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City, In & valn attempd 0o ged a look at the
legendary pit. (Mr. Bryant saw throwgh the
ruse imrmediately, Mr. Pearson recalled, but
granted him a one-minute asdience any-
way). The style he eventually developed,
ard brought to Quesns in 1992, is even more
spare than that of Texas barbecue purists

Mr. Penrscn puls absolately no seasoning
om his whole briskets before putting them in
thi pit. His recipe — if you can call it that —
calls for just the l4-pound slabs and smoke:
na rub, no sauco, not even sali. The resulting
mieat, in addition to being outragecusly fla-
vorfal and jubcy, boasts a clear red smoke
ring around the edges of each slice. The
smoke ring is a universally recognized sign
of real barbecue, though Mr., Pearson says
rucfully that New Yorkers sometimes miks-
take it for excess barbecuse sauce or under-
dhomee beied,

Mr. Pearson will soon be opening up shop
on East 8lst Streel. In 1998, he closed his
ariginal and still-mourned Long Island City
location, an 515t Street, with its back garden
and prowling cats, and moved his pit to a
Jackson Helghts sporis bar, (That location
will remain open.) The Long Island City lot
was taken over by Philly's Smoke House, &
multilevel barbecus palace that smokes
over wood.

in mn aftempt o forestall complaings
from neighbors (the new location is in the
heart of the Upper East Side, just a few
blocks from Junior League headguarters),
Mr. Aretsky has fitted Pearson's roof with a
36,000 electrostatic precipitator that fikters
oul the smoke, vapors and grease that are
inevitably exhaled by & barbecwe pit. But ha
will be working the same no-frills pit,
shipped from Mesquite, Tex, that he has
always used

“People ask to see the pit,*”* he =aid. “And
then they're surprised when it's not a big
hole in the ground.'

These days, a barbeécue pil — &nen in
biarbecus country — ks most likely an abowe-
ground brick oven encased in stecl, about
the size of & relriperator. Acoording to Mr
Pearson. the art and craft of the pit master
iakes place not in the cabinet (where the
meat revolves endlessly on racks) but in the
pit's separate, tiny firehox

In the firebox, hickory logs burm all day,
every day, giving ofl a controlled, intense
heat and, surprisingly, almost no smolke
Mr. Pearson sadd the goal i3 actually 10
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produce as little smoke as possible, “There
will always be some smoke,"” he sald, *and
that's emough to flavor the meat. But the
lest smoke you can see, the better the
barbecue.” In an efficient pit, he continwed,
youu camn cook Tl pounds of meat for 14 hours
using oaly seven logs.

Green, or meokst, wood is the key 1o a fire
that bumns low and slow, *“You can®t throw a
couphe of dry pine two-boe-fours on a fire and
expect to cook barbecue,” said Chris O Nedl,
the executlve chel at Virgil's. He said that in
the winter, when fresh wood s scarce, some
plt masters resort 0 soaking split logs in
plekle jubce and apple julce 1o moisten them.

Mr. Lang, who cams to barbecus via his
Long Island childhood and the kitchens of Le
Cirgque and Daniel, has already learned
enough ahout the competitive side of barbe-
cue (o keep quict about his methods. *'Part
of barbecue's appeal |5 all the secrels and
mystique,” he sakl Mr. Lang's pit, operated
with a computer keypac, looks more like an
aversize celiphone than a barbecue pit. Bat
excepd for his automated humidity controls
— [ abaolule laest in barbecus technol-
ogy — the cooking principle is the same as
Mr. Pearson's; wood smoke and heat, stead-
ily applied 1o large pisces of mea

But Mr. Lang's end product could hardly
b mare dilferent from Mr, Pearson’s. Us-

ing the palate he developed in those hauate
kitchens, Mr, Lang slathers his meat with
thick spice pasties and complex sauces. He
ranges through all regional barbecue styles
and heads beyond, into pineapple, ginger
and any other mgredient that helps him
achieve the explosive blend of spicy, sweet,
tart amd salty that is barbecue's flavor
signature, He home-hrews four completely
different barbecwe sasces, chops up his beed
brisket and bathes it in yet ancther sauce,
and makes & mustardy dressing 0 coat
shreds of pulled pork, the Caroling classic.
The barbecue itsell s good, but it B the
punch of the sasces that comes screaming
al you across the metal counter, which Mr,
Lang said he modebed on the one at Gray's
Papayn.

“] hate restaurants,” Mr. Lang said last
week, about his transition from ithe likes of
Daniel to a no-frills, no-seals barbecus jolnt
on & barren stretch of 1lth
Avenue. “Great barbecus
g just as good or better
than you cal in &
reftaurant,” b continsed,
* Beshdes, these are sxactly
the same sweel poaloes
thiey serve ot Le Cirgue"”
Mr. Lang's side dishes, as
might be expecied, far oui-
pace those of Mr. Pearson,
who eschews barbecus

Bloe Smoke, ha
spent s early ch
trying o be all barbeces (o
all Mew Yorkers, has had
time to perfect its slde dish-
es in the meantime (the
baked beans with chopped
barmt emds, crusty edges of

e barbecusd pork, are exem-
plary). The al flaw in
the Blue Smoke pit, a 15-story chimney that

sacked out all the heat, smoke and humidity,
has been mdjested. And Mr. Callaghan,
sounding war-weaary, said he hopes the slash-
ing criticisms brveled by local barbecue fans
when the restaurani opened are now perma-
mently behind him. The barbecue s worthy,
and occasionally even spectacular,

Why do Mew Yorkers care §o much aboul
barbecue? Mr. Richter of Big Island Barbe-
cue 5ays that barbecue is simply addictive,
i matier where you're from. Other Mew
York aficionados cited spicy pastrami,
smoked salmon and the glared spareribs af
old-lashioned Chinese restaurants as semi
nal barbecus experiences. For many Jewish
Mew Yorkers, a weakness for slow-cooloed
brizket is already a given

Even as word gets out about the new pits,
the nagging question of aopthentbeity will
continue (o dog Mew York's pil masiers.
Will local barbecuoe be able o stand wup (0 the
real thing? Robb Walsh, the restaurant erit-
ic for the Housion Press and author of the
definitive “Legends of Texas Barbecus
Cook Book,” said, “'Let me pul the guestion
in Mew York terma: If you filtered Housion
city water so it was the same as Mew York
tap, and used the same (lour, and brought in
the same ovens, coubd you make ll.lhnﬂic
Mew York bagels in Texas? Yes, and mo™
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