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TAKE THAT, TEXAS Fred Donnelly cooks at Mo Gridder’s in the Bronx. 
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AMOR was what she called me. Not honey, not sugar, not sir. Amor — as in Spanish for love — was what 
the counter woman tacked onto “thank you” when I paid my tab at the Ranger Texas Barbecue, which 
operates out of the back of a locals’ bar called Legends in Jackson Heights, Queens. 
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The Baron’s Sampler platter at R.U.B. in Chelsea. 

New York’s barbecue scene may be missing a lot of things — like dirt roads and screen doors and decades 
of deep-seated tradition — but love for barbecue in the city is strong. And in the past couple of years the 
product has caught up to the passion. Restaurants that hobbled out of the gate have hit their strides. The 
best pits in and around the city have gotten better. 

That doesn’t mean you can walk into any haunt with a neon pig outside and expect smoked bliss from 
every corner of the menu. An awful lot of stuff around town still has no right calling itself barbecue, 
though the ratio has improved considerably. Some places dabble in too many styles. Out there where 
barbecue comes from, that doesn’t happen: the top places in Texas don’t dress up their pork shoulder in 
Carolina drag, and no one in Memphis is trying to outgun Texans at their own game. 

To sort it all out, it seemed like a good idea to hit the road and see what’s where now. So I took 
advantage of a friend’s generous offer to drive — we packed six adults into his modest-size Mitsubishi for 
a 90-minute Saturday afternoon jaunt from Brooklyn to Big W’s in Wingdale, N.Y. Warren Norstein — 
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the Big W — started dishing barbecue out of a truck parked on the side of Route 22 in Pawling, N.Y., in 
2003. He moved the operation into a gently renovated convenience store up the road a few months ago. 

One of the meats listed on Big W’s chalkboard is slow chickens. My friend puzzled aloud about this. 
“Slow chickens are easier to catch,” shot back Mr. Norstein, a burly Brooklyn-born bear of man with a 
borscht belt sense of humor. The chickens are smoked over apple and hickory wood for five or six hours, 
after being seasoned with a spicy rub that does wonders for their skin. 

The one we got was gigantic, insanely moist and tremblingly tender, and it quickly proved to be the most 
compelling meat on the table, although it faced serious competition from a super-smoky slab of brisket 
so tender that I’m sure it would have shredded itself if I had stared at it long enough. 

Fifty-four dollars bought us a “For the table” sampler that also included a full rack of pork ribs and a 
pound of pulled pork. It was a perverse amount of meat — enough to slay a tableful of hungry eaters and 
send everyone home with a to-go pack of smoky ’cue — and even with gas money figured in it was wildly 
cheaper than anything in the city. 

There’s not a bird back in town that approaches Big W’s slow chicken, but if pulled pork is what you’re 
after, then make your way to Pies ’n’ Thighs, a closet of a kitchen in the back of a grungy bar in the 
shadow of the Williamsburg Bridge. Settling in with the best pulled-pork sandwich in the city and a side 
of greens (also the best in the city, at least in the realm of barbecue joints) might first require you to kick 
broken beer bottles and cigarette butts out of the way to get a berth at the bar, as it did for me on a 
recent Saturday morning. 

If you do you’ll find that smoky meat, which spends eight hours over hickory chunks in an offset smoker 
and is then pulled into ropy strands, sauced with a North Carolina-style vinegar sauce and served on a 
white bread bun that does its very best to dissolve and get out the way of the pork. A minced cabbage 
slaw and a couple of crinkle-cut slices of neon green pickles add texture. 

Pies ’n’ Thighs devotees may notice that the aggressiveness of the vinegar sauce has been tempered since 
the restaurant opened last summer, an adjustment attributable to the departure of one of the partners, 
Stephen Tanner, who sold his share in the restaurant to Carolyn Bane. Ms. Bane left the Spotted Pig to 
join forces with Sarah Buck, who still oversees the restaurant’s top-notch selection of pies, cookies and 
more. 
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