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Pickle Barrel Tales is dedicated to keeping alive the spirit of those who brought laughter and joy to the storied resorts of the Borscht Belt's golden age! They made it a legendary destination.

These stories are my small tribute to the enduring magic of the Catskills and the timeless bond of community that defined its heyday. Cherish its legacy, whether you are experienced or new to the era.

My thanks to those whose names appear in the stories, who lent me their own treasured memories to share with you.

And of course, gratitude to my wife, Nancy, who graced me with the patience and time to scribble these tidbits, all the while thinking, “Oh no, not again!”
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​Forward
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I suppose you might think it forward of me to write something scholarly about this compendium of Borscht Belt Catskills lore. 

After the success of my first book about growing up a “hotel brat” at the famous Hotel Irvington, “mountain rats” came out of the woodwork with all sorts of fables. Some real, some imagined, most true to a point and ironic to make a point. 

Just as folks did 150 years ago with Mark Twain after the success of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, they begged me for more tales of the hotel hijinks. You might think that analogy with Sam Clemens is a bit presumptuous of me too, but it could have happened that way.

Before Dirty Dancing was even conceived, the Catskill Mountains were the setting for a very special era in Jewish-American life – indeed all American life. A time before the Civil Rights Act finally opened the gates of so many resorts to Jews, the same as it did for African Americans. 

The Borscht Belt was a magical wonderland of mountains, rivers, hotels and bungalow colonies lining every road for miles around. It was countryside except for the ten weeks of the hotel season that swelled the area with over a million visitors each summer. It was truly the playground of New York City, then the most populous and popular megalopolis in the United States.

I grew up there in that crazy time, third generation in the hotel business, part prince of the resort and part country bumpkin. You can read all about it in my book, A Catskill Carnival: My Borscht Belt Life Lived, Lost and Loved. But for now let’s move forward to the fun stuff.
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​Pickle Barrel Tales
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In the deep refrigerator room at the Hotel Irvington, toward the very back of the Kitchen, two large wooden barrels sat on the floor. Like bathers in a sauna, though in this case a frigidarium, they lazed and luxuriated, taking their time to marinate a minor miracle that always brought comfort to the diners. Kosher pickles!

Mostly cucumbers, but green tomatoes as well. Hundreds at a time, replenished all summer season, they bathed in brine and spices. Many dozens each day graduated to their shining debut on the monkey dishes gracing every Dining Room table, never to return to their nursery, but bringing happiness in their sacrifice. 

Kosher pickles of all stripes and types were such a foundational fixture on Borscht Belt menus and tables that I imagine every one of our fellow resorts had their own version of the pickle barrels. 

There is the apocryphal tale of the rowdy or sometimes frustrated waiters peeing in those pickle barrels. You may have heard it whispered yourself. 

Nobody I know has actually owned up to doing so, nor can anyone verify having witnessed this minor crime against the food laws. Though it may be true somewhere at some time, it remains the source of a quiet snigger among the mountain rats. 

And we loved those pickles unreservedly anyway!
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​Twice Upon a Time
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Two oft told tales of the same characters in the same scenarios. What are the odds that one or the other – or either for that matter – is the “truth”? This is neither some literary cubism seeing the scene from multiple viewpoints, nor a quirky Hollywood ending. It’s the Borscht Belt.

Irving Comes in from the Cold

The first version was told to us many times by my Aunt Freida, who certainly ought to know. 

My Uncle Irving, Lord of the Kitchen, was locked in the largest refrigerator room between the end of the lunch service and the prep time for the following dinner service. That’s roughly 2 – 5 PM, about enough time to chill him seriously, but being a robust mountain of a man, not enough for hypothermia to set in. 

In Freida’s version, one mischievous waiter either accidentally or deliberately locked the freezer door while Irving was inside. With deep insulated walls nobody would hear him calling for 3 hours. He had nothing to do but chill, literally and figuratively, until someone would come along and open the door. 

The errant waiter realized his mistake (a dumb move in any case) when he arrived for dinner preparations and heard some banging on the door from the inside. Fearing the wrath of my uncle, he tricked another waiter into opening the door. In Frieda’s version Irving virtually flew out of the freezer room and broke that innocent waiter’s nose. 

Larry Miller worked at the Irvington at two different jobs before and after his military service in the 50s: a waiter for two years, later in the athletics and social program. In his version of the story the waiter locked Irving in the freezer deliberately as a gag after the breakfast service and my uncle didn’t get freed until lunch prep time. 

Larry says Irving was fuming but said nothing and went about the lunch work. Afterwards while the waiters were enjoying their afternoon break, Irving sneaked into their quarters and stole all of their dress shoes. Nobody had anything to wear for dinner service except sandals, so that’s the way they arrived for work at 5 PM. Irving berated them ruthlessly for being underdressed until, just before the dining room doors opened, he dumped all the shoes on the floor in front of them and left laughing. 

What are the odds that Irving fell for this ruse twice? Was this a favorite prank? All I know is that by the time I was allowed to wander into that refrigerated room I was shown a push lever on the inside of the door that would open the latch on the outside. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.

Jackie Paper Is No More

Many famous comedians played the Irvington stage the same as the big hotels. Some well-known personalities worked for us. Red Buttons got his start when the MC passed away mid-summer; I don’t know Robert Alda’s story, but he started with us as well. 

Jackie Mason, a rising star, was in the process of being hired to be our Social Director/Master of Ceremonies one year, but it didn’t quite happen. 

Vic Arnell, who was Athletic Director that summer tells his side of it in It Happened in the Catskills. He says that he wanted the Social Director job when it opened up and was dismayed to hear that Jackie was being interviewed. His version has him sleuthing when Jackie would arrive, waiting for him at the end of the driveway, and accosting him verbally in his car. Vic says that he told Jackie he wanted the position and that if Jackie took it he would “beat the crap” out of him. According to Vic, Jackie said, “The job isn’t that important. I don’t need it. You can keep it.” He turned around and left never to return for the job.

Larry Miller, on the social staff at that time, has a different version. In his story Vic arranged for the staff to take shifts watching the driveway for Jackie’s arrival. When he showed up they told him, “Frank (my father in charge of the talent) isn’t ready to see you, you’ll have to wait.“ Larry says Jackie was insulted, as intended. So he said about the same thing about “not needing” the job, and departed. 

In both tales you see alternate endings, one mild, one with violence or the threat of it. Was one true and the other sanitized, or was the other true and the ending was dramatized? Your guess is as good as mine, and at this point we’re all left guessing – except that both incidents happened anyway. 
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​Capes and Tights
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All of us loved comic books in those days Before TikTok. Dell Comics had a near monopoly until Stan Lee and his brethren took them on with Marvel Comics. Superheroes out the wazoo with every kind of unusual power and some glaring weaknesses, so that their prospective villains would have the basis for a story line. Men and women in tights.

It was more than those caped crusaders; there were romance comics too. This was adolescent territory, though many an adult was a surreptitious fan. “Archie & Veronica,” “True Romance” - basically full length magazines illustrated with sanitized versions of bodice rippers, soap operas, and just plain teenage fantasy and hijinks. 

Mad Magazine roared in with its own version of snide satire to match Alan Sherman’s “Hello Mudda, Hello Fadda” version of lyrical humor. Don’t look now, but Alfred E. Newman bore a striking resemblance in appearance and actions to our former President George W. Bush. 

For five or ten cents you had a copy of each comic publication about every couple of weeks. A significant part of a kid’s allowance, but still affordable. Everybody loved them. One kid would buy a copy, cherish it, and then pass it along to the next kid, so that a sharing economy of colored paper characters was created. You crowed when you got the issue first, but discarded it later after everyone had opined about the story line endlessly. 

At the end of the summer, Joe Stern our headwaiter-cum-salad man and hotel factotum would take part in the bungalow clean out rituals. After Labor Day for about a week we would all comb the units, maids and handymen doing clean up and repairs following us hotel brats and Joe raiding the leftovers we found. Of course, a treasure for us all was the left-behind comic book haul. 

One year when I was a preteen a new edition cropped up: Playboy! This was an animal of a different stripe indeed, and it arrived about the same time as puberty made its own appearance. Very timely, if you ask me, and you didn’t ask me, but so what? 

That little gem was passed around by us boys, hidden in a crevice behind the Texan building. Loved to death, those pages finally fell apart. 

I remember one picture most of all. It depicted an attractive woman with large breasts exposed because she wore no top above the tights covering her legs. She was sitting nonchalantly at a home table looking like a young housewife, while her husband or mate sat across the table absorbed in a newspaper. The irony was apparent, but in this case far more entertaining than Mad Magazine, Archie & Veronica, or Superman. And you can be sure we entertained some interesting thoughts about that. 

With the help of that magazine we discovered some of our own superpowers.
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​Dem Bones, Dem Bones, Dem Dry Bones
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No Native Americans were known in those days to have lived in the immediate area of the Borscht Belt. The Algonquian Leni Lenape tribe did inhabit the nearby Delaware River, though not really close enough to Monticello to justify the “Indian gaming” license for the casino built there decades later, but then again, money talks. 

None-the-less, the dirt road behind our Irvington bungalow colony was nicknamed the “Indian Trail” by the camp counselors, and of course we kids readily adopted the moniker. It romanticized a minor county bypass route off of which branched very many old logging and hunting trails. Our own tame wilderness to explore, and explore we did. I eventually knew every inch of the nearby acreage by heart.

I might have been around ten when one of the kids got past a row of bushes on the way down to the Neversink River below and discovered bones on a minor trail offshoot, earning that woodsy path the name “Bone Trail.” 

Were they human remains? We thought they might be a long ago native felled by an arrow, or at least buried with some ceremony. The romantic version was quickly dispatched when some truthful adult informed us that they were from a domestic animal, bigger than a dog or a breadbox. 

That didn’t stop my crew of enterprising pre-adolescents from setting up a “shop” on the Day Camp grounds; a few wooden boxes and some handwritten signs announcing genuine relics for sale for a few cents each. That lasted until we got bored waiting for other gullible kids to buy our merchandise, none being either interested or sufficiently gullible.

At the point of our closing down our retail outlet a counselor suggested that what we had was not the bones of an “Indian,” nor of a horse, but probably a jackass by the looks of it. 

I suspect by the look he gave us he knew what a jackass looked like. 
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​It Takes Balls
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My bungalow buddy, Ira Brown, was known far and wide as a strong guy. A weightlifter from the Bronx, even as a kid he was deceptively powerful. He had messed up a chance for the Olympics Training Camp, which is another story entirely. A punch from Ira would put a grown man on his butt, no buts about it.

Ira, my Cousin David, and the son of the hotel chef decided to make a few extra dollars by picking up lost golf balls and selling them cheaply. Unfortunately, the Irvington had only a driving cage and no golf course nor practice holes of its own, so the little hard boiled dimpled eggs were not available at our place.

About a mile walk away was the Pines Hotel Golf Course, a beauty with lots of action. Where there’s golf there are bound to be lost balls. The old Catskill joke went, “What happens to old golfers? They just can’t find their balls!” But eagle-eyed Ira could. 

So the three musketeers went off to find their fortunes at the Pines. And they did: a basket full of usable balls, 100 or more. 

On their way off the course, the golf pro caught up with the marauders. “You can’t keep those,” he scolded the boys. 

Ira said he found and was going to keep them. He told him exactly what sexual act he could do to himself. The enraged adult pro attacked Ira. A ballsy thing to do with Ira who was, remember, deceptively strong. Ira literally lifted him off his feet and threw him. Landing on the ground some feet away in shock that a boy could best a grown man, he sat there stunned and silent. 

Ira, David, and the friend ran off into the woods and took the hike over the hill back to our hotel, basket of loot in their hands. As I said, it takes balls. And indeed they took them.
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