook you know with ads on 

hey, come get a ham sandwich but you know every once in a while. And we did set up a—what 

we called the Ham Cam. The kids got me a little web cam for Christmas and—and so we 

positioned it over top of the skillet and we did a live broadcast of—of frying ham Friday there 

you know. 

 

00:30:49 

 And some friends out in Colorado, you know started texting us and calling and you know 

they—they got a kick out of that so we might do some more that stuff.  
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00:30:57 

SW:  That’s awesome. 

 

00:30:57 

RT: Yeah, it was fun. 

 

00:31:00 

SW:  And Peg told me that she—she washes—so all of the coats that everyone wears she washes 

all of those by hand with the wash bar because that’s what your mother did. 

 

00:31:12 

RT:  Yeah, we’ve got a—it’s a—a wringer washer, the old May Tag wringer washers and I’ve 

got two of those and she washes in one and rinses in—in the second one. And—and we did that 

last night after we finished curing. And—and it’s a big—it’s a—it’s a large bag of you know 

fifteen white uniforms and some of them are kind of nasty and salty and little bit of blood on 

them and stuff. And she gets them sparkling clean every week. I don’t know how she does it 

but—it—it takes a couple hours to—to get all that done and—yeah, so—. 

 

00:31:45 

SW:  Could you talk a little bit about who—the different kinds of customers you have? You 

were saying yesterday you know people come up to the store and buy ham but you also have 

people who you know restaurants around the country and places who order online? 
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00:32:01 

RT:  Yeah, most of our customers are—I’d say retail customers and—and if we’re going to do a 

mail order we’ll ship out probably close to 1,000 boxes or more. And that’s not hams, you know, 

that’s maybe some slices or a pound of this and a pound of that and different—different things, 

just from Thanksgiving to Christmas. And—and most of those go to transplants, people that you 

know now live in Florida, North Carolina. We ship a lot to—we ship a lot to California and the 

State of Washington, and a handful went to Alaska this year, so—.  

 

00:32:39 

 I think one—one day last year we shipped—we pretty much hit all four corners of the—

of the US. We were in Florida and Maine and California and I think one went to Alaska all in 

one day. You know we pretty much covered the whole United States there. And so then the other 

customers we have are—are our wholesale customers and—and we sell to the restaurants in—in 

the Harrisonburg area. And we do weekly deliveries to them, so we’ll call them on Mondays 

and—and get their orders and then get everything ready on Tuesday or Monday afternoon. And 

then deliver it to them on—on Wednesdays. And we do—it varies, anywhere from you know 

four or five hams on a Wednesday to maybe fifteen or twenty depending on you know which 

restaurants needs them that week and stuff, so—. Today we’re taking the six hams over to North 

Garden, which is on the other side of Charlottesville to a pizza restaurant [Dr. Hose] and it’s 

been one of our better customers lately. They’ve—they’re really doing well selling a lot of ham 

for us. 

 

00:33:41 

 So the country ham on a pizza, so—. [Laughs] 
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00:33:45 

SW:  I just have a couple more questions. Is that okay? 

 

00:33:47 

RT:  Yeah. 

 

00:33:48 

SW:  Could you talk about how you’ve watched the—has—has people’s demand—have you 

watched the demand for—for country ham grow or wane or I mean what—what’s happened to it 

in the time since you started? 

 

00:34:01 

RT:  Since we’ve started some of the demand has—has shifted more towards the whole ham 

which is what my dad sold. And one of the differences between what he did and what I do is—is 

we take the bone out of it. So we do—we’re into the further processing of the ham. And rather 

than somebody buying just a whole ham and—and slicing it and taking it home and frying it now 

they can just take a home a pack of slices which is, you know, maybe a pound of slices or we 

sell—sell the ham by the pound, the cooked ham by the pound. And that’s something he really 

didn’t do. I don’t think he wanted to mess with it but you know if he thought about it he probably 

would have jumped in on it right away you know. But it’s—it’s becoming a—a larger market for 

us because people my age, you know I’m fifty years-old and—and people are just not going to 

go home and you know or take a whole ham home with them and eat the—eat the whole ham 

like they used to. And growing up there was always a—a ham sitting on our counter and if you 

wanted it you just walked up and sliced off some. And people today just aren't doing that. You 
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know they want to you know—tonight’s meal is you know a pack of this ham and that’s all I 

want. And maybe they’ll come back next week and get some more, so—. That’s—that’s been the 

emphasis of our market lately is the shift more towards the further processing of it—of the ham. 

 

00:35:20 

SW:  So when you were growing up there was a ham just out and whenever you wanted some 

you—it would be right there? 

 

00:35:24 

RT:  Yeah; [Laughs] yeah usually. And you know if you wanted—and it was just sitting in 

the—on the counter in a paper bag and you’d just hack off some with a sharp knife and throw it 

in a skillet and fry it up you know.  

 

00:35:35 

SW:  That’s nice. 

 

00:35:36 

RT:  So I started frying ham when I was you know probably ten or twelve years old. [Laughs] 

So self sufficient— 

 

00:35:44 

SW:  And do you think that—that it’s just the way things have changed like people have become 

sort of I don’t—I don’t know if it’s further removed from the process but just—just the way 
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things have changed where people just aren't equipped? You were talking about people just aren't 

equipped to taking the bone out. 

 

00:35:59 

RT:  I think it’s some of both. I think that’s just sort of the—the blend, I mean the trend towards 

you know fast foods and that kind of thing. And you know and I’m guilty of that myself, you 

know I don’t know have a whole ham sitting on my counter. You know I keep—once in a while 

we’ll hit one ham and we call them Lena’s Hams, and that’s—Lena is my mom and mom likes a 

particular style of ham and not every single ham is—is qualified to be a Lena Ham. They’re just 

sort of—we haven’t really figured out how to do it yet or we’d—we’d make them all like that 

because that flavor on those are just incredible. It’s got a certain—its own texture and just sort of 

melts in your mouth. And when we find one like that you know usually we’ll—we’ll set it aside 

for her, you know and get her some or—or you know we’ll eat off that for a week or so. And I 

will eat a lot of ham then when I find one of those, so—. [Laughs] 

 

00:36:55 

 But getting back to the other, I think—I think people are—are you know moving more 

towards you know just let me have a pack of chicken or you know a pack of ham or you know 

whatever they’re getting. They’re—they’re not shopping you know particularly for the whole 

month long of—of meals. They’re just doing a—one or two nights here and there, so—. 

 

00:37:15 

SW:  And I’m also wondering if you could talk a little bit about—so I meant to ask you this 

when we were talking about the curing Fridays, but everybody who worked—they were buying 
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hams to take home and do their own thing, and could you talk about—I mean a lot of people 

make sausage and could you talk a little bit about that? 

 

00:37:32 

RT:  Yeah, a—I’m not sure how many—maybe—maybe half the hams we sell people take home 

and grind up for sausage, and the other half they’re going to take home and cure it themselves. 

And a lot of people just don’t butcher anymore. They’re not raising the hogs and—and you know 

they’re—they’re getting away from all that because that’s a lot of work.  

 

00:37:53 

 And so they’re—they’re buying the hams straight from us and then they take them home 

and they either cure them however they did when they were younger or they’re grinding them up 

and making sausage out of them. Some people cut them up and can ‘em. We’ve done that before. 

We did that a couple years ago for ourselves and—and I mean basically you just cut the—cut the 

whole ham up into little chunks and put it in a mason jar and sprinkle a little salt on top and 

screw the lid on it and do a water bath or—or pressure cooker and you know then what you can 

do with that is you can open them up later on in the year and it’s—it’s preserved and it’s cooked 

and it’s ready to eat. You can eat it straight from the can or you can make your own barbecue 

sauce out of it or barbecue, pork barbecue out of that.  

 

00:38:39 

 The—the grinding, I don’t do that. You know we haven’t made sausage. I don’t recall 

ever making sausage growing up. The guy that works for me, Howie [Armstrong], he makes all 
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my sausage [Laughs] and so we’ll give him a ham and you know once a year or so and he’ll take 

it home and grind it up for me and bring it back and we vacuum pack it and freeze it, so—. 

 

00:39:03 

SW:  Do you—is that—that’s different than the summers. He was talking about summer sausage 

yesterday. 

 

00:39:07 

RT:  He was talking about summer sausage. I’m not a whole—very familiar with that to tell you 

the truth. I think basically the whole premise of it is you make a sausage and then you cure the 

sausage with a—with basically a sugar cure of some sort. And then it has to go through a drying 

process. And then—then you can slice it. I’m unfamiliar with that. 

 

00:39:27 

SW:  And I wondered if you could just talk a little bit about the—the spot in the store for the—

you said the history part of the store and who is behind that and—? 

 

00:39:39 

RT:  The family history corner. My sister Patricia [Ritchie] when she was about twelve years-old 

I think had to do a school project and she rode her bike around and interviewed a lot of the older 

folks in the area and got some stories and—and some family history. And she started writing that 

down and she hasn’t quit. She’s been doing it pretty much her entire life. And there was an old 

historian back in Burton which is about seven miles up the road and—maybe ten—and Louis 
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Yankee and he wrote a lot of family histories, and not just his family, histories of other—other 

families in the Burton area. 

 

00:40:14 

 And basically he compiled all this stuff by hand and then at some point Pat started 

working with him and got all his notes and she typed—typed all of his books and indexed 

everything, basically organized what he had then and then made little books out of them. So you 

know they’ve got different—different family history books up there. And we have a lot of people 

that just they know their family came from this area but they don’t know exactly where and just 

by chance they stop in here and—and start walking around the store and look and—and the next 

thing you know they’re—you know they’re buying a book on their family history and a lot of 

times they’re actually in the book, so—. That happens—that happens quite a bit in the 

summertime, you know they’re coming through or they’re just trying to find their—you know 

where their families grew up and stuff like that. 

 

00:41:03 

 And then Patricia has organized a Brock’s Gap Days and that’s a gathering of about 300-

some people that come in every—every year at the local elementary school and they set up 

trifold posters on—on families and different events, you know the old businesses and stores and 

curing days and just all kinds of different things that pertain to the local history. And then it’s a 

lot of exchanges going on between you know historians that are—are genealogists that are you 

know stuck at one place and you know they can't get any farther so they’re looking for more 

information or maybe somebody has found an old Bible and you know that’s got lots of—lots of 
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history and—and old deeds and things. So it’s just a—it’s a day to share you know kind of what 

you have and find some new stuff, so—.  

 

00:41:53 

SW:  And could you talk—okay there is something that you mentioned yesterday as I was 

leaving. So Pat says that she does consider this area Appalachia and you said that you don’t. And 

I’m wondering if you could answer why. 

 

00:42:05 

RT:  I really don’t. And I think a lot of that just is—is the time that you grew up in. And years 

ago the Hopkins Gap area is—is—I guess that’s to our south and it starts, you know Hopkins 

Gap Road runs right in front of our—our ham house. But Hopkins Gap Road was—was a pretty 

rough areas years ago and this was back in the ‘50s [1950s]. The rescue squads wouldn’t go up 

there without an escort of a sheriff and there was a lot of—a lot of stuff going on up in there, a 

little bit of moonshining and some other things. 

 

00:42:40 

 And so it was pretty rough. And when I grew up it wasn’t; you know it wasn’t really like 

that. And so I—I don’t remember all that and—and I don’t particularly consider ourselves being 

in Appalachia. But there are others that do that have grown up in that timeframe that—that 

definitely consider themselves and I understand that. But I haven’t experienced that so I really 

can't say that you know. I have gone down through Southern Virginia and—and through Warren 

Welch and you know that would be more of what I would consider Appalachia. But I guess it’s 

all a matter of interpretation and I guess technically by the map yes, we are you know just 
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because of our location here. But just because of what I’ve experienced growing up I can't—I 

can't say that you know personally I’m from Appalachia, you know. 

 

00:43:32 

SW:  What example—when you say Appalachia what does that mean to you? I mean when— 

 

00:43:36 

RT:  Well to me I mean it—you  know when I—when I hear that word I think of you know 

the—the mission trips and people going in and helping out you know and—and you know more 

of a coal mining town and—and not necessarily an affluent area of—of you know people in their 

houses and things. 

00:43:56 

 So you know—that’s—I really can't say that—that you know I consider myself a part of 

that you know or live in an area where that is—that’s necessarily true. I mean there’s certainly 

folks around here that need an extra hand here and there, but not what I’ve seen down in like 

Warren Welch and that area and Grande, so—. 

 

00:44:18 

SW:  And I wanted to ask you because we’re so close to the West Virginia border how—how 

does that—how—I mean are there things that this area and West—the town over the state line 

are they similar in any—? 
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00:44:32 

RT:  If you close your eyes and you drove—drove into West Virginia you probably wouldn’t 

notice much difference at all I mean from the houses and things like that. And—and it’s just 

maybe that they’re a little more remote. You know, the folks that live back there if they’re 

working out they’d have to drive a little bit farther. And there’s a lot of people that live in 

Mathias and work in Harrisonburg which you know that’s probably thirty miles or more or—

well it’s at least thirty-five, forty miles drive for ‘em. But you—in this area you really wouldn’t 

notice it you know—it’s not much difference between West Virginia and Virginia—around here, 

so—. 

 

00:45:12 

SW:  And I wanted to ask one more question about that because I feel like I’ve been seeing a lot 

of stories about this right now and people—I know they’ve been talking about it for a while but it 

seems like I keep seeing a lot of these stories being shared on Facebook and—and I mean you’ve 

lived out—you grew up here and you—you moved to DC and you came back. Do you—do 

you—how do you feel about the way people perceive the region, people who don’t live here? Do 

you think that people who—who live here tend to be marginalized by people who aren't from 

here? I mean I’m just curious how you feel living here and being like you know traveling outside 

and coming back. 

 

00:45:49 

RT:  Yeah, you know we lived in DC and I still have friends that live in the—in the Northern 

Virginia or the Richmond area and you know there’s definitely a difference between, you know, 
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like their kids and my kids. You know there’s—there’s some benefits to living down there and—

and but in my opinion there’s—there’s more benefits to living out here.  

 

00:46:09 

 Education is one. You know, there they go to a school where you know they’ve got 

maybe 2,000 or 3,000 kids in the school versus you know 1,000 around here. And they have 

more opportunities there. But I think you know we’ve tried—we’ve realized that from the get-go 

and tried to you know focus on—on our kids and give them anything they need as far as 

education goes and—and just exposing them to you know to—to more than just you know what 

the schools do. You know, and I think we’ve done a good job. I think—I’m very proud of my 

son and daughter and what they’ve done and—. I think that they’ve—they’ve grown up, you 

know, and maybe they haven’t experienced all the stuff in the school but I—I think they’ve—

they’ve seen a lot more of—of really what’s out there you know with the—with—and more 

compassionate to—to everybody else you know and they’re not just stuck on their own little 

clique. You know they realize that you know everybody is not the same, you know but—but you 

know once you get to know that person then you know—you know, it’s what’s inside. 

 

00:47:18 

SW:  And they’re both musicians? 

 

00:47:19 

RT:  They are, yeah. My son Walker plays in a band and plays the guitar and a banjo. And my 

daughter has played—Celia has played classical violin since she was three years old. And she’s 

nineteen now so she’s been playing a while, so she’s very good. 
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00:47:37 

SW:  I guess my last question for you is I mean I’m sure you’ve been asked this before, but 

what—how do you see this business when you decide to retire? What will happen to it? Do you 

think that—I know; do you think Walker will have an interest in carrying it on? 

 

00:47:56 

RT:  Walker—Walker talks about it you know he’s going to take over and I’m like, “No you’re 

not. You know because he needs to go out and do something else.” And you know and when he’s 

you know, thirty-five or forty, you know then if—then if it works out for him and he wants to 

come do this then he can. But you know that’s—that’s not on my game plan for him, you know 

is to let him have the business at this point. 

 

00:48:17 

 You know, I don’t know how long we’ll do it. You know we’ll do it right as long as we 

can and you know it’s—we’ve got lots of good helpers and—and workers here that—that you 

know it takes a lot of load off. So you know we can do it for a while. But Celia, she doesn’t 

really talk about you know taking over, but she might at some point, too. I don’t know. But I 

hope they go out and—and do their own thing and—and figure that out and then you know—and 

years down the road we’ll talk and have another conversation with them, so—yeah. 

 

00:48:53 

SW:  Well Ron, you’ve been really generous with your time this morning and I’m wondering is 

there anything else you want to add that I didn’t ask you that you think is important to the story? 
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00:48:59 

RT:  No. I think we’re good. If you have any more questions—we’re good.  

 

00:49:04 

SW:  Well thank you very much. 

 

00:49:06 

RT:  You’re welcome. 

 

00:49:06 

[End Ron Turner Interview] 


