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For more than thirty-five years, my companion
at the table was my wife, Alice.
Although I did once describe Alice as having
“a weird predilection for limiting our family
to three meals a day,” her knowledge and enjoyment
of food had a lot to do with the pleasure I took
in writing about eating. Partway through this book’s
adventures, which took place over several years,
her name no longer appears.
She died in September 2001. I know she would have
expected this dedication to be shared with our
first grandchild, Isabelle Alice Trillin-Lee, who,
as it happens, has already
shown signs of being a good eater.
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1.
MAGIC BAGEL
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Not long after the turn of the millennium, I had an extended father-daughter conversation with my older daughter, Abigail, on the way back from a dim sum lunch in Chinatown. Abigail, who was living in San Francisco, had come to New York to present a paper at a conference. As a group of us trooped back toward our house in Greenwich Village, where she’d grown up, Abigail and I happened to be walking together. “Let’s get this straight, Abigail,” I said, after we’d finished off some topic and had gone along in silence for a few yards. “If I can find those gnarly little dark pumpernickel bagels that we used to get at Tanenbaum’s, you’ll move back to New York. Right?”

“Absolutely,” Abigail said.

There’s a great comfort in realizing that a child you’ve helped rear has grown up with her priorities straight. When I phoned Abigail from the Oakland airport once to ask if she knew of an alternative route to her house in San Francisco—I’d learned of a huge traffic jam on the normal route, toward the Bay Bridge—she said, “Sure. Go south on 880, take 92 west across the bridge to 101, and we’ll meet you at Fook Yuen for lunch.” Fook Yuen is a dim sum restaurant in Millbrae, about five minutes from the San Francisco airport, and its way with a dumpling has persuaded us that flights in and out of San Francisco are best scheduled in the middle of the day. I report this response to a traffic jam as a way of demonstrating not simply that Abigail always has a fallback career as a taxi dispatcher awaiting her but also that she has the sort of culinary standards that could induce her to switch coasts if the right bagel came along.

But when I mentioned the Chinatown walk exchange to my wife, Alice, she had a different interpretation. She said that Abigail had been speaking ironically. I found it difficult to believe that anybody could be ironic about those bagels. They were almost black. Misshapen. Oniony. Abigail had always adored them. Both of my daughters have always taken bagels seriously. When my younger daughter, Sarah, was a little girl, I revealed in print that she wouldn’t go to Chinatown without carrying a bagel—“just in case.” At the time that Abigail and I had our conversation about the gnarly black pumpernickel bagel, Sarah was also living in California, in Los Angeles. She seemed perfectly comfortable with the Chinese food there. In fact, when I’d eaten with her at Chinois on Main, in Santa Monica, it occurred to me that her knowledge of the menu was nearly encyclopedic. She had many years before outgrown the need to have a bagel with her at a Chinese restaurant—which was fortunate indeed, because bagels in California were not anywhere near up to her standards.

For a while, I brought along a dozen or two New York bagels for Sarah whenever I went to Southern California, but I finally decided that this policy was counterproductive. “If a person prefers to live in California, which happens to be thousands of miles from her very own family,” I told her, “it seems to me appropriate that such a person eat California bagels. I understand that in some places out there if you buy a dozen wheat germ bagels you get your choice of a bee pollen bagel or a ginseng bagel free.” Sarah eventually moved back East. I’m not going to make any claims for the role of my bagel-withholding policy in that decision, but the fact remains: she did eventually move back East.

I have previously recorded Abigail’s response, at age four or five, when, on a visit to my family in Kansas City, Missouri, she’d worked her way partly through a bagel I can describe, given my affection for my hometown, as an honest effort that had simply fallen way short of the mark, the baker having been put in the position a New York deli cook would have found himself in if asked to turn out a bowl of andouille gumbo. “Daddy,” she said, “how come in Kansas City the bagels taste like just round bread?” In other words, she knew the difference between those bagel-shaped objects in the Midwest and the authentic New York item that had been hand-rolled and boiled in a vat and then carefully baked by a member in good standing of the Bakery and Confectionery Workers International Union. I think it might be fair to characterize her as having been a bagel prodigy.

When I was a child, bagel consumption in Kansas City was not widespread. Bagels were thought of as strictly Jewish food, eaten mainly in New York. In those days, of course, salsa would have been considered strictly Mexican food, if anybody I knew in Kansas City had ever given any consideration to salsa. I doubt if many gentiles in Kansas City had ever heard of a bagel, let alone eaten one. Bagels were available in only two or three stores, one of which was called the New York Bakery. It was only in the real New York that bagels were part of the culture, for both Jews and gentiles. New Yorkers have always talked about picking up freshly baked bagels late at night and being reassured, as they felt the warmth coming through the brown paper bag, that they would be at peace with the world the next morning, at least through breakfast. They’ve talked about that day in the park when nothing seemed to soothe their crying baby until a grandmotherly woman sitting on a nearby bench, nattering with another senior citizen about Social Security payments or angel food cake recipes or Trotskyism, said that the only thing for a teething infant was a day-old bagel. They’ve talked about the joy of returning to New York from a long sojourn in a place that was completely without bagels—Indonesia or a tiny town in Montana or some other outpost in the vast patches of the world that New Yorkers tend to think of as the Bagel Barrens.

Roughly corresponding to the time it took our girls to grow up and move to California, bagels had become assimilated. Gefilte fish was still Jewish food, but not bagels. The bagel had gone from a regional ethnic food to an American standard, served at McDonald’s and available on supermarket shelves all over the part of America that baked-goods sociologists have long identified with white bread. At one point, I read that, because of a new plant established by one of the firms producing supermarket bagels, the state that led all other American states in turning out bagels was Iowa. A couple of years before Abigail and I discussed pumpernickel bagels on the way back from Chinatown, The New York Times had run a piece by Suzanne Hamlin reporting that in places recently introduced to bagels, emergency rooms were seeing an increasing number of bagel-related injuries—cuts, gouges, and severed digits caused by “impatient eaters who try to pry apart frozen bagels with screwdrivers, attempt to cut hard bagels with dull knives and, more than likely, use their palms as cutting boards.” There had been no increase in New York bagel injuries.

From the Times story, you could draw the conclusion that a lot of Americans were being given access to bagels before they knew how to handle them, in the way that a lot of Americans are said to have access to 9-mm pistols or semiautomatic rifles before they know how to handle them. I suspect any number of New Yorkers responded to the story by saying, in the superior tone customarily used by someone from Minneapolis who’s relating the chaos caused in Birmingham by a simple snowstorm, “People there just don’t have any experience in such things”—or, as the director of emergency medicine at Bellevue did say to the Times, “Those people just aren’t ethnically equipped.”

Aside from the safety issue, the mainstreaming of formerly ethnic or regional food like bagels must have been confusing for those citizens who grew up before it became common to find Cajun restaurants in upper midwestern shopping malls and lobster shacks in Amarillo. In the eighties, when it was revealed that eating poppy-seed bagels could result in a false positive on a drug test, I saw one of the perils inherent in everybody’s suddenly eating everything, whether ethnically equipped or not. I envisioned an applicant to the FBI academy who seems in the tradition of the bureau: he’s a well-set-up young man with a square jaw and a direct gaze. He’s almost maddeningly polite. His name is O’Connor. He went to Fordham. He always wears a suit and a white shirt and wing-tipped shoes. His father was in the bureau. His drug test seems to indicate that he’s a user.

O’Connor is looking stunned. “I can’t understand it,” he says. “Maybe it was something I ate.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure that was it,” the tester, a grizzled agent near retirement age, says sarcastically. “We all know how corned beef and cabbage can mess up these results.”

“You don’t think it could have been those chiles rellenos I had for lunch, do you?” O’Connor says, ignoring the sarcasm. “That pico de gallo that came with them was pretty hot stuff.”

“Maybe you can catch on with the Parks Department, O’Connor,” the tester says, in a more sympathetic tone. “Or Sanitation. You’re a husky lad.”

“I can’t believe blackened redfish would do it,” O’Connor says. “Maybe it was that braised bok choy I had with my squid last night. That’s all I’ve eaten lately, except for the poppy-seed bagels with lox and cream cheese that Father Sweeney served at the Holy Name Society breakfast this morning.”

“The dope is making you talk crazy, son,” the tester says.

The sad part is that they would have almost certainly been inferior poppy-seed bagels. Provisions for the Holy Name Society breakfast might well have been purchased at the local supermarket or at one of those places that make bagels with weird ingredients—blueberries, say, and cinnamon, and more air than you’d find in a Speaker of the House. O’Connor, not having been raised in the connoisseurship, probably wouldn’t have known the difference. Not so my daughters. When they were children, bagels were not only their staple food—the food they clung to in unfamiliar surroundings—but also the food used in important rituals. On Sunday mornings, I often took them to Houston Street, on the Lower East Side. At Russ & Daughters, which is what New Yorkers refer to as an appetizing store, we would buy Nova Scotia salmon. Then we’d go next door to Ben’s Dairy to get cream cheese and a delicacy known as baked farmer’s cheese with scallions. Then we were at Tanenbaum’s, a bakery that was probably best known for a large, dark loaf often referred to as Russian health bread. We were not there for Russian health bread. We were there for Abigail’s pumpernickel bagels. Abigail had never exhibited any irony when the subject was pumpernickel bagels. Would Proust have been ironic about the madeleine, particularly if he had fetched up in a place where you couldn’t get a decent madeleine if your life depended on it?

“So you think she’s just humoring her old dad?” I asked Alice, during our discussion of the bagel conversation I’d had with Abigail on the way back from Chinatown.

“I do.”

Alice was probably right. I understood that. Abigail was enjoying California, and she had a job there that she loved. As I’ve admitted before, my daughters have simply made good on their implicit threat to grow up and lead lives of their own. Parents are supposed to accept that. Still, I decided that I’d look around for those pumpernickel bagels. As my father used to say, “What could it hurt?”

It wasn’t my first try. When the pumpernickel bagels disappeared, I immediately made serious inquiries. Without wanting to cast blame, I have to say that the disappearance occurred on Mutke’s watch. Mutke’s formal name is Hyman Perlmutter. In the early seventies, he bought Tanenbaum’s Bakery and transformed it into the downtown branch of a bakery he ran eight or ten blocks away called Moishe’s. For some time, Mutke carried Tanenbaum’s full inventory. Then, one day—I don’t remember precisely when, but Abigail and Sarah were still living at home—the pumpernickel bagels were no longer there. Confronted with the facts, Mutke was sanguine. Those particular bagels weren’t available anymore, he explained, but, as a special order, he could always provide me with a dozen or two just like them. Eventually, he did. I pulled one out of the bag. It was a smooth bagel, uniformly round. It was the color of cappuccino, heavy on the milk. It was a stranger to onions. It was not by any means Abigail’s bagel.

I realize now, of course, that I gave up too easily. Sure, I stopped by to try the pumpernickel any time I heard of a promising new bagel bakery—even if it was uptown, a part of the city I don’t venture to unnecessarily. But I didn’t make a systematic, block-by-block search. I didn’t make the pumpernickel bagel my number-one priority. How was I to know that bagels can be instrumental in keeping families intact? This time, I was going to be thorough. I’d read in Molly O’Neill’s New York Cook Book about a place in Queens where bagels were made in the old-fashioned way. I figured that there must be similar places in Brooklyn neighborhoods with large populations of Orthodox Jews—Williamsburg, maybe, or Borough Park. I was prepared to go to the outer boroughs. But I thought it made sense to start back on Houston Street.

The area where Abigail and Sarah and I used to make our Sunday rounds has seen some changes over the years. The old tenement streets had once seemed grim, but at some point in the nineties they began to sport patches of raffish chic. On Orchard Street, around the corner from our Sunday-morning purveyors, stores that traditionally offered bargains on fabrics and women’s clothing and leather goods became punctuated by the sort of clothing store that has a rack of design magazines and a coffee bar and such a spare display of garments hanging on exposed-brick walls that you might think you’re in the studio apartment of someone who has rather bizarre taste in cocktail dresses and no closet to keep them in. At some point the Lower East Side became a late-night destination—both Orchard and Ludlow acquired bars too hip to need signs—and a cool place to live. Around the time I started looking for the pumpernickel bagel in earnest, an apartment on one of the old tenement blocks of Orchard Street changed hands for a million dollars. I could only hope for the new owner’s sake that his old zayde wasn’t still alive (“You paid what! To live in a place we worked sixteen hours a day to get out of you paid what!”). After spending years listening to customers tell him that he ought to move Russ & Daughters uptown, Mark Federman—the grandson of Joel Russ, the founder—was renovating the apartments above the store and expressing gratitude that his grandfather had held on to the building.

Ben’s Dairy had closed and Moishe’s Bakery had moved to a tiny place around the corner. But Russ & Daughters has been carefully preserved to look pretty much the way it did when Joel Russ himself still had his arms deep into the herring barrel. I figured Mark might have some information I could use, and he was bound to be sympathetic to the project: his daughter, Niki, had recently graduated from college and moved to San Francisco. “Do you think Niki might come back, too, if we found the bagels?” I asked, as Mark and I edged ourselves into the tiny office he shares with his wife, Maria.

“I don’t think she’d come back for bagels,” he said. “Maybe for an apartment upstairs.”

Maria shook her head. “I already offered,” she said.

Mark said he knew precisely the bagel I was talking about, but he had no idea where to find it. He phoned his mother, one of the daughters of Russ & Daughters, who had retired to Florida. “Do you remember when Tanenbaum next door used to have this sort of gnarly—” he began, and then started to laugh. “Not an old woman,” he said. “I’m asking about bagels.” Apparently, his mother remembered the gnarly old woman quite well. Not the bagels.

Although Russ & Daughters now carries bagels, Mark insisted that he didn’t have the expertise to be much help in tracing a particular baker; locating an obscure source of belly lox would have been more his line of country. Still, he made a couple of calls, including one to Mosha’s Bread, a wholesale operation in Williamsburg, which has been turning out pumpernickel since the late nineteenth century. (Mosha’s Bread, it almost goes without saying, has no connection with Moishe’s Bakery.) As I was about to leave Russ’s, the boss of Mosha’s, who turned out to be a woman named Cecile Erde Farkas, returned Mark’s call. Mark introduced himself, and before he could explain my quest he began to sound like someone on the receiving end of a sales pitch. “To tell you the truth, I don’t sell much bread,” I heard him say, and then, “Here’s what I could use—a good babka. I could sell the hell out of a good babka … plain, yeah, and chocolate.”

There was a message on my answering machine that evening from Mark. He had reached a friend of his named Danny Scheinin, who’d run Kossar’s, a distinguished purveyor of bialys, for decades before selling out a year or two before. “Danny says he thinks Tanenbaum got that bagel from somebody named Poznanski,” Mark said, when I got back to him. “Also, he says it wasn’t a real bagel.”

“Not a real bagel!”

“I don’t know exactly what he means,” Mark said. “Talk to him.”

When I reached Scheinin, I found out that what he’d meant was this: in the old days, there was a sharp split between bagel bakeries and bread bakeries. The bagel bakers had their own local, No. 338. They didn’t bake bread and bread bakers didn’t make bagels. Originally, of course, bagels were made only with white flour. But some bread bakers who trafficked in pumpernickel would twist some bread dough into bagel shapes and bake them. By not going through the intermediate boiling that is part of the process of making an authentic bagel, they stayed out of another local’s jurisdiction. Scheinin was confident that Abigail’s bagel had been made that way for Tanenbaum’s by a bread baker named Sam Poznanski, in Williamsburg, who had been dead for some years. As far as Scheinin knew, the bakery still existed, under the management of Poznanski’s wife. He gave me the number. “Tell her Danny from the bialys said to call,” he told me.

Mrs. Poznanski, I have to say, did not seem terribly engaged by my quest, even after I explained to her what a splendid young woman Abigail had grown up to be—partly, presumably, thanks to a steady diet of bagels baked by the late Sam Poznanski—and how much I’d like to have her back in New York. The longest answer I got was when I asked Mrs. Poznanski if the bakery had quit making the pumpernickel bagel when her husband died, and she said, “No. Before.” Still, she confirmed that the object of Abigail’s adoration was from Poznanski’s and that it was not boiled. This was hard news to take. It sounded perilously close to saying that the bagel we were searching for was just round bread. But what bread!

The bread-bagel split was confirmed by Herb Bostick, a business agent of Local 3 of the Bakery and Confectionery Workers Union, which had absorbed No. 338 into a local that mixes bagel bakers and bread bakers and cake bakers together the way someone faced with baking a pie at the last minute might mix in bits of whatever kinds of flour happened to be in the cupboard. What Bostick said was in line with what I’d learned from Cecile Farkas, of Mosha’s, with whom I’d arranged a meeting after her babka pitch to Mark. She’d told me that for years her late father offered pumpernickel bagels that were baked without being boiled first. “Then they weren’t real bagels?” I’d said.

“If my daddy called them bagels they were bagels,” Mrs. Farkas said.

I hadn’t had to venture to the outer boroughs to see Cecile Farkas. By chance, she was doing a bread promotion at a store on Twenty-third Street. She turned out to be a chatty woman in her sixties who told me that she had joined Mosha’s only when her father became elderly; she’d been trained as an electrical engineer. That didn’t surprise me. Mark Federman had practiced law for a while. A family business is no respecter of degrees. Mrs. Farkas told me that her own daughter, having earned her master’s in career counseling, planned to launch Mosha’s West. Would Mosha’s West be a few blocks closer to Manhattan than the original Mosha’s? No. The daughter lived in San Francisco. Having her own daughter at the other end of the country may have made Mrs. Farkas particularly empathetic to my situation. She said that, with a few hours’ notice, Mosha’s could turn out precisely the sort of bagel Abigail craved. “It would be my pleasure,” she said.

“If that happens and Abigail moves back to New York, you would have done a mitzvah,” I said. “It would be written next to your name in the Book of Life.”

Mrs. Farkas shrugged off any thought of reward. “It would be my pleasure,” she repeated. I had recognized her as a person of character the moment she’d told me that whatever her daddy said was a bagel was a bagel.

I tried to present the situation to Alice in an objective way: “I suppose you think that if Mosha’s really did succeed in duplicating the bagel and I told Abigail that it was readily available in the neighborhood and I didn’t trouble her with the really quite arcane information that it’s not, technically speaking, a bagel, I would be acting completely contrary to everything we tried to teach her about honesty and integrity.”

“Yes,” Alice said.

“I thought you might.”

She was right, of course. I know that. Later, though, it occurred to me that there were areas I had left unexplored in my conversation with Mrs. Poznanski. It’s true that she expressed no interest whatsoever in bagels, but what if I got Mark Federman to agree to carry those little pumpernickel numbers—not instead of Mrs. Farkas’s babkas, I hasten to say, but in addition to Mrs. Farkas’s babkas? Would the Russ & Daughters account be enough to propel Poznanski’s back into the bagel business? This is assuming, of course, that Sam Poznanski’s recipe still exists. While I was thinking about all of this, Niki Federman came back from San Francisco and moved into one of the newly renovated apartments over Russ & Daughters.


2.
PEPPER CHASE
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I’m aware that I tend to go on about pimientos de Padrón. They are on a list I keep in my head of the victuals that, despite being my favorite dishes in one part of the world or another, rarely seem to be served outside their territory of origin—a list I sometimes refer to as the Register of Frustration and Deprivation. I have always assumed that a lot of people have such a list, no matter where they live. Now and then, I try to comfort myself with the thought that, given the fact that I live in New York, my Register of Frustration and Deprivation is much shorter than it would be if I lived anywhere else. That doesn’t seem to help much.

When I think of food I’ve enjoyed in Tuscany, for instance, I think of the grain called farro—something that almost never seems to turn up on the menus of those Tuscan trattorias that gradually became more prevalent in Manhattan than delis. Of all the things I’ve eaten in the Cajun country of Louisiana—an array of foodstuffs which has been characterized as somewhere between extensive and deplorable—I yearn most often for boudin. Except when a kindly friend of mine from New Iberia arrives in New York carrying his ice chest, I’ve never had Cajun boudin outside of Louisiana. During long New York winters, no such kindly friend arrives from Nova Scotia, where I live in the summer, carrying an ice chest full of Lunenburg sausage, which is strong on the herb summer savory and can be grilled like a hot dog or eaten with Lunenburg County sauerkraut or crumbled in a pasta dish that has always been called at our house spagatinni Lunenburgesa. Lame versions of tapas are served all over New York, but none of the city’s markets sell that bread rubbed with tomatoes that you get at La Boqueria, the splendid public market of Barcelona. My register is filled with dishes like that. On gray afternoons, I go over it, like a miser who is both tantalizing and tormenting himself by poring over a list of people who owe him money.

When, at the tag end of a long meal, people begin talking about their unsatisfied food cravings, my tale is often about pimientos. It always starts in Santiago de Compostela, which has been one of the world’s great pilgrimage destinations for more than a millennium—the goal of pilgrims who demonstrate their devotion by walking for miles down El Camino de Santiago. The market, just a few blocks from the magnificent Romanesque cathedral that is said to hold the remains of St. James the Apostle, is about to open. It’s early in the morning. The fishmongers are still lining up their sardines, and a butcher is using something that looks like a blowtorch to singe the last hairs from a hog’s head. Scattered along one edge of the market, a dozen women from the town of Padrón itself, which is only fifteen miles away, sit behind huge baskets of digit-sized green peppers. They sort constantly, setting aside the peppers that they can distinguish, simply by touch, as unsuitably piquant, and preparing a couple of hundred-pimiento bags on the off chance that some customer in a terrible hurry will not want to witness the selection being counted out, pepper by pepper. I’m standing with something akin to a religious feeling in that lovely market, whose vaulted stone market sheds are actually called naves. I’m thinking about how the very peppers I’m observing are going to taste in a few hours, after they’ve been fried in olive oil and sprinkled with coarse salt, and my distress at having to wait those few hours is such that I have to nip over to the market-café across the street and buck myself up with some fresh churros dipped in café con leche.

“Peppers!” says someone at the table who has been itching to describe the exquisite pleasure of eating something drizzled with something on a bed of something else. “You’re making all this fuss about some little green peppers cooked in oil? You yearn for peppers?”

I do. They’re on the register.

By putting pimientos de Padrón on the list, I don’t mean to imply that the region of Spain that Santiago serves as spiritual and political capital—Galicia, which the less sophisticated geographers usually describe as the bit above Portugal—is a one-dish spot. Galicians (gallegos in Spanish) gave the world, among other dishes, caldo gallego, the soup that is often the first item Cubans, many of whom are grandchildren of Galician migrants, put on their restaurants’ menus. Galicians are renowned for their empanadas—absolutely flat pies that are filled with a layer of tuna or sardines or lamprey eel or pork. The Galician version of turnip greens provides a glorious piece of evidence that Galicia may have been visited in the past not only by the Vikings and Romans and Visigoths and Arabs and Normans and Celts mentioned in the guidebooks but also by some honest dirt farmers from Alabama.

Above all, Galicia has seafood of a variety and quality unmatched by any place I’ve ever been. In Galicia, a neighborhood café might offer among its snacks mussels, oysters, scallops, crawfish, three kinds of lobster, razor clams, spider crabs, ordinary crabs, octopus, squid, baby cuttlefish, clams, gooseneck barnacles (which, I have to say in the spirit of constructive criticism, might have been better off choosing another part of a goose to look like), and two or three varieties of shrimp. At practically any celebration, the presence of octopus is understood. I once read in a guidebook, for instance, that toward the end of June every year, at a shrine near a village called Silleda, people who feel themselves possessed by demons go through a ritual to exorcise the demons, and then everyone gathers for a feast of octopus. In Las Nieves, there is an annual celebration during which the families and friends of people who had a close brush with death the previous year march in a procession carrying tiny coffins and then join the assembled for a serious octopus feed. If bar mitzvahs are held in Galicia, I would expect to find octopus at the reception.

The seafood comes as a sort of surprise. In fact, the first time Alice and I were in that part of Spain—this was in the middle sixties, and we were driving through on our way to Portugal—we somehow remained oblivious to the sorts of marine creatures that could be put on our plate. Maybe we were moving too fast to eat, although I remember stopping in Santiago at the Hostal Reyes Católicos, which was built in the sixteenth century as a shelter for pilgrims. What we had read and heard about Galicia was how green it was and how picturesque. In those days, it was, in fact, almost shamelessly picturesque. In Galicia, a haystack is conical—the point on top finished off with a flourish, like the top of a soft-ice-cream cone. Galician farmers have always managed to make works of art out of the necessities of farming—stone walls, for instance, and haystacks and, most of all, the simple granary. The granaries, or hórreos, are like small stone houses on stilts, with pitched tile roofs that are almost always adorned
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