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For my mother, Robin,

Nana Arlene,
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setting the table.
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Introduction
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One of my earliest memories is of my little legs running up a four-story walk-up in Boca Raton, where Grandma Agi was waiting at her front door, calling out “Csillag!” She wore big fashionable glasses, a leopard-print housecoat, and fuzzy slippers. The apartment had a thick smell of frying pork cutlets, her rántott hús. She’d hand me a chocolate egg cream, usher me and my older brother, Jordan, into the kitchen, and feed us until we were plump. Dessert was almost always palacsinta spongy egg crepes that looked like yellow moons with brown craters spattered about. She let us stuff them with nuts, cheese, jam, sugar, and syrup. The evenings ended in the den where we would all watch Wheel of Fortune with Papa Steve while Agi would draw me pictures of fairy-tale characters wearing the most elaborate gowns and costumes.

Grandma Agi, my paternal grandmother, grew up in Budapest, Hungary, at the worst possible time, to put it lightly. She survived life in the Jewish ghetto during World War II, the Stalinist regime after the war, and the Hungarian Uprising in 1956, a failed attempt to overthrow the oppressive communists. After decades of hardship, Agi finally decided it was time to flee. On the night she left Budapest, she stopped by her sister’s house to say goodbye. Her sister covered her in a big fur coat, and Agi slipped off into the night, headed for the safety of Austria and eventually New York City.

My paternal grandfather, Papa Steve, also improbably survived a war-torn Europe in the former Czechoslovakia. Nazis stormed his house and Steve was sent to a traveling camp, where one of the Nazi captains took a liking to him. The captain tipped off Steve one day, sharing that he was going to lightly staff the patrol that night. Steve knocked out a guard, took his gun and uniform, and strolled right out the front gate. He ran back to his village in the mountains and a couple hid him in their barn until the war was over.

In a happier time and a happier place, Grandma Agi and Papa Steve met at a dance hall in New York and settled in Queens, running a successful dry cleaning business together. (Grandma Agi kept that fur coat intact well into my childhood, so she obviously had a natural talent for garment care.) They raised a family and, like all good Jewish Americans, eventually relocated themselves (and their dry cleaner) to Florida. That’s where I enter the picture.

Csillag is the Hungarian word for star. When Agi would call me csillag, it made me feel like my world was magical and full of wonder. As I got older, that sense of wonder started to fade. I was exploring my independence from my family and making my own path in the world. I found my way to New York and landed in some of the toughest restaurant kitchens in the city. If anything is going to knock the magic out of your life, it’s working as a line cook.

It wasn’t until I happened to find the last tattered copy of The Cuisine of Hungary by George Lang sitting atop the sale pile in a Manhattan bookstore that the wonder came rushing back. I had never seen a cookbook on Hungarian food, and I pored over its extensive history of Hungarian cuisine and culture; it was both new and familiar. There were illustrations of kings and queens in extravagant costumes stuffing their faces with palacsinta but also dishes I never knew existed! Chilled berry soups, hearty braises with ripe stone fruits, and layered cakes as tall as a person. All I had known of Hungarian food was fried meat and heavy sauces. I immediately purchased the book.

That day kicked off a decade of my own discovery of what it means to be Hungarian American. Being second generation often means a weak connection to the language, customs, and rituals that make you special and unique. I traveled to Hungary, living there and eating my way through my heritage. I convinced Grandma Agi to give me her recipes (although it took some cognac to coax them out). I layered my cheffy instincts over centuries of tradition. I found my own internal csillag, a guiding star passed through my family and into my own sense of self.
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To the Moon [image: image]

Nana Arlene, my maternal grandmother, was born and raised in the Bronx by Sephardic Jewish parents. She met her husband, my Papa Howie, in Rockland County, New York, where they ran a very successful pharmacy. When my mom was a teenager, they moved to Florida and reopened their pharmacy in a strip mall. Their next-door neighbor in the mall was a dry cleaner run by . . . Agi and Steve. Nana Arlene and Grandma Agi became chummy, and like good Jewish women, the yenta instinct kicked in, the photos came out, and my mom and dad were matched up by my grandmothers.

My childhood was A Tale of Two Grandmas. Both of my grandmothers are ladies who lunch, ladies who entertain, and ladies who fill up a freezer, ready to feed anyone who walks through the door. Wherever I went, I never lacked a good meal made by loving hands. In the summers, I would bounce between the comfort of Grandma Agi’s apartment and the cool of Nana Arlene’s country club. For a kid, it was the best of times and it was the best of times.

As I got older, Grandma Agi would shoo me out of the kitchen, even as I became more interested in cooking. She didn’t understand a man wanting to cook; a man should be cooked for. Instead, it was Nana Arlene who began cooking with me—trussing chickens, baking chocolate cakes, and making peppery vinaigrettes for Roquefort salads. She is an exacting master technician in the kitchen. She saw that cooking was an inescapable part of me and was happy to be my first, and best, teacher.

My entire life Nana Arlene has said “to the moon,” her shorthand for “I love you to the moon and back.” I think of Nana Arlene as my moon and Grandma Agi as my star, the guiding forces in my life. It was ultimately those driving forces that led to me opening my own restaurant in November 2021. I wanted not only to make a mark in the city that had been a safe harbor for Agi and Steve running toward a new life but also to represent the cultures that they were forced to leave behind yet couldn’t help bringing with them. Agi’s Counter, tucked in the Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn, is my homage to everything I grew up loving: Hungarian home cooking, Jewish deli counters, Arlene, and Agi.

Second Generation is not my grandmothers’ cookbook, but it is my way of sharing a bit of their magic with you. Hungarian food is extraordinary, unique, and full of old wisdom. I’m reimagining those traditions with an eye toward seasonality, market-driven ingredients, and a touch of millennial flair—mixed in with some classics from the restaurant alongside a few Hungarian-inspired dishes of my own invention—because I want to help bring Hungarian cooking out of the shadows and into the twenty-first century. And all the parts of this book that lean distinctly Jewish are gifts from Nana Arlene. This book wouldn’t exist without the two matriarchs of my family, my moon and star, who taught me that food and love are just synonyms for each other.

The classics are here, like Rántott Hús, Palacsinta, Meggyleves, and Chicken Paprikash, with small updates for contemporary kitchens, techniques, and tastes. The greatest hits from the Agi’s Counter menu, like Deviled Eggs, Chicken Liver Mousse, Tuna Melt, Caraway Caesar Salad, and Chilled Buttermilk Borscht bring a little taste of the counter into your own home. And my own reinventions, like Turnip Schnitzel, Smoked Trout Butter, Heartbroken Beets, Madártej, and Körözött, a Hungarian take on pimento cheese, are here to take a forward view of what Hungarian cooking can mean.

This book will guide you through noshing (the official fourth meal of the Jewish diet), breads, soups, mains, and sides. Because sweets are such a huge part of Hungarian culture, I have two separate chapters: one for cakes and tortes and one for desserts (there is a difference!). The drinks chapter takes familiar flavors in new directions, and the pantry chapter will help you stock up on staples that feel time-tested but still brand new. Finally, the remedies chapter is full of the things the matriarchs of my family made to comfort me in good times and bad. Throughout the book, I’ll interject to offer helpful tips and advice, clarify ingredients, or offer alternatives. Just think of me as your own grandma in the kitchen with you.

George Lang opens The Cuisine of Hungary by saying, “Of the many reasons for this book, perhaps the most important one is to show to the rest of the world that this stepchild of history has an extraordinary and unique cuisine.” That has always been my goal at Agi’s Counter, and I’m proud to bring the same ethos to Second Generation. I hope these recipes will comfort, excite, and nourish you. I hope you’ll cook them, share them, and adapt them. I hope they join the weekly rotation or provide the perfect finale to a special day. I hope they become part of the fabric of your culinary language. I hope you find the magic and wonder. And I hope one day these recipes turn into their own second generation and feel like something that’s all your own. I believe traditions are meant to be shared, and I’m proud to share mine with you.
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Notes on Sourcing Ingredients

Most of the ingredients in this book should be familiar to anyone who cooks regularly. And luckily for all of us, options for vinegars, oils, produce, and spices have become robust in most every grocery store if you need a restock. For the few things that jump out as unfamiliar, there are several options:


	Research your area for any Hungarian, Jewish, or eastern European markets. There are so many shared ingredients in the countries across the region, so it’s a great place to start, especially for anything fresh.

	Farmers’ markets are always the best resource for seasonal produce. Talk to your suppliers and see what crops are coming up. I love walking the stalls for fresh radishes, greens, peppers, tomatoes, herbs, and beets. The markets often have meat and dairy, and egg suppliers too, so might as well get it all done in one stop!

	For spices and pantry staples, shopping online is often the easiest answer. My trusted resource for everything you could ever want is Kalustyan’s, a Manhattan landmark that also offers national shipping (foodsofnations.com). Other great resources for specialty ingredients are Burlap & Barrel (burlapandbarrel.com) and Penzeys (penzeys.com).



A Starter Guide to Hungarian Wine

by Athena Bochanis, wine importer and founder of Palinkerie

[image: image]

There is a powerful affinity between Hungarians and wine—because, of course, no Hungarian meal would be complete without it. Every person in Hungary, from the cashier at the deli to the customs agent at the airport, seems to be constantly sharing their opinion about wine, which just goes to show how universal it is.

Hungarian wine, like Hungarian food, is distinctly nostalgic. It evokes memories of centuries past, and every region has its legend and lore. Drinking the wines of Somló evokes a time when newlyweds believed that these fiery, salty wines would help them conceive a male heir. Sip Tokaji Aszú and you’re transported to the tables of Peter the Great and Louis XIV. Hungarian wine is still overwhelmingly made in small batches by family-run wineries, which makes each vintage feel heartfelt and honest. You don’t need to have Hungarian heritage to feel the connection to the past. The country’s wine culture is more than a thousand years old, and that tradition pulsates in every bottle.

At the same time, Hungarian wine is evolving to meet a global marketplace. New wineries are constantly being founded; sons and daughters take over their parents’ estates, committing to organic practices and wider distribution. Ancient native grapes like Csokaszőlő, Leányka, and Kadarka that were upstaged by international varieties in the 1990s have been rediscovered with a newfound appreciation. Hungarian wines are finding a place on the menus of Michelin-starred Korean, Indian, and Japanese restaurants in the United States. It is this ability to both carry on tradition and step into the future that makes Hungarian wine so special.

Hungary has twenty-two wine regions, spawning a wide range of styles and flavors. Opulent reds, herbal whites, volcanic wines, and sweet dessert styles that are light, medium, and full bodied: Hungary has them all. Broadly speaking, though, the wines are versatile and fun to pair with food. White wines are traditionally quite structured (from being left on the lees), red wines are on the drier end of the scale, and they both (generally) have great acidity. Below is an introduction to six of the major wine regions, along with their notable wines and grapes.


	Lake Balaton is a massive freshwater lake in western Hungary, surrounded by eight(!) different wine regions. It might seem like a lot, but the soil and climate change dramatically around the lake, depending on where you are and how far you are from the water. You’ll find mineral-rich terroir on the northern coastline, basalt volcanic soils on Somló and Badacsony, and a warmer climate in the south. Balaton is dazzlingly picturesque and a major holiday destination, and for that reason it is usually associated with fresh summery whites like Olaszrizling. However, volcanic wines (especially from Somló and Badacsony), fragrant whites like Tramini, and more recently natural wines (especially orange wines and pét-nats) are all worth seeking out. Today, Balaton is probably the most forward-thinking region in Hungary, and much of the burgeoning natural wine scene is concentrated here.

	Eger and Mátra are neighboring regions northeast of Budapest. They are hilly with volcanic soil and a classic continental climate. Medium-plus reds are the main attraction (Kékfrankos, Kadarka, Pinot Noir), but elegant whites (like the native blend Egri Csillag, the Star of Eger) originate here too. Eger is world famous for its wines, especially the Egri Bikavér (Bull’s Blood), a native red blend usually based on Kékfrankos. This long-standing recognition gives Eger an old-school vibe, with its rich wines made in classic styles. Mátra is the lesser-known region next door, but it shares a lot of Eger’s volcanic terroir and comes at a lower price. Mátra is also somewhat of a hotbed for natural wine.

	For warmer wines, head south to the regions of Villány and Szekszárd. The soil is mostly loess here, dotted with clay and limestone. Villány is the hotter of the two and is famous for its luscious full-bodied reds. It is particularly celebrated for Cabernet Franc, which has been hailed as having found a natural home in Villány. Szekszárd is north of Villány, and while quite a bit less famous—and less expensive—it is home to nicely structured rosés; medium- to full-bodied reds, including a Szekszárdi Bikavér; and Síller, a traditional dark-hued rosé style. Notable varieties include Kékfrankos, Kadarka, Cabernet Franc, and Cabernet Sauvignon.

	The most recognized Hungarian region is Tokaj in the northeast corner of the country. It is home to the first vineyard classification system in the world and was the first demarcated wine region in the world, both enacted to ensure the integrity of its dessert wine, Tokaji Aszú. The climate is continental, and three rivers converge here, giving the region a long summer with notable humidity. These conditions are ideal for the development of botrytis, or noble rot. This harmless fungus creates tiny holes in the grape skins, concentrating the sugars in the grapes. This is what gives Tokaji Aszú (and other coveted Tokaji dessert wines) their legendary sweetness. But Tokaj shouldn’t be synonymous with sweet; it produces stunning dry wines as well. For both dry and sweet wines, expect age-worthy structure and powerful flavors. The region’s soil is intensely volcanic and mineral, and only six (white) varieties can be used in a Tokaji wine, most of them high in acid. Try the flagship variety Furmint for something more savory, and the lesser-known Hárslevelű for more waxy texture and honeyed aromatics.



Although Hungary’s wine production isn’t small (30 percent more than neighboring Austria, for example), the wines can be hard to find in stores in the United States. If you’re ready to swirl a glass, places like Astor Wines and Spirits in New York (astorwines.com), Gramercy Wine and Spirits in New York (gramercywine.com), and Flatiron Wines in New York and San Francisco (flatiron-wines.com) carry a wide range of Hungarian wines and ship nationally. And remember, you can always ask your local store to stock more Hungarian wine.

As Hungarians say, Egészségedre! And to everyone else: Cheers!

A Quick Pronunciation Guide

Hungarian is a phonetic language, so words are generally pronounced as they are spelled. But to an English speaker, Hungarian can look like a brain teaser, with accents flying in every direction and consonant groupings that defy logic.

Like English, vowel sounds are more expansive than a simple a, e, i, o, and u. But Hungarian goes an extra step with accent marks to clue you in to the specific sound. When it comes to consonants, the r is rolled like in many European languages. Other consonant pairs might look strange on paper, but they’re actually similar to sounds we make in English. And the most important rule is the easiest to remember: the emphasis always goes on the first syllable of each word.

See below for a chart of the important sounds to know. Any letters not listed in the chart are consistent with typical English pronunciations.
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Noshing

Noshing is the official fourth meal of the Jewish diet, and snacking is just as innate to Hungarian culture too. An array of smaller bites is the perfect excuse to gather, eat, and gossip.
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