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I’M JUST AN ORDINARY GUY who works for the city’s Department of Transportation raising the drawbridges so the barges and boats can pass. I’ve been

working on one New York City bridge or another for the past twenty-two years—from the Harlem River Bridge to the Gowanus Canal

to my current post at the Union Street Bridge in Park Slope, Brooklyn. Now, working the bridges won’t make you rich, but it

does give you the opportunity to meet a lot of interesting people and because of the decrease in waterway traffic in past

years there is often a lot of time to think. Some days I’m hopping—opening and closing that drawbridge nonstop, and some days

I’m just sitting there for what seems like forever and waiting for something, anything, to happen. I could talk forever about all my varied experiences on the bridges (I’ll save that for another book!), but the

most important, the one I want to tell you about now, is the story of how I became known as the Chicken Man.




A good friend of mine, Raven the Cake Man of Harlem, got his name because he makes the most fantastic cakes you have ever

tasted. One afternoon about four years ago, I took one of my stuffed chickens over to Raven because I knew he was hungry for

a good meal. After a couple of bites, he gave me a big smile and said, “This is good chicken. I’m gonna start calling you

the Chicken Man. I’m the Cake Man and you’re the Chicken Man.” Well, that’s how the name came about, but it’s really just

the beginning.




I love chicken. I think about chicken and recipe ideas just pop into my head: fried chicken, grilled chicken, barbecued chicken,

roasted chicken, Cajun chicken, tandoori chicken, chicken and rice, sautéed chicken, and my specialty, deboned chicken stuffed

with wild rice, collard greens, and turkey sausage—I love them all. After years of raising the bridge and thinking about chicken,

I decided to get serious about cooking. My wife provided the nudge when she gave me an eleven-week course at the French Culinary

Institute in New York City as a wedding gift (on our first date I cooked for her, and you could say the rest is history).

I’ve always felt at home in the kitchen and I was in my glory standing alongside Jacques Pepin, Chef Roberts, and Chef Belinda

day to day—chopping, deboning, sautéing, and baking. I was inspired—what had once been just a hobby I wanted to turn into

a part-time career. After I completed the course, I started Lenny’s Stuffed Chickens—a one-man operation—serving chicken all

over New York City. But I still work the bridges and the catering is done on my days off and weekends.




While working on one of the city’s busiest bridges—the Mill Basin Bridge—I often called up the guys at one of the local radio

stations to report any activity or traffic mishaps. These guys were great, so one day I decided to take them some of my special

chicken wrapped in foil. They must have liked it because next thing I know they’re asking me to call in every now and then

to talk about traffic and chicken. After a while, some listeners who heard me on the radio were saying, “Hey, Chicken Man, what’s up?” People I didn’t

even know were starting to call me the Chicken Man. But the real validation for the Chicken Man occurred when my face and

story landed on the front page of the Metro section of the New York Times. Now, everybody who read that article was calling me the Chicken Man and doors were opening. It was time for the Chicken

Man to make his move. Who would have ever thought that cooking on those little stoves on the bridge would turn me into the

Chicken Man? Wow!




Here’s an example of how my two worlds—the bridge and chicken—are forever intertwined (and I wouldn’t have it any other way).

The average day shift for a bridge worker is eight hours, and the night shift is sixteen. For the last ten years I’ve worked

the day shift, and occasionally I’ll get stuck working my shift and someone else’s. That makes for a very long day, but over the years I’ve mastered some of the best fried, stuffed, grilled,

boiled, broiled, steamed, sautéed, poached, and roasted chicken that you can lay your lips on, and the aroma—it just dances

in your nose. (Getting hungry?) Believe it or not, one Saturday while working the Mill Basin Bridge in Brooklyn, I decided

to take my smoker to work to smoke a few chickens. On Saturdays during the summer, the car traffic is heavy because we have

to open the bridge for so many sailboats. So this guy, sitting in his car, rolled down the window and said, “That smells good.

What is it?”




I said, “Smoked chicken.”


“Man, can I buy one of those chickens from you?”


“Get out of here, I’m not selling these chickens.”


The guy was persistent. He kept after me, saying he had a party to go to that evening and needed to bring a dish. By this

time he’s holding up a line of cars, causing a traffic jam, so to get rid of the guy I sold him the chicken, pan and all,

for $15. In my mind I pretty much kissed that pan good-bye, but the next day he’s back, returning the pan, and raving about

my smoked chicken. Since then I’ve catered a few of his parties, including his daughter’s christening!
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I have a specialty, and that specialty is deboned chicken. A lot of people cringe at the word deboned; they think it’s too difficult. It’s not, but it is becoming a lost culinary art. Follow the easy instructions on page 6, or if you don’t want to debone the chicken yourself, ask your local butcher to help you out; I promise it’s worth it. The

possibilities with a deboned chicken are limitless; you can stuff it with anything you want—a favorite of mine is Chicken

Stuffed with Yellow Rice and Shrimp (page 134). (Getting hungrier?)




To me, chicken is the universal language. I can talk about chicken to anyone at any time. Everyone has a good chicken recipe

that has been handed down from a mother, grandmother, uncle, or brother—a family history that should be treasured and not

forgotten. My love of good food and cooking for people has opened doors that I never knew existed, and for that I’m thankful

because I get to do what I love doing—and that’s cooking chicken. Let’s eat!
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