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SMOKEHOUSE EXPERIMENT
RPCVs offer Moldova ribs, local beers and business transparency
By David Jarmul

A 
football sits on the bar of 
Smokehouse Restaurant, located 
just off Ștefan cel Mare și Sfânt 
Boulevard, the main street in 

Moldova’s capital city, Chișinău. Signs 
advertise Trivia Nights and a Super 
Bowl party. The menu lists pulled pork 
sandwiches and ribs along with lagers 
and pale ales, but owners Matt Stahlman 
and David Smith are selling more than 
barbecue and beer after completing their 
Peace Corps service here in July 2014.

They’re offering optimism with a side 
of slaw, especially for the more than 80 
percent of Smokehouse customers who 
are Moldovan, mainly young professionals 
who come to eat nachos and sip beers in 
the country’s first restaurant to feature 
local breweries. 

Stahlman and Smith launched their 
now-thriving business in 2016 while 
refusing to pay bribes or accept outmoded 
local business practices, and they’ve 
done it working side by side with a 
Moldovan team to build what Smith calls 
“a community of optimists” in Europe’s 
poorest country. 

Many Moldovans have left home for 
jobs in other countries. “A lot of people 
don’t believe something like this can exist 
in Moldova,” Stahlman says. They come 
here and say, ‘Wow, yes it can.’”  

Stahlman, who is 31, was a home 
brewer back in California but his only 
restaurant experience was two weeks at 
a Taco Bell while he was in high school in 
Topeka, Kansas. Even that was two weeks 
more than for the 29-year-old Smith, 
who grew up in Virginia. They opened 
Smokehouse in part to pursue business 
opportunities Moldovans told them 
couldn’t work.

As Peace Corps Volunteers, Stahlman 
and Smith had launched community 
projects and promoted small business in 
their small northern city of Bălți. Time 

and again, Moldovan friends there would 
say they couldn’t start their own ventures 
in the face of stifling bureaucracy and 
widespread corruption. 

Open for business
“As a Peace Corps volunteer, you have 

to manage from behind,” Smith says. So 
he decided he could be more effective by 
opening his own business after his close 
of service, taking on those risks himself. 
“As small business owners, we now have 
skin in the game. Our ability to talk with 
people on their own level is so much 
greater.”

As their Peace Corps service was 
drawing to a close, Stahlman and Smith 
organized a meeting with seven other 
volunteers and brainstormed possible new 
businesses. “There were tons of ideas,” 
Smith recalls. “We didn’t understand 
why people here weren’t doing them. We 
created a big list and asked ourselves: 
‘What are we good at? What are we 
passionate about?’”

Stahlman and Smith decided their 
American-style barbecue and brew pub 
could promote community and honesty 
along with hushpuppies and BBQ tacos. 
No bank would bankroll their restaurant 
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U.S. Ambassador James D. Pettit (in tie) joins (from left) Smith, Stahlman and Shuleansky in a toast 
at the restaurant’s grand opening. 

No bank would bankroll their restaurant but some of 

their fellow Peace Corps Volunteers and other friends 

gave Smokehouse financial support through an 

Indiegogo campaign.  
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but some of their fellow Peace Corps 
Volunteers and other friends gave 
Smokehouse financial support through an 
Indiegogo campaign.  

“It was like a barn-raising,” says 
Smith, sitting next to a row of barstools 
emblazoned with the names of backers 
who donated at least $100.

Stahlman and Smith teamed up with 
Vlad Shuleansky, a Chișinău IT expert 
who volunteers to fight human trafficking 
and plays on a local ultimate Frisbee team 
called the Flying Mamaligas, named after 
the country’s traditional round loaves of 
polenta.

Shuleansky and the two Americans 
planned their restaurant but 
quickly encountered months 
of applications for licenses, 
financial forms, inspections, and 
other requirements. Many of 
these processes were directed by 
officials and suppliers who found 
creative ways to drag their feet 
unless, of course, the restaurant 
chose to provide them with some 
financial incentive.

Helped by reporters
The three young owners 

refused to pay even a dollar 
in bribes. “We never gave an 
inch,” Smith said. “We figured 
that eventually they would back 
down.” Smith and the others went 
public with their complaints. 
When a group of officials came to 
Smokehouse for a meeting, they 
were greeted by a lawyer and a 
reporter ready to report on the 
conversation. When the health 
department threatened to shut them 
down, the three owners went to the press. 
Eventually, after five months, they got all 
the approvals they needed.

“There actually is a rule of law here 
and the tools exist for more transparency,” 
Smith says. “They’re just not being used. 
Bureaucrats do their best to obscure 
everything.”

The problems didn’t stop there. A local 
meat supplier wouldn’t cut its pork with 

enough meat on the ribs for barbecue. 
Moldovan bakeries refused to bake 
American-style buns. A local soft drink 
distributor wouldn’t provide the kind of 
refrigerator display case the restaurant 
needed. In response, Smokehouse reached 
out whenever possible to newer suppliers, 
small business owners like themselves 
who had a personal stake in their 
companies and were far more flexible and 
responsive.

Indeed, in the short time since 
Smokehouse opened, it has emerged as 
a hub for both Moldovan and foreign 
entrepreneurs in Chișinău and beyond, 
providing a place where they can share 

resources and lift each other’s spirits. 
Smokehouse displays its own business 
principles prominently on its website. It 
has established a website called Startin.
md that answers questions about doing 
business in Moldova, with information 
about regulations, visas, taxes and 
other topics. There’s also Smith’s blog, 
Open Source Entrepreneurship, which 
offers insightful, occasionally hilarious, 
commentary about his experiences.

Not long ago, Stahlman moved to 
Germany with his wife. He flies back to 
Chișinău occasionally and is now less 
active in the restaurant’s daily business. 
Smith continues as the manager along 
with Shuleansky and a team of about 25 
Moldovan employees.

“I don’t know what Moldova will be 
like in 10 or 20 years,” Stahlman says. 
“I want to be here as long as I have an 
interest. I do feel that I’ll be connected to 
Moldova for the rest of my life.”

Smith, too, has no plans to return to 
the States anytime soon. Like Stahlman, 
he traveled as a child and is comfortable 
remaining abroad. Both also view 

Smokehouse as extending the ideals 
that brought them to Moldova in 
the first place, through the Peace 
Corps.

“I think so many people view 
volunteer service as temporary; I 
think of it as a way of living your 
whole life, not just for two years,” 
Smith says. “I don’t think every 
RPCV is going to want to open up 
a barbecue joint, but I encourage 
them to hop on whatever train is for 
them.”

“We’re touching more people 
now than we did as volunteers,” 
Stahlman says. “We’re connected 
to more people.” Asked whether he 
thinks this is true more generally, 
and what their story might mean for 
current and returned Peace Corps 
volunteers from other countries, 
he pauses and then delivers his 
message with a grin: “Beer brings 
people together.”

Smith laughs. “Yeah, that’ll 
resonate with Peace Corps volunteers.”

David Jarmul was a TEFL teacher as a Peace 
Corps Volunteer in Ilam and Kirtipur, Nepal, 
in the late 1970s. He is currently serving as a 
community development volunteer in Ialoveni, 
Moldova, along with his wife, Champa, who 
teaches English. The former head of news 
and communications at Duke University, 
Jarmul is blogging about their experiences at 
notexactlyretired.com.
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‘As small business owners, we now 

have skin in the game. Our ability to 

talk with people on their own level is 

so much greater.’


