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			It’s a balmy Friday night in June in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, and the glass doors of Jack’s Wife Freda are opened to the street. From the soft glow of the restaurant, an energetic hum of chatter spills onto the sidewalk and encourages the crowd gathered there to wait just a little longer for a table. Inside, past the full banquets where carafes of rosé are ringed in condensation, past the small bar packed three bodies deep, co-owner Dean Jankelowitz swings open the double doors of the kitchen. “One more order of zucchini chips for table thirteen on the fly, brother!” he hollers to the expediter. The decibel level of his voice reflects the frenetic clamor in the kitchen—a good ten degrees hotter than the humid evening air outside. The three chefs on the line are working at Mach speed, a hand flipping a butterflied chicken as the skin crisps on the hot grill, a wrist flicking the handle of a panful of vegetables in a bubbling, spicy coconut curry. “You got it!” the expediter bellows over the din of the stoves.

			Dean flies out of the kitchen moments later, handing off the zucchini to a server, “Table thirteen, seat two.” She nods and weaves her way through the crowd with the precision of a ballerina.

			Dean’s wife and partner, Maya, is hovering over the stereo system, tinkering with the bass on a reggae beat. She carries an old-world sense of superstition with her. If the music is personal and the volume is just so, the songs will serve as a siren beckoning in a steady flow of diners—never mind that at 9:00 P.M. the place is packed to the gills and the wait is thirty minutes long. Waving hello with one hand and clutching a notepad in the other, Maya breezes back to the door to take the name of a new party hoping for a table, offering them a fresh mint lemonade while they wait.

			Dean clears the plates from a family of four and suggests they split his favorite malva pudding for dessert. “What’s malva?” the mother asks. “Oh, man, you have to try it. I’ll send you one . . .” His voice trails off as he turns back toward the kitchen. Dean is a notorious mumbler but quick with a witty one-liner before vanishing to attend to another pressing task. The family seems momentarily confused—“Did you catch what he said?”—until Dean returns with four spoons and a sponge cake drizzled in warm caramel sauce. The kids’ eyes go wide and Dean winks back.

			By 1:00 A.M., the last satiated diners have sauntered out into the summer night. The chairs are stacked, the lights switched off, and the space is silent save for the purr of the wine refrigerators. Dean and Maya pull down the gate to the restaurant and walk past the noisy bars on Spring Street, past the weekend carousers stumbling on the Bowery, and head home to the Lower East Side. One can almost imagine that same path homeward about a century prior, when the neighborhood was the new home and refuge for hundreds of thousands of Jewish immigrants. Every other block housed a synagogue or a Yiddish theater. Families would have been asleep, stacked like sardines, in the tenements. And the pushcarts that held the vegetables, meats, and pickles that so many of those families ate during their Sabbath dinners earlier that evening were tied up for the night in the quiet downtown streets.

			Food as an expression of familial love is one of the oldest and most universal of concepts, although the contemporary interpretation of “comfort food” has seized American culinary culture with a tight grip. In a country composed of so many immigrants, cuisines once thought of as colloquial in their land of origin are transformed into something exotic in the new American kitchen. Traditional dishes have been reshaped—fused, deconstructed, tailored to the New World palate while remaining rooted in the flavors of their native countries. In New York, perhaps no beloved food transplant embodies this concept more than Jewish cuisine.

			Jack’s Wife Freda, the pair of downtown cafés whose signs bear the illustrated face of their namesake grandma, is where Dean and Maya Jankelowitz have created a mecca of Jewish comfort-food dining. Both New York immigrants, they have managed to meld the Ashkenazi and Sephardic dishes of their respective childhoods with the twang and spices of South African and Israeli flavors. But the comforts of their restaurants aren’t limited to food. Something in their detailed coziness makes them worth queuing up for and inspires diners to linger after the plates are cleared. Consummate hospitality serves as the bedrock of their restaurants, and the communal, casual vibe feels oddly relaxed considering the flagship location is smack-dab in the middle of SoHo, one of the city’s most kinetic neighborhoods. But there is a sense of traveling home when eating at Jack’s Wife Freda, and it’s no mistake that the restaurants are named after Dean’s grandparents. Everyone has an origin story. Maya’s and Dean’s stories started some 6,000 miles apart and eventually converged in a love song to New York.
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			On a Friday afternoon in Killarney, a suburb of Johannesburg, the spring air carries the delicate honeyed perfume of the sugarbush, as the waning sun casts its last slanted rays of citrine warmth over the neighborhood. Inside Freda’s kitchen there are wafts of sweet challah baking, simmering matzo ball soup, the snap of chicken schnitzel frying. It’s the mid-eighties. We’re in South Africa, and Friday afternoon in this predominantly Jewish neighborhood means one thing: the coming of Shabbat. Freda’s ten-year-old grandson, Dean, is playing cards with his siblings in the living room and sneaking chocolates as family and friends gather by the minute. Freda emerges from the kitchen, her wig styled in a perfect bouffant and her arms covered in costume bangles, telling her husband, Jack, to fix her a cocktail. Their house fills with the raucous laughter of neighbors, arguments between cousins, and grandchildren shrieking as they play games in the yard. For some, hosting forty people any given night may be an overwhelming event, but for Jack and Freda it’s a normal Shabbat—a familial comedy of errors, a delicious feast.

			As the country headed toward the end of apartheid, political and racial tensions were at a steady boil in South Africa. Nelson Mandela had been imprisoned for nearly ten years by 1974, the year Dean was born, and apartheid wouldn’t officially be over until Dean was twenty and living in the United States. But those decades, which stand as one of the worst scourges of racial discrimination, were the backdrop to Dean’s upbringing in the very insular Jewish community in which he grew up. The circumstances that brought his family to South Africa date back to a mass Jewish migration from Lithuania beginning in the late nineteenth century in the wake of a massive gold rush. The Jewish population in South Africa had boomed from 4,000 to 40,000 by 1915. It was on the heels of this influx that fifteen-year-old Chaim Jankel, Dean’s grandfather, was sent by his parents from Lithuania to escape the mounting anti-Semitism in pre–World War II Europe.

			In 1925 Chaim naturalized to South Africa, taking the name Jack Jankelowitz. He joined uncles and aunts who had already immigrated, but his parents stayed behind to care for his grandfather. On Yom Kippur in 1940, his parents, along with the entire Jewish community in the town of Kruk, were marched out of their synagogue and murdered in the streets by the Lithuanian Guard. The lucky ones in the Jankelowitz clan who had immigrated to America and South Africa were spared the ensuing Holocaust. Perhaps eclipsed by the tenuous race relations of their new home, the Jewish communities in South Africa avoided the tragic fate of their European counterparts. And it was here that Jack met his wife, Freda.

			Freda was native to South Africa. Her father, Charlie, was a homeopathic doctor who had fled the pogroms in Poland for refuge in England. While in London, he quickly fell in love with and wed a cockney beauty, Annie. The two immigrated to Johannesburg, where they raised their three daughters—Freda being the baby by fifteen years. She was only seven when her father died, leaving her mother to take over the household. Annie prided herself on being a true “balaboosta”—the Yiddish term for an excellent homemaker—and after the death of her husband she supported her daughters by monetizing her talents, cooking and baking for the back-alley card games she regularly held at her house. It was her mother’s passion, and ease for entertaining, that Freda would, in time, lavish on her own family.

			Jack and Freda married on January 5, 1942, in a huge celebration of family and friends during a warm South African summer. They raised two children, Anne (named for Freda’s mother) and Brian, in the tight-knit diaspora of “Jewburg,” and Brian and Anne would grow up to raise their families there as well.

			Brian’s son Dean was the second oldest of four siblings, and when Dean was six, his parents divorced. Jack and Freda became secondary caregivers to their grandchildren, and for the kids, it meant lots of happy playtime at their grandparents’ home. Four young children can be a nightmare for a single working parent, but having a balaboosta for a mother is nothing short of a godsend. Freda would cook up a storm for her grandkids—cold borscht with sour cream, hot potato knaidlach, crispy chicken schnitzel, chicken soup with dill, chopped liver, chopped herring—the all-star lineup of Ashkenazi cooking. There was also ptcha (jellied calves feet), gribenes, tzimmes, and kishke (sausages stuffed with meat and matzo meal) from the Polish-Lithuanian Jewish tradition of making delicacies from the less desirable parts of the animal. In the face of scarcity, the flavors of Jewish cooking are marked with resourcefulness, love, and endurance. Jack would make potato latkes just like the ones his family had sold in Lithuania. Freda would fillet the sole as her mother had in London and bake her famous cheesecake, which never lasted long.

			Freda was a quintessential housewife of the 1950s. Like her mother before her, she was uncompromising in the art of hosting and setting a lavishly welcoming table. She kept an impeccably stocked bar and bowls of treats and chocolate on every table. The quality and presentation of her glassware, silverware, and tablecloths were of the utmost importance, an impressive feat in 1980s South Africa. The United States and the United Kingdom had placed heavy trade sanctions on the country in an international protest of apartheid, so the simple act of making fried eggs with real butter, as Freda was known to do, was an extravagance. To Dean and his brothers and sisters, Jack and Freda’s home was the land of plenty. “I think all our safe time was in that house,” Dean remembers. “It was a very comforting place to be, filled with warmth and love and free of complication.” It was a place without rules and no one wanted for anything, the children ever in the embrace of their adoring grandparents.

			Jack and Freda passed away within months of each other, shortly after planning Dean’s bar mitzvah. Their absence left a hole in the way of life for the family, knocking them out of their comforting routine. Meals were increasingly eaten outside the home or cooked by African maids, immersing the kids in the regional tastes of South African cuisine.

			South African food is a curious amalgamation of flavors, the result of centuries of imperialist government. The country’s trade line through the Dutch East India Company brought various spices, such as nutmeg and curry from Malaysia. The influx of Indian labor in the nineteenth century came with chutneys and samosas. Mixed with both the native and supplanted agriculture, the result of these intermingling of flavors is robust, spicy, and never boring. Dean remembers the street food of his youth, the barbecued meaty boerewors sausages (from the Dutch, known as the Boerers, an Afrikaans word for farmer) flavored with coriander and nutmeg, the mieliepap served alongside (a maize-meal similar to polenta or grits—“pap” from the Dutch word for porridge—served in varying consistencies and made with sour milk). The maids cooked potjies (meat stews with potatoes and pumpkin) and the menu rotated from day to day: fish on Monday, chicken on Tuesday, meat on Friday, and so on.
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			Dean’s father, on the other hand, had a culinary repertoire that consisted of sandwiches and pasta. To his kids’ relief, that meant practically all meals were eaten out on the town. A fancy Portuguese restaurant was a favorite, and there were plenty of decent Greek joints as well, but no restaurant was as beloved by the kids as Nando’s. It was a casual restaurant with one very memorable specialty—peri peri chicken. Peri peri—or piri piri or pili pili—is the African bird’s-eye chili, and simply means “pepper pepper” in Swahili. Nando’s signature dish was butterflied grilled chicken slathered in a Portuguese-style peri peri sauce—ground chili peppers mixed with lemon juice and red bell peppers. The result was succulent, charred chicken with a spicy kick and just a tinge of sweetness to stave off the burning. The simmering warmth of dill in Freda’s chicken soup and the searing heat of the bird’s-eye chili, though not an obvious marriage, were influences that followed Dean across the Atlantic to New York in years to come.

			Maya was born in upstate New York in 1978. The daughter of an Israeli mother and a Brooklyn-born father, she spent her youngest years moving up and down the northeastern United States, from New York to Delaware, from Philadelphia to New Jersey. But the connection to Israel was in the family genes. Her father, Michael, had immigrated (or “made aliyah,” meaning “to ascend” in Hebrew) to Herzliya with his family as a teenager after the establishment of the Jewish state. He met Aviva while serving in the military, and shortly thereafter, they moved back to the States, where they had their own children. For Maya’s family, their move back to the homeland, when she was eight years old, felt inevitable.

			Like Dean, Maya’s paternal line of ancestry came from the Eastern European Ashkenazi sect. Her grandmother Anne Marie grew up in the Black Forest of southwestern Germany, the daughter of a successful cigar manufacturer. In 1936, before the onset of World War II, her parents were able to procure a single travel permit for sixteen-year-old Anne Marie to seek refuge in England. Five years later, penniless and estranged from her family, her rabbi introduced her to Irving, a Jewish-American Air Force reconnaissance photographer stationed in London. That same rabbi married them in 1945 once the war had ended, and three months later, Irving’s troop was sent back to the United States. For Anne Marie—as a German-born citizen—obtaining a visa to join her husband in America was nearly impossible during the aftermath of the war. Luckily for the newlyweds, Irving’s commander happened to be Elliot Roosevelt, son of the sitting president of the United States. With the help of Eleanor Roosevelt, Anne Marie was reunited with her husband via a ticket on a chartered ship to Brooklyn seven months later. Maya remembers Anne Marie much like Dean remembers his grandma Freda. She was a well-educated woman who spoke French, English, Spanish, and Hebrew. She had impeccable taste and a penchant for presentation, and cooked all the Ashkenazi specialties for her grandchildren.

			Aviva’s parents were Sephardic Jews from Tripoli, Libya. They also made aliyah to Israel in the late 1940s when anti-Semitism in Tripoli peaked. Raphael and Buba (“doll” in Hebrew) were from large families and, in turn, made a large family of their own. Aviva was one of nine siblings. When Maya moved back to Israel as a child she was suddenly inundated by an enormous extended family, a welcome shock to the atomic family life she had been accustomed to in America. “In my memory, I grew up in very sterile Jewish community in a Jersey suburb,” she recalls. “And then all of a sudden there was this warm, big family in Israel. My grandparents’ home would be filled with uncles and aunts and about thirty cousins—and a lot of them were older so they had kids. The house was always filled with life, family, and food.”

			The cooking that came out of Buba’s kitchen was as lavish as Freda’s but different in style. Sephardic Jews cook with the spice and flavor now broadly associated with Middle Eastern cuisine. Buba cooked shakshuka (a spicy baked egg dish in tomato sauce) and chreime (fish stew with lemon and chili pepper), with the earthy flavors of thyme, oregano, and sumac in the za’atar that got sprinkled on everything. Not unlike Dean’s memories of the mieliepap being prepared by the maids, Maya remembers, “Buba would make the couscous from scratch and there was a giant tub of it covered with towels that would sit overnight. And she was cooking for that whole family—around fifty people, with tables set up outside.”

			The Mizrachim (Sephardic Jews, specifically from North Africa or the Middle East) in Maya’s family came from an old tradition of socializing that pivoted on family, community, and a dash of superstition. They considered themselves religious, though in a way that was more ritualistic than orthodox. They kept their house kosher according to Jewish tradition, but never required that their guests eat the same way. They observed Shabbat, but the television would be kept on—in case family were there who wanted to watch. Every quotidian event was a blessing or a curse, and either way, there was a passage from the Bible necessary to recite for protection: “The way they had of saying those mini blessings, and spitting out ‘Hamsa, hamsa, hamsa’ [akin to “knock on wood”—a Hebrew reference to the talisman that wards off the evil eye] made me feel safe. The grown-ups were always enforcing the good and shielding us from the evil.”

			The culture shock to young Maya was as alluring as it was disorienting. Already eight years old, she hadn’t yet learned Hebrew, but deeply yearned to be part of its rich culture. She was surrounded by Israeli family and new Israeli friends but not quite Israeli herself. “I came from America where everything was shiny, packaged, and accessible. This was very different. It was the eighties in Israel. Israelis are so proud—they grew up with their foods, and markets, and kibbutzes, and their songs. I never felt like I fully belonged but I always wanted to. And I think being an outsider gave me this different perspective,” a perspective that would eventually lead her back to New York to claim her Israeli identity on different soil.

			Before she took that leap, however, she had to navigate the squall of adolescence, nearly capsized by her parents’ divorce when she was seventeen. At that point in her life, itching to get away from the suburbs, she met her first boyfriend, a pilot in the Israeli air force. Maya was about to begin her own mandatory service and in the throes of first love, she found a trusted confidant and a glimpse at the world outside her family’s scope. “I moved into the apartment he rented—the cutest little apartment in the center of Tel Aviv. And that’s when I learned that there’s a world out there, and you can create your own world, and break your own pattern and start your own thing.” In Tel Aviv, Maya had the revelation that the electric pace and mottled diversity of city life suited her.
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			Maya survived her army service but her relationship did not. She moved into an apartment of her own and took short-lived gigs working in the service industry—behind the counter of a Burger Ranch, waiting tables at a Japanese restaurant run by Filipinos. Eventually she halfheartedly settled into a job at the airport but by then the initial luster of living in Tel Aviv had worn thin. She spent her hours daydreaming about the far-flung destinations stamped on the passports she saw every day. “Working in the airport, I always had this underlying hunger to escape: being around different people, tasting different cultures, this idea of going into the unknown.” With an aimless future weighing on her, she set her anxious eyes on a trip to the United States. It was an easy choice—her American passport would allow her to look for work—and though she was traveling alone she worked up the nerve to buy a round-trip ticket to New York.

			Both Maya and Dean describe their rambling days getting situated in America similarly. Neither had any seed money nor a clue as to what they would do once they were here. Neither had close friends to show them the ropes. They had bought return tickets back to their home countries, but neither ended up using them. Dean kept the ticket folded in his wallet for years, a prized token of immigrant grit and autonomy.

			Dressed in cutoffs and wearing a bandanna on his head, twenty-year-old Dean arrived in New York the summer of 1994. He dropped his bags off at the Harlem YMCA and sauntered downtown to Central Park. “My love affair with America was so huge—I grew up watching Dallas and The Jazz Singer with Neil Diamond. And I remember there was a movie called The Prince of Central Park, about a kid who lived in the park. That was how I felt—very free. During apartheid we were so closed off to everything. So the more you see, the more you want to see.” Six years later, Maya had the same feeling of novelty and elation when she got off a plane on a very cold December night. “My best friend knew a guy we went to high school with who lived in Forest Hills, which sounded so magical to me. When I got off the plane, I took a train to a bus and just went there. It was winter and there were Christmas trees everywhere
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