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FOREWORD
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MY BROTHER ABE’S great passion in life was his restaurant. “The store,” as he always called the Deli, was his second home, his employees a second family. Abe loved good food, and he loved people; he was fortunate enough to have a profession that combined both of his great enthusiasms. When he wasn’t at the Deli, he was visiting other restaurants under the guise of “doing research.” He never went on these fact-finding missions alone. A large clique of close friends, relatives, and employees were regular diners-out on his circuit.

As a social occasion, a restaurant meal with Abe was a somewhat jarring experience, in which the flow of conversation was repeatedly interrupted at a moment’s notice. For one thing, even at the fanciest restaurants, he considered the seat nearest the kitchen the best seat in the house. From that vantage point, he could occasionally sneak a peek at what was happening behind the scenes. Every time the kitchen’s swinging doors flew open, his attention would become riveted on the frenzy of food preparation therein, and conversation would come to an abrupt standstill, sometimes in mid-sentence. Further interruptions occurred because, as a well-known New York personality, he was frequently recognized and approached, not only by other diners but by the chef. Adding to the chaos were continual calls from “the store” (Abe loved his cell phone), because he encouraged his staff to consult him about even the most minor decisions. It was his loving hands-on perfectionism and involvement in every detail that made the Deli great. And sometimes those calls were from me; we regularly spoke on the phone four or five times a day.

Like everyone who’s passionate about food, Abe was forever trying to lose a little weight. After he was shot, when the family was sitting shiva, one of his regular dining companions came up to me and said, “I had lunch with Abe the day before he died. It’s such a pity; he was on a diet, and he hardly ate anything. I know he would have wanted his last meals to be spectacular.” I told him not to feel too bad. He was the fourth person to tell me he had had lunch with Abe that day. And I believe every one of them was telling me the truth.

Abe’s death was devastating to me; he was not only my brother but my closest and dearest friend. After he died, I felt bound by three major mandates to honor his memory. The first, of course, was to keep the restaurant open and maintain the legendary quality he had worked so hard to achieve. The second was to renovate the interior, a project that was very much on Abe’s agenda at the time of his death. And the third was realizing his dream of creating a Second Avenue Deli cookbook.

When his daughter, Sharon, his close friend Rena Bulkin, and I sat down to plan this book, we all agreed we wanted it to be not just a compendium of the Deli’s famous recipes but a tribute to Abe’s life and generosity of spirit. For those of you who knew him—and I know he touched thousands of lives—our cookbook will rekindle many warm memories. For those of you who never had the good fortune of having Abe in your lives, we’d like you to meet him. And for Abie, my dear brother, who I’m sure is looking down at us from Heaven, this book is for you.

JACK LEBEWOHL

[image: ]



CONTENTS

[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Foreword

Introduction

About This Cookbook

The Jewish Pantry: Step into Our Kitchen



1 APPETIZERS AND SALADS

2 SOUPS

3 MEATS: BRISKETS, STEWS, AND BEEF CHOLENT

4 POULTRY AND VEAL

5 FISH

6 BLINTZES, LATKES, KUGELS, AND MATZO DISHES

7 VEGETABLES AND OTHER SIDE DISHES

8 DESSERTS

Acknowledgment

About the Authors





[image: ]

Abe with Eleanor.




INTRODUCTION
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THE SECOND AVENUE DELI COOKBOOK is more than a collection of a legendary New York restaurant’s cherished recipes. For many years, the Deli’s founder, Abe Lebewohl, talked about revealing the secrets of his traditional Jewish specialties—chicken soup with matzo balls, hearty cholent, grandmotherly gefilte fish, stuffed cabbage, and all the rest. But, tragically, in 1996, before he ever got the project under way, Abe was brutally murdered as he prepared to deposit the previous day’s earnings in an East Village bank.

Abe was an exceptional person—exuberant, funny, compassionate—a brilliant businessman and a great humanitarian. His death generated national television and radio coverage, as well as dozens of heartfelt editorials and obituaries in New York City newspapers. And his funeral was so widely attended that the Community Synagogue on East Sixth Street, where it took place, was filled far beyond its fifteen-hundred-seat capacity. The hundreds of people who could not even find standing room in the shul filled the entire street, building to building, between First and Second Avenues. Traffic had to be rerouted by police barricades, and every stoop and fire escape was crowded with mourners. Unable to hear the funeral service inside, they stood in silence for its duration to honor him.

Abe—who fed every homeless person who walked into the Deli hungry—has been called “the Jewish Mother Teresa.” At his death, even those who knew and loved him best learned for the first time just how many people his life had touched. Because Abe never spoke about it, no one will ever know the extent of his charity, which embraced not only Jewish causes but also almost any person or group who ever asked for his help. Among the funeral mourners, we heard nuns telling a reporter, “He was so good to us.” Abe’s legendary generosity manifested itself in every conceivable arena. A tremendous enthusiast for any cause that moved him, he gave away mountains of food to politicians he supported, fed striking workers (when there was a strike at NBC in 1987, he provided sandwiches to the picketers every day for twenty-one weeks), and delivered trays of free food to a local Ukrainian travel agency in celebration of the Ukraine’s independence from the Soviet Union. Whenever anything moved or excited him, Abe sent food.

In his restaurant, both customers and employees were treated like family. No one—not even a busboy—ever called him Mr. Lebewohl; he was always Abie, always warm, caring, and accessible.

So though this book is primarily a restaurant cookbook filled with wonderful recipes, it is also something more: a tribute to the beloved Abe Lebewohl, whose life was an inspiration to everyone who knew him.

Dozens of his famous customers, who were also his friends—politicians, media people, top New York chefs, actors, and others—have joined us in this tribute. You’ll find their loving reminiscences of Abe, along with their favorite recipes, throughout this book.

In further tribute, we’d like to share with our readers the history of the Second Avenue Deli, which is integrally entwined with the history of the Lebewohl family.
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Jack taking a chicken soup break in the Molly Picon Room.

A Dollar and a Dream

Abe Lebewohl once said he came to America in 1950 at the age of nineteen “with a dollar and a dream.” Actually, the dollar was questionable, but the dream—of a successful life in America—was empowered by the rigors of his childhood (which he wished to put behind him), by a family tradition of courage in the face of adversity, and by his own immense vitality. The story of the Lebewohl family—a remarkable story, but one shared by thousands of immigrants who rebuilt Diaspora-shattered lives in America—is a testament to the ever-hopeful human spirit, sustained in the face of the most daunting prior experience.

Born in Lvov, Poland, in 1931 to a comfortable middle-class family, Abe’s briefly secure life was shattered in 1939, when Stalin joined forces with Hitler, Poland was divided, and Lvov became part of the Soviet Union. A year later, Abe’s father, Efraim, owner of a small lumber mill, was condemned as a capitalist, arrested, and sentenced without trial to ten years’ hard labor in Siberia. The business was seized by the government, and, a week later, Abe and his mother, Ethel—forced to leave all their possessions behind—were taken to the railway station, herded into cattle cars, and deported to Kazakhstan in Central Asia.

Thousands of miles away, in Siberia






Becoming an American









The Jewish Rialto


ABE LEBEWOHL chose downtown Second Avenue as the site for his restaurant because he treasured the neighborhood’s Jewish heritage—especially its connection with the Yiddish theater. In the early decades of the twentieth century, New York’s Jewish population grew and prospered. Between 1881 and 1903, more than a million Yiddish-speaking Jews arrived in New York, and most of them settled on the Lower East Side. Second Avenue, between Houston and Fourteenth Streets became a cultural hub, lined with Yiddish bookstores, lively cafés, and playhouses. Every night, stars of the Yiddish stage strode the boards in melodramas (often with immigrant-makes-good themes), comedies, and serious theatrical productions. Tragedian Jacob Adler (famed for his moving portrayals of Shylock and Lear) and matinee idol Boris Thomashevsky—who yearned to raise the intellectual quality of Yiddish plays—adapted Shakespeare and Goethe for the Jewish stage. Edward G. Robinson, Steve Lawrence (whose father was a cantor), Paul Muni, Leonard Nimoy, impresario Joseph Papp, and director Harold Clurman all began their careers in the Yiddish theater.

The Jewish Rialto was already on the wane when the Deli opened in 1954, and today most of its venues have been torn down. The old Moorish-motif Yiddish Art Theatre on Twelfth Street and Second Avenue (built in 1926 by the great Yiddish actor/director Maurice Schwartz) is now a multiscreen movie house. And a Japanese restaurant across the street occupies the site of the old Café Royale (celebrated fictionally in Hy Kraft’s 1942 com-edy Café Crown). The Royale was once the meeting place for Jewish entertainers and intelligentsia. Charlie Chaplin, George Jessel, Fanny Brice, Eddie Cantor, Moss Hart, and Rachmaninoff—not to mention non-Jewish Village writers like e.e. cummings and John Dos Passos, who found the Royale scene colorful—were among its habitués. They gathered there to discuss art, literature, and socialism over blintzes washed down with glasses of tea.

The Café Royale had closed its doors a few years before Abe arrived on Second Avenue. As a tribute, he wanted to call his establishment the Royale Deli, but the café’s owner wanted a $2,000 royalty, which, at that time, might have been $2 million. Still, the idea of honoring the Yiddish theater stuck in Abe’s mind.

In the Deli’s second major expansion, he dubbed his new dining area the Molly Picon Room and covered its walls with film and theater posters of Picon in roles ranging from Yiddle and His Fiddle to Fiddler on the Roof. At an opening-night party to inaugurate the room, the famous eighty-two-year-old actress (who once sang a Yiddish ballad called “The Rabbi’s Melody” so soulfully she made Al Capone cry) was once again applauded by her fellow thespians. Even Mayor Ed Koch stopped by to kiss the guest of honor and nosh a little chopped liver. Molly was a regular customer during her lifetime; her favorite dish was chicken in the pot.

In 1985, further warming to his theatrical theme, Abe created a Hollywood Boulevard–like Walk of Stars outside the Deli, with thirty-one gran-ite stars commemorating fifty-eight luminaries of the Jewish stage. A special star pays tribute to Abraham Goldfaden, “the Father of Yiddish theater.” Though Jewish theater actually harks back to the sixteenth century (rooted in Purim plays, it was the Jewish counterpart of Christian passion plays), it was Goldfaden, in the 1870s, who wrote, composed music and painted scenery for, and produced the first professional Yiddish dramas and comedies. His first performance, in a wine garden in Jassy, Romania, was such a flop that the audience not only booed but physically attacked him. The experience taught him two things: that he was a lousy actor and that his material had been too highbrow for the public taste. But instead of nurturing contempt for his unsophisticated audience, he began to use his plays as a forum to educate—to wean his fellow Jews from fanatic traditionalism and cultural isolation. He went on to shape a Yiddish theatrical tradition that, if not subtle or profoundly intellectual, was emotionally stirring and boisterously comical.

As continuing immigration brought thousands of Jews to New York, the Yiddish theater flourished, freed from fear, censorship, pogroms, and persecution. People who lived in dire poverty—who spent their days laboring in sweatshops and their nights in shabby, overcrowded tenements—managed to set aside a little money from their meager earnings for tickets. A link with their heritage and an island of comfort in a baffling new world, Yiddish plays were as nourishing and vital to them as food and drink. The Jewish stage prospered through the 1940s, when it fell victim to assimilation and the diminishing number of Yiddish-speaking Jews.
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