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YANKEE TOP DOGS

BY JANE AND MICHAEL STERN

ol dogs, the most American food

ol all, defy the vegimentation

that has e hamburgers, prime
steaks, paneakes, and pizza such conspic
uously suceessiul franchise opportunitios,
(Phere are more than 231,000 MeDonald s
around the world: Nathan's Famous, the
country s only major hot dog chain, has
Tewer than two hundred ontlets.) The
wicner has remained a free agent be
citse iy pastronomics are so doggedly
parochial. Who among us doesn’t have
theirown personal idea of precisely whal
u good hot dog should be made from
(heel, pork, veal, or a combination there
ol ) amd how it should be cooked (hoiled,
prilled over coals, or Tried on a griddle),
let alone such crucial issues as proper
bun preparation (steamed soll or tousted

crisp) and correet dressings (sauerkraul,
chili. cheese, bacon, mustard. relish,
ketehup, raw onions, grilled onions, toma
toes, salsa, pickles, celery salt, hot sauce,
or hot peppers)?

Regional loyalty plays a big role in
the hot dog’s enduring independence. A
person’s frank furter ol origin is as much
i cause of allegiance as a home team or
an alma mater. For anyone who grew
up eating splitand grilled tube steaks
in Conneeticut’s Savin Rock; charcoal
srilled “white hots™ in upstate New
York; “slaw dogs™ at The Varsity, in At
lanta; or chili dogs at Pink’s, in Los An

peles, it is not likely any other style off

sausage could equal the savor of those
memories. The two ol us have our own
chauvinistic prejudices, having grown up

on Coney Island all-beel beanties (Jane)
and Chicago “Vienna red hots™ in poppy
seed buns (Michacl). But, alter decades
ol diligently sampling franks ol diverse
derivation and confliguration, we are
here o suggest that the hot dogs ol
coastal New England, from Connecticut
to Maine, set especially high standards
ol excellence,

Fhere is no one kind of Tink unigue to
the region, and among the following quar
tet of recommended places cach has its
own distinet personality and its own style

Clockwise from top left: Viola Degaitas
at John's Mew York System; “Excelsior
Veneziano” from Chez Lénard; lunch
crowd at Rawley's Drive-In; toque-
topped Chad Cohen behind his grill
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ol hot dog. OF course, all Tour do share
certain fundamentals, such as low price
and casual ambiance (a swanky Irank
is a sell contradiction), and cvery one
ol them is guaranteed 1o deliver the
kind ol devil- may care satislaction that
makes wicnic-cating especially right on
a pleasure-seeking summer day.

“A hundred percent meat and piping
hot!™ is the prescription lfor goodness off

fered by RAwiey’s Dwave In, ol Fair
ficld. Connecticut. One time owner Bob

Rawley. who retived alter sell
tng the restaurant (o currend
chelband propricior Chico Biclik
i 1970, says that when he
Bought the red |l;|i|3|i‘l| wood
frame house on Route | in 1954
tand gave it the mame that has en
dured Tormore than Tour decades)
a lellow named Bill T orenzo was
operating a thriving hot dog busi
ness there, Belore Torenzo, there was a
vendor now remembered only as “The
Southerner,” who lived in the house and
sold hot dogs Trom a cart in the ot Just
oulside, Local patrons whoe started com
ing during The Southerner’s regime in
the 1940s say that litile has changed in
the Tast hall century, other than the Taet
that Chico added chili 1o the repertoire

ol available toppings and the wooden

Chico Bielik of Rawley's Drive -in;
John's New York System dog
wilth chopped onions and secrel

sance; menu at Chez Lenard

walls and ceiling have grown ever more
colorful with the names and initials of
generations of customers carved inevery
Iree space.

Rawley’s is pint size: four booths plus
a six-stool counter on what used to be a
front porch, where an open picture win
dow provides a scenic view into the lively
short-order kitchen, Adjacent to the
counter is a pay phone that rings olten
during the lunch hour as hopeluls try to
place an order. We say “try.” because
when Rawley’s is crowded, as il
always is shortly alter noon, the
stafT of four have their hands lull
taking care ol dine-in and take-out
business and they simply don’t have
time to listen o orders thal come

in over the phone. So
it rings and rings,
Chico, an indela
tigable ringleader
whose summer athire
is chel™s whites with
Bermuda shoris, usu
ally cooks amd as

sembles the hot dogs
while the other stall
members dodge cach
other in the Timited
work space 1o take and pack orders,
carry Tood to booths. and work the cash
register, “Whal is the logic ol this kit
chen?” asks a curious customer between
bites, just 1o throw oul a question Tor
discussion al the connter,

“1is pretzel logic™ answers one em
ployee tending a chocolate malt at the
milkshake machine.

“This is like the bumblebee.™ a philo
sophical wiener cater offers from the
other end of the counter. I isn’t sup
posed to My, butit does.™

A Rawley's hot dog is cooked in a
way (hat has become popular al several

ol the better frank emporia in southwest

ern Connecticut. First the frank is deep

fricd. When plump and darkened, it is
pulled from the hot vegetable oil and
rolled around on the griddle with a spatu

la a linishing touch that strains ol ex

cess oil and gives the exterior a delectable
crackle. The hot dog is then bedded in a
high-quality roll that has been spread
open, generously brushed with butier,
and toasted on the griddle until its interior
surlaces are erisp, in contrast to the out

side, which remains as solt and pliant
as an oven miltl,

The kitchen does the dressing, the most
popular condiment conliguration being
mustard and relish topped with sauerkraut
and garnished with a lavish sprinkling
ol chewy bacon bits. To our taste, it is a
perfeet combination, although “heavy
bacon™ twice as much is also a favorite
option. Chico says he cooks cighteen to
twenty pounds ol bacon per day, all Tor
hot dogs.

As plebeian as a restaurant can be,
Rawley’s is nevertheless known Tor al
tracting celebritics who live or summel
in the arca. Paul Newman, Meg Ryan
and David Letierman have all been spot
ted there cating these Tine hot dogs, and
Martha Stewart is a regular. “Famous
people, they wail in line, (oo, Chico
noles. “Al Rawley s everybody is cqual.,
except maybe i you are a pricst from Si.
Anthony’s  that’s my church  and you
need a phone order on a Saturday ™

idgelicld, Connecticut s Cin

Lenarn has no address it is a

stdewalk cart on Main Streel
and no phone. “People call us at home,™
marvels Chad Cohen, who with his wilc,
Kristen, now owns the umbrella shaded
stand, “They want to make reservations
for a table of six.™ OF course, there are
no tables: just sidewalk standing room
and Ballard Park nearby. where customers
enjoy their luneh in the open air. i
customers pull up to the curb, toot thei
horn, and get unch from Chad withoul
ever leaving their seals,

Despite the lack ol certain basic ameni
tics, Chez Lénard is indubitably high tone
When the original “Lénard,™ a Manhai
tan rat race refugee, parked his cart here
in 1978, he established an urbane am
biance with a French accent that has
thrived under subsequent proprictors” in
cumbeneies. Citizens of Ridgeleld have
come Lo treasure the happy incongruity
ol a man i a billowy chel™s togue ex
claiming “oof la la!” as he slathers on
hot relish or “mcred heancoup™ when nak
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