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Washington, a pastrami mecca? Taste it
for yourself: Over the past year, pedigreed
chefs have taken on the challenge of
curing, spicing and smoking their own
and have been showcasing it on trend-
driven menus.
We hit the pastrami circuit to investigate,
but first we paid a visit to a Washington
institution: Wagshal’s Delicatessen.
There, owner Bill Fuchs set the bar years
ago, long before pastrami became
highbrow.

The basic formula for pastrami-making is
this: Beef brisket is brined for about a
week in a salt solution with sodium nitrite
(to preserve color) and pickling spices,
such as bay leaf, mustard seed, coriander
seed, peppercorns, allspice and cloves.
Then it gets crusted with a peppercorn-
and-coriander-based spice mix and
smoked for hours. After that, the meat is
steamed until tender.
Some chefs adhere to the formula; others 
deviate. Some slice it razor-thin; some
prefer it a half-inch thick. Adjusting
processing times, devising proprietary
spice mixes and combining smoking
woods are all ways to stamp a brisket as
their own.
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