


[image: The cover image for Cheesecake]




 
[image: CHEESECAKE]




 For Marian, Talia, our neighbors, and their dogs




 
[image: Cheesecake, by Mark Kurlansky, published by Bloomsbury Publishing]




 BY THE SAME AUTHOR

NONFICTION

The Core of an Onion: Peeling the Rarest Common Food

The Unreasonable Virtue of Fly Fishing

Salmon: A Fish, the Earth, and the History of Their Common Fate

Milk! A 10,000-Year Food Fracas

Havana: A Subtropical Delirium

Paper: Paging Through History

International Night: A Father and Daughter Cook Their Way Around the World

Ready for a Brand New Beat: How “Dancing in the Street” Became the Anthem for a Changing America

Birdseye: The Adventures of a Curious Man

Hank Greenberg: The Hero Who Didn’t Want to Be One

What? Are These the 20 Most Important Questions in Human 
History—or Is This a Game of 20 Questions?

The Eastern Stars: How Baseball Changed the Dominican Town of San Pedro de Macoris

The Food of a Younger Land: A Portrait of American Food … from the Lost WPA Files

The Last Fish Tale: The Fate of the Atlantic and Survival in Gloucester, America’s Oldest Fishing Port and Most Original Town

The Big Oyster: History on the Half Shell

Non-violence: The History of a Dangerous Idea

1968: The Year That Rocked the World

 FICTION

City Beasts: Fourteen Short Stories of Uninvited Wildlife

Battle Fatigue

Edible Stories: A Novel in Sixteen Parts

Boogaloo on 2nd Avenue: A Novel of Pastry, Guilt, and Music

The White Man in the Tree and Other Stories




 

CONTENTS



	Introduction: Could Cato Be a West Sider?

	  1.  The Second Assimilation

	  2.  The Real Place

	  3.  Coming of Age

	  4.  The Transition

	  5.  The Big Event

	  6.  Greco-Roman New York Cheesecake

	  7.  Mimi’s Home

	  8.  Cato’s Launch

	  9.  Cheesecake Outbreak

	10.  Roman Reality

	11.  Cato and the Luftmensch

	12.  Art Discovers Art

	13.  Alone in Her Lair

	14.  The Arnold Reuben of the Twenty-First Century

	15.  The Last Night

	16.  No Satisfaction

	17.  The Coup de Grâce

	Appendix: Cheesecake Recipes: A History

	Acknowledgments

	A Note on the Author

	The Unreasonable Virtue of Fly Fishing

	MILK! A 10,000-Year Food Fracas






Those who are serious in ridiculous matters 
will be ridiculous in serious matters.

—CATO THE ELDER

A party without cake is really just a meeting.

—JULIA CHILD





 

INTRODUCTION: COULD CATO BE A WEST SIDER?


I despise recipes that promise results without work, 
or success without technique.

—ROBERT FARRAR CAPON, THE SUPPER OF THE LAMB

By the late twentieth century, introducing cheesecake to New York made as much sense as introducing baked beans to Boston.

In 1929 Arnold Reuben, a German Jew living on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, started making cheesecake with cream cheese, another New York invention dating back to the 1870s. In the 1880s its creators branded it “Philadelphia Cream Cheese,” a marketing ploy—that part of Pennsylvania had a reputation for high-quality dairy farms—but even Philadelphia cream cheese was made in New York. By using cream cheese, Reuben redefined New York cheesecake, seemingly forever. This was all well established until Cato came to town.

 Marcus Porcius Cato, a Roman commonly referred to simply as Cato the Elder, lived from 234 to 149 BCE. From an agricultural background, he opposed what he saw as a growing tendency toward excessive luxury in Roman society. Could anyone be more ill-suited to Manhattan’s liberal Upper West Side today?

He was one of Rome’s most right-wing politicians, the kind of figure who could not get elected dog catcher on the Upper West Side (if such a position, God forbid, existed in the neighborhood). But more than two thousand years ago, Cato did something that had never been done before: He published a recipe. Once a recipe is published there’s no telling where it will go. It may live forever. Roman senators may not be immortal, but recipes can be.

Noted for his oratory skills, Cato attacked other important Roman figures for their corruption. He was also an unabashed proponent of harsh treatment for slaves, servants, and wives. He railed against women and women’s rights. According to the Roman biographer Plutarch, he also abused animals, which is about as low as you can get on the Upper West Side.

Cato was associated with the second and third Punic Wars, bitter struggles against the North African nation of Carthage. He fought with distinction in the Second Punic War. Arguing for a third war because Carthage was being rebuilt, he presented the Senate with a handful of figs, according to Plutarch (or, according to Pliny, a single fig). He pointed out that this succulent, plump fruit had been picked in Carthage only two days earlier—that was how close their enemy was—and argued for a third Punic War to completely destroy Carthage. He got his wish, and the  ensuing campaign became one of the most ruthless in all of Rome’s brutal history.

Only one likeness of Cato has survived: a marble bust, a work that portrays his face with an especially cruel expression. According to Plutarch, Cato once said, “After I’m dead I’d rather have people ask why I have no monument than why I have one.” But what they have ended up asking, at least on the Upper West Side, is how does his cheesecake recipe work?

Like many right-wingers, Cato was extremely nationalistic, a true xenophobe who didn’t think Rome was nearly Roman enough. He especially disliked Greeks and Greek influence, which is ironic since some historians think that Greeks were the first cheesecake makers, as they are on Eighty-Sixth Street in my story. But the ancient Greeks left behind no recipes for posterity, only cheese molds.

It was a matter of particular irritation to Cato that the literature of Rome was all written in Greek. So he invented Latin literature, writing numerous books in Latin, though perhaps he was not one of its greatest practitioners. We don’t know because only one of his several books has survived: De Agricultura (On Farming), written in 160 BCE.

Aside from being the oldest surviving example of Latin prose, it is not a terribly notable book. It does not have Plutarch’s historical insights, Martial’s wit, nor Seneca’s reflections on life, and it certainly does not have the lyricism of the three greats—Ovid, Horace, and Virgil. So it goes. The first automobiles were not the best either. De Agricultura simply contains advice on buying and maintaining a farm. But wedged between advice on how to organize the land, raise  livestock, and beat and starve slaves, there are recipes. This makes it the oldest cookbook in existence. “Book” is the key word here, because more than a thousand years earlier, the Sumerians wrote recipes on clay tablets. Those we’ve recovered were mostly for stews—certainly not for cheesecake.

Cato’s recipes are few. There are brief instructions for how to make mustacei, a simple dish of soft fresh cheese with lard and must, or unfermented wine juice:


Prepare mustacei thus: Moisten a modius (two gallons, a peck or a half bushel) of fine flour with must. Add anise, cumin, two pounds of fat, 1 pound of cheese, and a grated bay twig. When you have shaped them, place bay leaves beneath and cook.



It seems cheesecake was eaten in Cato’s Rome because he offers two cheesecake recipes. The less interesting one, savillum, is a simpler, perhaps earlier version. A half pound of flour is mixed with two and a half pounds of cheese (he doesn’t say what kind of flour nor what kind of cheese). It is mixed with an egg and honey and baked in an earthenware dish. After baking it is covered with honey and sprinkled with poppyseed—easy enough to make, but not very intriguing. Perhaps this was the ordinary version of Roman cheesecake. But the crowning recipe, the one culinary historians have been trying to decipher for centuries, is the one he called “placenta,” a perplexing recipe for cheesecake also using cheese and honey. Ironically Cato’s label, placenta, meaning flatcake, comes from a Greek word plakoeis. The placenta recipe is lengthy, detailed, and incomprehensible. It cannot be exactly followed without producing something  that is extremely unappealing—and even then, some guesswork is involved. Some historians think it was meant not to be eaten but used for religious ceremonies, for which it would be burned. But others believe it was a dish intended for feasts. Cato famously loved to host large feasts, despite his custom of denouncing Roman extravagance. Some think it was a sweet since it called for honey, but it still may have been a savory dish. Where in a meal, if at all, was it served? And the fresh sheep’s cheese he mentions—what is it? Is it soft or hard? It must be brined since it has to be soaked. And the dough he calls “tracta,” which historians think is a forerunner of pasta, would not come together in the recipe as he writes it. It would be impossibly tough. Did he forget to mention that you have to boil it? The recipe requires research. It calls for emmer (Triticum dicoccum) groats, a common flour in Cato’s day that was parched and pounded. What is the modern equivalent?

Why is this recipe so ambiguous? Was it because he did not make it himself? He would not have written the recipe himself either, of course, but would have dictated it to a scribe, which was the custom at the time. But Cato was not kitchen shy. Plutarch tells us that he liked to get involved in the preparation of foods. Was this cake never really made? Or was Cato not good at writing recipes? Cato hated frivolity—he denounced philosophy as too frivolous—and so we can assume that he found nothing frivolous about the idea of writing a cookbook.

The first Roman cookbook that consisted purely of recipes was published almost two centuries later and attributed to Marcus Gavius Apicius, a popular figure in food history who serves as a cautionary tale for gourmands. Apicius loved exotic  dishes and killed himself because his dwindling inheritance was no longer enough to buy the ingredients that would satisfy his appetite. Unfortunately he did the deed shortly before “Apicius’s cookbook” came out, so the true author, or probably authors, are unknown. In any event, his recipes were written in spoken rather than classical Latin.

Remember, Cato had been the first, and possibly the only, writer to record recipes in classical Latin. Maybe it wasn’t a great language for recipe writing. Scribes in Cato’s age were not accustomed to writing Latin prose of any kind.

Was there some miscommunication between the cook, Cato, and the scribe? Or was the problem that the staff hated Cato? Quite possibly, given his views on the treatments of underlings, the scribe (and more especially the baker) would’ve loathed him and been uninterested in aiding his pet project.

Here is Cato’s recipe. You can try it for yourself, or see what a number of people on West Eighty-Sixth Street who, like Cato, were given to hosting feasts, did with it.


Make placenta this way: two pounds bread-wheat flour to make the base; four pounds flour and two pounds emmer groats to make tracta, turn the emmer into water; when it is really soft, turn into a mixing bowl and drain well; then knead it with your hands. When it is well worked, add the four pounds flour gradually and make into sheets. Arrange them in a basket to dry out.

When they are dry, rearrange them neatly. In making each sheet after you have kneaded them, press them with a cloth soaked in oil, wipe them round, and dampen them.

 When they are made, heat up your cooking fire and your crock, then moisten the two pounds of flour and knead it: from this you make a thin base.

Put in water, 14 pounds sheep’s milk, not sour, quite fresh. Let it steep, changing the water three times. Take it out and gradually squeeze it dry with the hands. When all the cheese is properly dried out, in a clean mixing bowl knead it with the hands, breaking it down as much as possible. Then take a clean flour sieve and press the cheese through the sieve into the bowl. Then take four and a half pounds of good honey and mix it well with the cheese.

Then put the base on a clean table that has a foot of space with oiled bay leaves under it, and make the placenta.

First put a single sheet over the whole base, then one by one, with the mixture and add them spreading in such a way that you eventually use up all the cheese and honey. On the top, put one more sheet by itself. Then draw up the edges of the base having previously stoked up the fire; then place the placenta to cook, cover it with the heated crock, and put hot coals around and above it.

Be sure to cook it well and slowly. Open to check on it two or three times. When it is cooked, remove it and coat in honey. This makes a one-gallon placenta.






 



1
The Second Assimilation




By the late 1980s, the Katsikases were in the throes of their second assimilation. The first had come in the 1970s, when New York was doing so badly it seemed up for grabs, so the Katsikases left their small rock-bound Greek island and came to grab it. Far from those rough, round boulders that once defined them, Nikodemos had become Niki. His brother Achilles had become Art. But Niki’s wife, Adara, had refused to be Ana. That was all right. Niki and Art didn’t believe assimilation was as important for women.

They found a house in Queens—not large but big enough for now. It seemed surprisingly inexpensive for New York. They were in a woodland residence that only recently had been built up, with houses sprouting like wayward dandelions over all the open space. They had various sidings, like they were wearing costumes—some looked like stone, some brick, some wood—but they were all sheet metal. To squeeze in as  many houses as possible, they were all built shoulder to shoulder, like trees in an orchard whose planter hadn’t allowed enough room for growth. The Katsikases had seen olive groves like this back home and knew they were never productive. Despite the crowding, everybody in their new neighborhood had a deep backyard surrounded by trees for privacy. They were imitation suburbanites.

The Katsikases had moved to New York to run a Greek diner. Back home they had been told diners made for good business in
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