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Introduction



“You have joined the call, but you are the only one here,” says the machine. I can’t tell if it’s a simulated voice meant to sound human or a human voice modulated to sound robotic.


It’s Monday, March 16, 2020, the day the restaurants died. Like most people, I’ve spent the weekend watching the world come to a sudden halt. Just a week before, restaurants had been placating customers with the promise that they were treating the coronavirus with an abundance of caution, that their staff and premises upheld the highest standards of hygiene. That it was safe to dine with them. As the weekend neared, though, diners started canceling reservations. In normal times, restaurateurs don’t like to advertise empty dining rooms, but something unprecedented was happening. Early on Wednesday, the eleventh, Ashwin Deshmukh announced his New York restaurant had just hit $100,000 in canceled event business, the number climbing to $385,000 by the afternoon. By Friday, the thirteenth, industry leader Danny Meyer closed all nineteen of his restaurants, followed quickly on Sunday, the fifteenth, by the entire nations of France and Spain.1


I’m supposed to be speaking with Janet Zuccarini, who owns a half dozen restaurants in Los Angeles and Toronto—not about impending doom, but regarding legal and cultural distinctions between the two countries in which she operates. Zuccarini’s company, Gusto 54, has a great reputation for how they treat, train, compensate, and retain staff, something that in my quest to find restaurants to support, I care about very much. Given her success on both sides of the border, I’m hoping she can shed some light on the differences in working conditions, labor laws, and management styles between the United States and Canada. “You have joined the call, but you are the only one here,” I’m reminded.


There are at least five Twilight Zone episodes in which the protagonists inexplicably find themselves in a landscape devoid of people—“Time Enough at Last,” “King Nine Will Not Return,” “Two,” “Stopover in a Quiet Town,” “Where Is Everybody?” There may be more. In my near-silent basement office, sitting at my ironing board–size desk, wedged between a treadmill, racks of my wife’s clothing, my comic books, and piles and piles of baby clothes we’re waiting for our five-month-old to grow into, I feel like I’m in one of them. It’s hard to be certain that the world outside does exist and I’m not the last person alive. There’s no certainty that earth hasn’t been eaten by Galactus. If I get off this call and head upstairs, will there be anyone there? Were my family, my life, and all the hours I wasted watching television just an implanted memory, a sensory-deprivation hallucination, a Jacob’s Ladder near-death fever dream? Am I the last survivor of a nuclear war and my ironic punishment is to be eternally trapped on a conference call with myself?


It’s been five minutes. I hang up the video call and try one of the numbers I have for her in my email. Zuccarini picks up on the first ring. I sheepishly explain who I am. “Sorry,” she says, as if our phone call is at all important in the context of the catastrophe she’s facing. “I’m in crisis mode. I have ten restaurants, nearly a thousand employees.”


All weekend, Zuccarini has been glued to her phone and computer, watching the situation unfold in Italy, where the country has been on lockdown but the general population isn’t following the rules, and China, where COVID-19 infections have slowed but only after draconian public restrictions. She hasn’t slept. I ask if she’s going to close her businesses. It’s just after nine in the morning in California. This is a few hours before proactive state governments start mandating the closure of nonessential businesses and a few days before the National Restaurant Association predicts five to seven million jobs will be lost.2 “Yeah. I’m thinking of shutting down. I think it’s the right thing to do. We’re gonna go today to just takeout and delivery. I’m making plans to close them all down. I don’t know how to financially carry on with zero revenue and employees on salary.”


It gets worse. She’s been in the process of launching five more restaurants this year. One is completed, a ten-thousand-square-foot restaurant that opened just weeks ago; the other four are still under construction. “It’s not like I stockpiled cash. I don’t have backers. I’m financing everything. And all the cash is out on all these projects. When I go to zero revenue, and a thousand employees…,” she repeats, her voice trailing off. Zuccarini is a successful restaurateur. She’s leveraged that success to expand. At the worst possible moment, she is way overextended.


My gut falls away. I got into writing through the side door, as a restaurant critic. I came into that position after years as a professional cook; I never went to journalism school. I never formed the instinct to push my way in when people are at their most vulnerable, was never taught how to go about it. So I feel like I’m intruding, and I want to get off the phone. Zuccarini has a talk scheduled with another restaurant group, hoping she can learn how to survive this ordeal. I tell her she’d better take that call. She thanks me and promises to set up a call for later, when things have settled down. Things never do settle down.


After hanging up, I look at my notes. Over the past six months, I’d spoken to restaurateurs, cooks, servers, teachers, economists, activists, and policy makers, asking a lot of variations on one question: Knowing what I know about what goes on in restaurants, how food is produced, who grows it, who cooks it, who profits, and who is exploited, how do I eat out and maintain my values? I’m convinced there’s a better way to be a restaurant customer. That’s why I wanted to write this book—to find those answers and share them.


And suddenly, there are no more restaurants. In the past five days, the unofficial president of Hollywood Tom Hanks tested positive for COVID-19 and the NBA suspended its season, marking the moment when America started treating the pandemic as a real threat. Today McDonald’s ceased dine-in service. And by tomorrow, publicly traded restaurants will have lost half of their value.3


There will be restaurants again. Even in this dark moment, I know that. But when? What will they look like? Who will survive and in what form? Was this an unjust, senseless cataclysm? An opportunity to recode the twisted DNA of the dining industry? Both?
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We think of restaurants as places to eat. And they are—in the same way that Tony Soprano would describe his operation as “waste management” or a Japanese feudal lord might have complained about the annual rice tax to Kyoto for their “small family business.” A restaurant dining room, in other words, is real but also a theatrical facade. For those on the inside, restaurants are fiefdoms, organized according to their own rules and customs, often apart (though not legally exempt) from the law of the land, with oversize personalities playing a disproportionate role in leadership. Yes, restaurants are where we eat. They are also places where wage theft, tip skimming, and abuse are rampant.


On the outside, for diners, restaurants are our gateway into the modern food system. Food binds us together, but very few of us have any hands-on involvement with its production.


At the dawn of the twentieth century, with 41 percent of America’s workforce employed in agriculture, people had a direct relationship with their food source. By the 1950s that had fallen to about 12 percent. In 2017 it was 1.3 percent. Human civilization has urbanized. Because of it we enjoy a lot of conveniences. That massive migration toward urban centers means that most of us don’t have any real connection to where food comes from, how it’s produced, or who grows it.


Meanwhile, we spend more and more of our food budget for food away from home (that’s FAFH, the statistician’s umbrella term for money spent at restaurants, bars, hotels, water parks, hot dog stands, Saved by the Bell pop-ups, and the like). In the 1950s, dining out was about a quarter of our grocery budget. It grew to 50 percent by 1992, and it continued to rise, until 2015, when America’s dining-out spending exceeded that for home food for the first time. Though it was for only one financial quarter, it was the continuation of a trend that wasn’t stopping, with the dining-out numbers overtaking grocery in the warm months of 2018 and 2019.


In the past decade, many of us have uncovered a lot of unpleasant truths about where our food comes from—within the restaurant industry itself and in the entire food chain that supplies both professional kitchens and the kitchens in our homes with raw ingredients. We’ve switched to fair-trade coffee beans that properly pay growers. We’ve chosen to eat fruit that’s grown locally, in season, rather than accept the environmental toll of flying raspberries from Chile in the winter. We’ve changed some of our eating habits because of this realization. Mostly those changes are confined to our grocery choices, though: we can pick up that carton of free-range eggs or opt for the organic bananas instead of the conventional ones. Or, at least, we can if we’re lucky enough to live in a place with a supermarket that stocks these items and we have the cash to pay for them. As diners, we have a far-wider expanse of options for where and how to spend our money—for what kind of businesses we want to support. But though we have far more options for where to eat, dining out offers even fewer choices if we are concerned about the ethics involved.


Working as a cook, and then as a restaurant critic and food reporter, I’ve seen this industry from the inside out and back again. I’ve been on the boats at dawn, where fishers find out if they’ll be able to pay their mortgage based on how many pickerel they hauled out of the lake. I’ve walked over fields of broccoli devastated by swede midges, the risk of growing organic vegetables without spraying pesticides. I’ve cooked in kitchens alongside young people who started smoking just so they could take a break in their thirteen-hour, sub-minimum-wage workdays.


The restaurant industry, to put it as politely as I can, is fucked up. At best, restaurants are problematic faves. Once you know what Michael Jackson did, it’s hard to include “Don’t Stop ’til You Get Enough” in your wedding playlist. Once you know how the sausage is made, how a chef treats their employees, or where they get their tomatoes, it’s hard to eat that spicy chicken sandwich. With each lesson on the injustices within the system, it becomes more difficult to see only the surface of our dining industry, represented to consumers through top-ten lists and to economists as an untouchable job-creation engine, and to ignore the rusty, unappetizing parts of our broken food system in need of overhauling.


If we learned anything from the 2008 recession, it’s that once the economy recovers, people want to forget the pain, sadness, and uncertainty. We want to spend and reclaim our consumer lifestyles. We probably won’t want to learn any lessons or change the behaviors that got us into trouble in the first place. Change happens most often out of necessity. When not impelled, we return to the safety and comfort of the familiar status quo, even if it wasn’t such a swell deal to begin with. COVID-19 has shaken things up: restaurant spending obviously didn’t exceed that for groceries in 2020. But I am worried that, as the pandemic recedes, we will revert to the trajectory we were on before—that in our relief, and as we have done after previous crises, we will snap back into supporting a restaurant industry that is fundamentally broken.


But I believe there is room for improvement and that we eaters can be part of that. In our society, dining out is among the most fundamental of human activities and a source of community that can’t be replaced. Even if it seems right now that it’s facing extinction.
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I’m a stinker, I know. But I wasn’t always such a killjoy. How did I go from being a cheerleader for restaurants and chefs, gorging on pork bellies like they were grapes, to being a scold and a nag, bumming people out with my constant reminders of pay disparity, the unfairness of tipping, slave shrimp, food-media payola, migrant farm labor exploitation, and so on? My conspiracy theory is that I was tricked, by a clever newspaper editor, into developing a conscience.


My first day as a journalist began with denying that I was one. After years of cooking in restaurants, I’d miraculously been hired by Canada’s largest newspaper to fill in for their restaurant critic during her maternity leave. Right away I went to the HR Department on what turned out to be a futile mission to tell them they’d made a mistake, that my title should be “critic,” and not “reporter,” as listed on my contract. I could tell you if an octopus had been sufficiently braised, or if a rich sauce overwhelmed the vibrancy of spring asparagus, but I didn’t know the first thing about reporting. There was no such job description as “critic” in this workplace, I was told. Everyone there was considered a journalist and classified as either reporter, editor, or photojournalist.


That afternoon, I found myself in a roomful of editors and writers, most of them at least twenty years older than me. It was the weekly story-pitch session. Though I was shy and didn’t know how to dial an outside line (press 9) or where to find spare batteries (in the drawer near the photo assignment editor), when it was my turn I proposed a story about the paradox of cooking wages—the nicer a restaurant is, the less the cooks are paid, sometimes not at all. Half of the room didn’t believe me. The other half told me that young people need to pay their dues. These were mostly baby boomers who had worked hard to succeed, and they’d been rewarded with good, secure, well-paying jobs and benefits, at least until the newspaper industry collapsed.


A year in, with the mat leave winding down, my boss, Kim, called me into her office with an idea. I had recently gotten to interview Ruth Reichl, then editor of Gourmet magazine, former dining critic for the New York Times and the LA Times, and pretty much my hero. Instead of taking her to a restaurant, I had cooked for her, a guanciale (spicy, cured pork jowl), lettuce, and tomato sandwich—in my home, where she turned around and grilled me on the provenance of the GLT’s ingredients. In addition to writing a standard article about the interview, I also wrote a blog post about getting to meet Reichl, whose memoirs were my blueprint for how to be a critic, the stress of cooking for her, and how I’d chosen that dish. Kim wanted to know if I could do that every week. And for the next five years, that’s what I did.


At first it was just one guest or two. From the beginning, the mandate was broad—cook a meal for an interview guest in my home. Fair enough. Very soon I realized that I couldn’t cook and interview simultaneously, so the one-on-one turned into a dinner party, often populated by guests who brought their own personalities and questions into the story. During that time, I hosted a thousand people in my home. How could I not think they were teaching me something?


Early in the process Kim told me to stay away from chefs, restaurant owners, farmers, and other food-industry types. At the time I think she was looking to avoid what she knew was a dead end: the column becoming a repetitive platform for restaurant culture. I think she also saw the potential for something more and knew that forcing me to interact with a wider spectrum of humanity would be good for me, or at least the column. I think she knew, as a seasoned journalist, what she was doing: I knew restaurants but needed an education in the world outside.


Soon there were politicians, academics, sex-crime police, architects, competitive eaters, puppeteers, magicians, leather daddies, activists, acupuncturists, arborists, an abortion doctor, high-rise window washers, and a succession of mayors at the table.


Until then, my universe had been very small. Before social media and the trend of open kitchen design, the realm of restaurant cooking, usually in windowless rooms, closed you off from outside influences. Now things were opening up. A dinner with my city councilor, including an unsatisfying answer about why my neighborhood’s trash bins were so small, sent me down the rabbit hole of local politics, searching for answers not found in a cookbook. Hours spent eating and drinking with civil rights lawyers, egg farmers, refugees fleeing persecution in Uganda and Russia, and a North Korean travel guide shed light on my city, my country, and my planet. The curricular aspect should have been obvious to me. At one point I was just inviting professors in a transparent exchange of smoked brisket and ceviche for lessons in economics or psychology or whatever I happened to be interested in at the time.


After five years of this, we ended the column and started a new one, “Kitchen Temp” (no one at the paper wanted to gamble that readers would know how to pronounce stage or stagiaire, the industry term for an unpaid kitchen intern), in which I spent a shift cooking in a different restaurant kitchen every week. My ambition was to use my kitchen skills (even if I was old and they were rusty) to gain the trust of the cooks (a task that took the first half of each shift), in order to observe and describe the complexity of the anthill inside a restaurant and how each one was different.


In a twist anyone could have seen coming, this quickly diverted me to the beat of restaurant labor. At one restaurant, in about 2015, the chef asked me if I knew any good cooks. This was at the starting period of a kitchen labor shortage. When I asked about pay, he told me his day rates. Without a hint of embarrassment he quoted the pay for a twelve-hour shift, with no breaks (they ate staff meals on their feet, while prepping), which worked out to less than minimum wage and was illegal.


At another restaurant, when the dishwasher didn’t show up, I jumped into the dish pit for Sunday brunch service. After four hours in a tight, humid space, hundreds of free-range eggs sputtering on the griddle, grease from a mountain of home-smoked bacon mingling with the air, and an endless barrage of dirty dishes slammed down in front of me, each one slicked with yolk residue and customer spittle, I was happy for a breather. The last thing I wanted to do was inhale nicotine. But I remembered, from when I did this for a living, that smoking is often the only excuse, during a long day, for leaving the kitchen or getting off your feet. The alley behind every restaurant is where cooks, in that brief respite from the constant demand to display pain-resistant machismo, are prone to complain.


Though I don’t smoke, I went into the alley to ask the cooks for a cigarette. All three of us were sticky from a mixture of sweat and steam, having pumped out a grueling brunch shift. We shared a smoke and started talking about wages.


Over the following months, I spoke with dozens of cooks, in alleys or bars, hearing that nothing had changed since my time in the kitchen. I was finally ready to write the story about how cooks are paid, the one I’d pitched on my first day as a journalist. Only by this time, I knew how to do it.


By then I knew how to investigate, to gain the trust of sources, to be thorough and fair in my research, to present it all to the reader in a palatable form. After publication, I became an enemy to the chefs I had lionized only a few years earlier.


That part didn’t bother me. The role of critic had accustomed me to being unpopular. What bothered me was the nagging feeling that I wasn’t done; once I’d looked under the rock, I couldn’t stop looking. Suddenly, all I could see were the systemic problems in food that I’d spent years ignoring—in our restaurants, fields, oceans, classrooms, hospitals, prisons, boardrooms, and chambers of government. Now I understood why Reichl had been less interested in discussing restaurant reviewing with me than asking about where I’d gotten my tomatoes and meat, how the people and animals involved were treated, if I’d made the mayonnaise myself. Those things matter, in a way that telling people where to get the best tasting menu never can.
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A decade ago, as food culture began its mission creep into the center of our thoughts and conversations, it came with a message of peace and goodwill. “I love the speed with which the food world moves, ushering forth new taste sensations and better ideas with the let’s-top-ourselves alacrity of Apple Computer and the anything’s-possible ambition of 1960s NASA,” wrote David Kamp in his 2006 book, The United States of Arugula: How We Became a Gourmet Nation. “I love the way each new month brings with it some strange, unexpected, or simply delicious new edible to try.”4 Even in prose intended to celebrate our obsession with food, Kamp quickly devalues its importance: food leaves behind the loftiness of reaching the moon and takes on the disposable nature of fast fashion, prized only for newness.


But when Kamp wrote his book, the idea of learning where our food came from was new outside of agricultural and environmental circles; for most people, food originated in the supermarket or the restaurant. It became posh to go to a “farm-to-table” dinner, to eat at a “nose-to-tail” restaurant, to champion the farmer, and to respect the animal and the environment in a way that the previous decade of food television, focused on “dump-and-stir” recipe tutorials, hadn’t touched on.


Except none of that has paid off. Average consumers, even ones who call themselves foodies, don’t know where food comes from. They have never been to a farm or on a fishing boat, could not tell you the financial hit a grower takes with one poorly timed frost. The family farm continues its march toward the same consolidation that befell railroads, retail, banks, and media. We still eat massive amounts of beef, which is destroying the planet, and shrimp harvested by slaves. We still pay the people cooking the world’s fanciest food minimum wage, or less. We haven’t done anything about the inherently corrupt system of tipping. We’ve taken no meaningful action on climate change, which is already starting to displace wildlife in our food systems. If it was cool for a minute to care about these things, that moment has passed (or had, before a pandemic brought it all back into stark relief), without meaningful change for the people, plants, and animals that sustain us with food.


We chat up the latest venture-capital innovations in food production—indoor vertical farming! eating bugs!—as if they will save us. They won’t. In place of progress, we have birthed a two-tiered system for food obsessives to accrue social capital while shilling on social media—luxurious temples of gastronomy for those who can afford to dine off handmade porcelain plates and carnival food for everyone else, Frankenstein mash-ups (ramen burger, cotton-candy burrito) meant to be photographed, not eaten.


Here’s a confession: I love hazelnut Snickers. Not since The Godfather, Part II has a sequel so successfully played on the strength of its predecessor to evolve into something, against the odds, even more satisfying. I’ve also learned they’re made with palm oil, which contributes to deforestation in Indonesia that will soon drive orangutans to extinction, and chocolate from the Ivory Coast, a region rife with forced child labor. Once you know that, how does that affect your eating choices? “I urge this kind of inquiry for all of you who are reevaluating the ways in which you have moved through the world,” advises Nigerian American recipe writer Yewande Komolafe, in an essay explaining the difference between industrially refined palm oil and the red palm oil used in West African cuisine. “Reconsidering cherished beliefs and challenging well-meaning concerns are part of this process.”5


Having been an unquestioning promoter of food culture for so many years, I am ashamed. Some part of me wants to climb back into that cocoon, to a time when I didn’t know or care about the larger ethical conflicts entangled in our diets. I’m not trying to solve the age-old riddle, is it better to know or not know? But speaking for this guy, who used to enjoy a pound of fried shrimp (before learning about forced labor on the oceans) followed by a half jar of Nutella (refined palm oil again), I have to admit I was a lot happier back then.


We learn as we go, about many things. During that period, I also wasn’t living on a budget or exercising, until I realized the importance of physical and financial health and started doing those things. But those were comparatively easier than the life change I’m faced with now. There were clear guides, trainers, and YouTube videos to follow. What’s the equivalent of learning proper form for a squat when developing ethical purchasing practices for dining out? That’s where this book comes from. That’s what I hope it can be.


A decade of obsession over the superficial trappings surrounding what we eat has left so many of us more hungry, angry, and cheated than ever. It’s a hole dug deeper by the unfair burden placed on the service industry during the COVID-19 pandemic. The great news is that we can do something about it. Abstinence is always a choice. Though personally, I’m not prepared to live by myself in the wilderness or on a commune. I still love restaurants.


When you’re having a great restaurant experience, I mean something truly special, it’s like every element of the room, every person, every hunk of beef, every salt shaker, is part of one organism. It could be you’re eating something you’ve never had before or something you’ve eaten a thousand times but never imagined could taste so good. The servers are psychic. They know exactly when to slide in to ask if you’re ready to order and when not to interrupt the conversation. Your water glass fills up by magic. The suggestion of another drink doesn’t seem like a hard sell but the most brilliant inspiration anybody ever had. The diffused lighting, sconces, chandeliers, and candles all working in concert, flatters you with cheekbones seen only on magazines. You’re funnier than usual. Time stands still and speeds up. There’s nothing like it, and special doesn’t have to mean fancy. Standing in the river of customers at Bergen Bagels, at Flatbush and Sixth in Brooklyn, watching the brutal efficiency of staff taking orders, slicing, toasting, schmearing, and bagging is breathtaking to behold.


My adoration for the restaurant experience is undiminished. I’m just trying to find a way to square that with what I know lies beneath.


For better or worse, I was born into this capitalist culture that values profit over people. I’m just trying to find my way in it, while still pursuing what I love—food, which at the beginning, middle, and end of the day is all I think about and is still the greatest tool I know for bringing people together.
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For too long we have applied the “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” slogan to restaurants. There’s a shockingly common belief that cheating doesn’t count when you’re on vacation. Even if it makes no practical sense, the feeling is understandable. You’ve worked hard all year and been fiscally responsible. Haven’t you earned the right to start every morning of your Paris trip with a croissant or to sleep with a stranger on the train to Madrid? At home I try to eat a sensible, balanced diet. When I’m traveling, I’m eager to make the most of my time and appetite, so I often eat until I’m sick. Even if most of us don’t cheat on our spouses while traveling, we probably cheat on our diets. “When am I going to be here again?” we rhetorically ask before ordering more noodles, more cheese, more everything.


Too often, we make the same mental calculation in restaurants five miles from our home. In this era when we keep learning more about where our food comes from, and adapt our food choices in our grocery shopping and cooking, many of us still suspend those principles when we’re dining out.


 We can’t afford to pause our values that often.


I don’t think we do it consciously. We meet friends at a restaurant, look at the menu, and maybe have questions about where these things are coming from or the quality of the ingredients, but we don’t want to be that person. We don’t want to be the Fred Armisen and Carrie Brownstein characters from their iconic “Is it local?” Portlandia sketch, peppering the restaurant’s server with questions about where the chicken is from and how it was raised.


That sketch was an instant classic. It landed at a time, 2012, when two streams were starting to run together: ethically conscious eaters who were questioning the sources of their food and postrecession diners who had discretionary eating budgets for the first time since the onset of the financial crisis. Though it couldn’t have been the intention, I think the popularity of the sketch, the lampooning of ethical dining, had a chilling effect, made it an embarrassment to ask these kinds of questions in a restaurant. I heard people reference it, not wanting to be seen that way.


No one wants to be a boor and a buzzkill when eating with friends. But we can’t afford to have our regular food-away-from-home spending governed by the moving goalpost of vacation behavior. From a financial, nutritional, and ethical standpoint, we can’t dine out or order takeout three times a week and behave the way we do on vacation. Doing so leaves us broke, unhealthy, and supporting food supply chains that, if we looked at them honestly, would not meet the moral standing we aspire to at home.


I still adore restaurants. They are magical to me. Restaurants are my first love, after superheroes. I want to find a better way, a system, for eating out without supporting horrific business practices. That seems like something other people want too.
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As a dining critic, I sat alone in grand rooms during the Great Recession. I saw the circumstances reshape part of the industry, as a wave of talented chefs dropped out of high-end dining and opened their own thirty-seat restaurants, serving what they wanted while playing their favorite albums as loud as the speakers could go. We did away with tablecloths and reservations. We stopped charging for water and started charging for bread. That postrecession era gave us some great nose-to-tail dining years. Like every phase, it ran its course: people will eat gizzards and tripe for only so long. Butchers wised up, and offcuts of meat, once great bargains, became trendy and therefore more expensive. By the early 2010s, once people had money again, they wanted luxury. As the economy recovered, that golden age of restaurants ended. The trappings of dining—linens, labor-intensive presentation, and ostentatious rooms—all returned.


A similar arc is likely this time. COVID-19 has been a scourge to the dining industry. It’s too early to say how our economy or the hospitality industry is going to react long term. What we do know is that people will have money again. And they will eat out. If I had to guess, I’d say that many of the restaurateurs who have pivoted to leaner takeout operations will continue that way, at least for a couple years, and that when pockets are flush again, we’ll see the pendulum swing back to a lot of the excess we saw before. It won’t look the same; while the Great Recession was a disruption, this is an extinction-level event. The pandemic will leave us with fewer restaurants overall. Many will be smaller and employ fewer people. A sector that already had bad odds (in a “normal” year, about sixty thousand restaurants open in the United States and fifty thousand close) has become an even bigger gamble. Not many entrepreneurs will be eager to risk their savings on a venture that has proved not just risky but uninsurable (in a legal conflict that may not be resolved for years, most insurance companies have so far not recognized “disruption insurance” as covering a disruption due to pandemic).6


“I’m personally bullish on restaurants,” Zuccarini tells me, nearly a year after our initial call. Like many of the more agile operators, she has spent the interim using every device possible—groceries, meal kits, picnic baskets, government assistance, renegotiating with banks and landlords—to remain solvent. She didn’t have to close any restaurants permanently. While she lost a deposit on one of her planned locations, Zuccarini believes that in a post-COVID real-estate landscape she’ll be able to get a better deal on a better location. “If you can get over this year of the pandemic, if you can survive and get to the other side of it, I think that restaurants will do very well. People are going to run to go to restaurants. I’m bullish with the restaurant industry in general.” I suspect she’s right. I just hope we don’t lose that feeling of appreciation, the awareness that eating and being served in a restaurant is a luxury, not a right.


After the first lockdown ended dine-in service across the continent, fast food and immigrant restaurants, which have long focused on efficient takeout and delivery, were the quickest to adapt, immediately pivoting to exclusively off-premises sales. Full-service independents, though told to expect this shift in the next five years due to the rise of third-party delivery apps (3PD), were unprepared to execute the change at the lightning speed required as of March 2020. In some cases, they were unwilling, the owners confessing that they didn’t get into the hospitality business to package takeout orders (one restaurant manager told me she is essentially operating a very small Amazon fulfillment center). Others, who would have closed, kept the kitchen running in order to maintain employment for undocumented workers who would be unable to access social assistance. Thanks to their financial resources, chains have survived more or less intact; independents have been slaughtered. Most don’t have the savings to carry them through the hard times. The ones that are surviving are doing so by flexing the creativity and agility they’ve always had, buoyed by a level of community support that chains don’t possess. While no one is going to rally to save their neighborhood Applebee’s, companies that size have money and access to investor capital, plus lawyers and executives dedicated to finding efficiencies. Across the spectrum, the story of restaurants is being rewritten.


Crystal ball or no, here’s one thing of which I am certain. What is happening right now is a tragedy. A bigger tragedy would be to learn nothing from it while blindly reproducing the same broken, cruel system. In the wake of COVID-19’s dismantling of the restaurant industry, it’s time to ask, how can we rebuild a better dining culture and supply chain rather than replicating the inequities of the previous one?


In order to understand some unpleasant truths about restaurants, and how we can make better choices, these eight chapters will break the industry down to a collection of genres. The realities of the chef-driven restaurant are completely different from the immigrant-family restaurant or the franchisee-owned, publicly traded chain restaurant. In each chapter, we will explore one of these models, some of the systemic problems in its orbit, and possible solutions, including choices we can make as diners.
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If there is a single guiding principle that applies to everything I’ve learned in the past year, and everything I hope to set down in these pages, it is this: The most important action we can take to contribute to a more equitable restaurant industry is to let go of the idea that the customer is always right. That attitude, philosophy, and prevailing power dynamic is one thing about hospitality that we not only must change, it is shockingly within our power as diners to do so. Asking and expecting working people, who are doing so much, to do one more thing is not a right to which we are entitled.


At every level of the restaurant industry, “the customer is always right” leads to bad outcomes. This takes many forms. It’s the cook who runs out the back door to buy a piece of fish in order to satisfy a customer who’s ordered a dish not on the menu. It’s the server put in the precarious position of deciding when a customer has physically or verbally crossed the line in their sexualized behavior. It’s the Dairy Queen employee asked to layer the dispersal of pecan clusters in a Blizzard while a queue of customers grows longer. It’s every restaurant staffer, everywhere, placed in jeopardy by customers refusing to wear masks. From the seemingly innocuous to the horrific, “the customer is always right” is a business axiom at odds and out of date with today’s dangers and our broader understanding of consent, fairness, and equity.


The mantra has been invoked by restaurants, traditionally as an opportunity for hospitality professionals to display virtuosity at accommodation. It’s always an impressive feat, in a way, like those weight lifters who pull a car by their teeth, to see how graceful or charming a professional can be while being treated like trash by an entitled diner. The idea that a person, by taking a job, consents to the whims of anyone who walks through the door, or that our money gives us the right to services and products beyond those that a restaurant explicitly offers, has always been questionable; the pandemic has blown the doors off of our willful collective ignorance about the consequences. Restaurant line cooks, according to a California-based study, led the COVID-19 mortality rate among groups of essential workers that also included warehouse workers, agricultural workers, bakers, and construction workers—all jobs that tend to be held by immigrants in that state.7 In restaurants, an additional risk factor is that workers are exposed to the unscreened public, which by definition includes those of us who don’t respect science or other people’s health and safety. Once vaccinations started being distributed, I spoke with restaurant staff, who were eager to get back to work. Their main anxiety was still customers. They remembered how some diners behaved during patio service in the summer of 2020, refusing to put on masks on their way to the bathroom or leaving used masks on the table. Being placed in the position of communicating and enforcing ever-changing public health policy, their tip-based earnings held in the balance during every potential conflict with a customer, left them shaken.


In retail, it may be too late to change this behavior. Amazon, the ultimate expression of “the customer is always right,” has reshaped our expectations to the point where getting everything we want, as soon as possible, seems reasonable. Amazon’s priority is focusing on customer satisfaction, it appears at the expense of the safety and well-being of its workers. This is achieved in fulfillment centers, where the need to package four orders a minute keeps workers running all day, afraid to pause for fear it will impact their performance evaluations. Injury rates have been increasing every year since 2016. In 2019, the rate of serious injury in Amazon warehouses was 7.7 per 100 employees, twice the most recent industry standard (Amazon disputes the characterization of “serious injuries,” though not the rise in injury rates).8 This too is the consequence of the customer always being right.


The dominance of Amazon in the retail sphere gives it outsize influence on consumer behavior: it is hard to avoid perpetuating this problem by buying from them and, in the process, supporting the company’s attitudes and practices. That kind of hegemony doesn’t exist in the restaurant sphere: we do all have readily available choices here. There is no simpler action we can take than to recalibrate our perception that the customer is always right—that we are always right. It’s not that we’re wrong. Or that we’re the villain. Only that our ability to pay the price of admission does not put our desires above those of workers. Or, for that matter, above those of other diners.


The customer who believes they’re always right doesn’t understand what they are asking of staff when they request seemingly simple modifications like splitting a dish, more complex amendments such as noodles prepared without the garlic that is already in the sauce, or the even more impossible demand of snagging a table in a packed restaurant without a reservation. Restaurants, through embracing this philosophy, have trained us to believe that our immediate gratification is achievable and justifiable. It’s not either. It’s rude. It treats humans, and the hard work they do, as beneath our concern. It asks people tasked to the limit to add one more element to their physical and emotional labor. Worse, when we uphold (or, as the most odious diners do, flaunt) our ability to punish or reward restaurants and their staff, not merely through our choice to dine there but through tipping and Yelp reviews, it’s an abuse of power. The threat of bad online reviews or withholding of tips is a shakedown. When our friends and dining companions exhibit these behaviors, it’s our obligation to correct them.


From the virtual restaurant to the virtuous restaurant, we’ll go into more detail about the problems and solutions within different restaurant types. But if you take one thing from this book, or put it down after reading this Introduction, I hope it is that the customer is not always right.


So what is right? Speaking with experts and innovators in the field, it’s my hope to answer this question for myself, and to help you answer it, too: How do we establish a set of principles for choosing where to eat? To suss out not which chefs are good and which are bad, but what ideas and what kinds of workplaces are worth supporting. My quest is nothing less than figuring out how to eat restaurant food without having to look the other way.
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The Virtual Restaurant


Manager: I’ve got good news and bad news.


Boss: Gimme the bad first.


Manager: The bad news is that we’re losing money on every unit.


Boss: And the good news?


Manager: The good news is that sales are up.


SUNDAY, JULY 19, 2020


Because we’re moving halfway across the country in a week and we’re stressed, we order from Hong Shing. It’s been a trying twenty-four hours. We’d rented a car to visit family in the suburbs, to see them one last time before leaving town. Smack in the middle of a pandemic, it’s a hard farewell. I can’t hug my brother goodbye. My mother can’t hold her granddaughter.


Back at home, I pull the rental up on the curb—parking is limited in the city—so my wife, Victoria, can delicately escort our daughter, Scarlett, who’s fallen asleep in the backseat, to her crib. Once they’re inside, I turn the key, but the ignition won’t start. What I don’t know is that Zipcar, the car-sharing company with a $500 million market cap, mistakenly believing that the car is late, has deactivated the vehicle. They don’t inform me of this. So I spend twenty minutes trying to figure out what’s wrong with the engine, asking my neighbor to look under the hood. After thirty minutes on hold, a customer service agent tells me to try starting the engine again. It doesn’t work. He asks me to wait again. Sitting in the car during a heat wave, being put on and off hold interminably, only to be asked to try the ignition again, my blood boils. After the company tries and fails, several times, to reactivate the car, we abandon it on the sidewalk. Zipcar promises to pick it up. It’s still there in the morning when another vehicle crashes into it.


That’s when we get a case of the fuck-its and decide to get delivery instead of cooking dinner. The ordering process for Hong Shing is much like any app, except it’s done through the browser. We pick our dishes, the system totals them, adds tax, and offers a variety of tip options. An hour later, someone’s knocking on my door with food.


The heat and tension of the day melt away in a nostalgic trip through the Chinese food of my childhood—kung pao chicken with more baby corn than spice, beef dredged in honey and deep-fried into a leathery consistency, chicken wings encrusted with a coating of Szechuan peppercorns and cumin. Long before I learned about doubanjiang paste or the massive regional varieties of mainland China, this was the Chinese food I knew. It’s as sweet and comforting as a VHS tape of The Goonies recorded off broadcast television (commercials included).


The difference between Hong Shing and the dozens of options I could get via apps such as Grubhub, Uber Eats, Foodora, and others is that Hong Shing does its own delivery. Most third-party delivery app companies take 30 percent commissions from small businesses that operate at 4 to 12 percent profit margins. This had been destroying the profitability of restaurants for the past five years. Within the industry, this has been a source of worry and debate. For diners, the threat these tech companies pose to restaurants had gone largely unnoticed until the pandemic dropped dine-in sales to zero, placing restaurateurs at the mercy of delivery platforms. After a couple of months diners, many believing that delivery was saving restaurants, began to hear how this wasn’t the case.


These delivery apps have been training us to value convenience over price, quality, and fair wages. As someone who takes food and the livelihood of restaurants seriously, this is not a trade-off I can accept. Despite the many problems I have with how restaurants are run, I want them to make money. I want them to succeed. So I’d rather order from a restaurant like Hong Shing that, thanks to some ingenuity on their end, is circumventing the stranglehold that tech companies have over online ordering and delivery. The restaurant not only avoids profit-busting commissions, but also maintains control of its consumer data; they are actually making money on our order and strengthening their business for the long-term.


They’re not alone. Self-delivery, a challenge taken on by a small number of clever operators, is one of the tools used by the restaurateurs that are not merely surviving the COVID-19 crisis, but are best placed to revive after it.


In San Francisco, Laurence and Holly Jossel cruise through Diamond Heights, about ten minutes south of their restaurant. They’re bringing three replacement bags of pasta to a customer who wasn’t satisfied with last week’s handmade rigatoni delivered with pork shoulder Bolognese and a brick of Parmesan. Maybe the kitchen’s water/flour/egg ratio was off. Maybe the pasta dried too long or not long enough. It doesn’t matter. What matters to the Jossels is pleasing delivery customers, a part of the restaurant’s business that didn’t exist until recently. “Go down Clipper, make a right on Diamond…,” Holly instructs her husband from the passenger seat of their car.


Laurence is the chef and co-owner of Nopa, a 136-seat Michelin-starred restaurant where, in the Before Times, sunlight poured in through tall two-story windows, bathing dishes that showcased the best of California’s organic produce in the warm embrace of natural light. Holly used to work in e-commerce for Levi Strauss. Along with Antonio, a former busser in the restaurant, she is half of Nopa’s delivery team.


In the middle of March 2020, along with most of California’s restaurants, Nopa closed. After a brief spell the kitchen reopened, cooking a slimmed-down version of the menu for takeout—burgers, kale Caesar, meatloaf, chips, and so on. Soon they were selling groceries based on the inventory of their walk-in fridge. Once the city approved liquor sales for takeout and delivery, they began producing batched cocktails to go.


Quickly they had a new problem: customers clustering outside the entrance. They weren’t the only ones. There’s a photo from that period that went viral, taken by food journalist Gary He: in it a couple of dozen delivery-app couriers crowd around the door of New York City’s Carbone restaurant. Taken just a few days into lockdown, it shocked people just getting used to the idea of staying home, always, and avoiding crowds no matter what, illustrating how hard it is in dense cities, where even outside, wearing masks, there isn’t enough space on city sidewalks to do this safely.1


So Nopa shut down again, this time for just long enough, three days, to develop ordering software for people to pay online and choose a fifteen-minute slot for pickup, so there is no need to create a bottleneck at the door (here Jossel pauses in recounting the story to acknowledge how advantaged they were to be able to do this: he has regulars who work for Apple or Google, people who know and love his establishment and who can whip up this kind of software like so much fried rice). Before long, Nopa had also found financial support to supplement the cost of meals donated to hospital workers.


“This is what food’s supposed to be about,” says Jossel, who has spent the majority of his fifty years in a kitchen. His initial reaction to the pandemic was stress, before he began to see the path forward, a role for his restaurant and himself, one more vital to the community than service-heavy fine dining. “And then I was like, this is why we’re here. To feed people. To be scrappy. To gather staff and hope. I’m very inspired by all this. I have never had a better time cooking.”
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Some 950 miles north, Iori Kataoka and her daughter drive around Vancouver, the San Francisco of Canada (equally hilly, coastal, and left-leaning, with real-estate values far in excess of the national average), delivering meals from their Japanese restaurant. After also closing for a brief spell early in the pandemic, Yuwa Japanese Cuisine shifted to producing food for takeout. It’s a compromise. Items like Yuwa’s griddle-cooked wagyu loin steak, the luxuriously fatty beef served on a sizzling platter with sauce made from sake lees (a yeast by-product of the fermentation process), cannot be stuffed into a takeout container. “And you may think sushi is fine,” says Kataoka. “Not really.” The raw fish is perfectly safe, particularly with an ice pack. As far as the quality, short-grain sushi rice should be human-skin temperature. It hardens as it cools. And unless fish is cut fresh, it leaks moisture.


But early on, Kataoka found that most of her staff, who are from Japan, already owned a couple packages of masks at home. So she pivoted quickly and adapted her menu, with just a few employees in the kitchen, plus Kataoka doing deliveries herself. At first she averaged about 30 percent of her previous revenue, inching up to 65 percent by July. It’s not ideal, though Kataoka believes it will serve her in the long run: even though she’s only breaking even, it maintains the valuable connection to her diners. As many restaurateurs tell me, if they had closed for the duration of the pandemic, would their customers remember them once it’s safe to open up again?


“There is a Japanese saying,” says Kataoka. “‘Act as if you are grasping the straw to climb up the mountain.’ That’s what I’m feeling. You don’t have anything to hold. It may break anytime. But you have no choice. You have to climb up.”
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On Tuesdays Smokey John’s BBQ delivers food to Irvine, Arlington, and Grand Prairie. On Wednesdays they drive to North Dallas, Carrollton, and Farmers Branch, bringing East Texas–style brisket (more spice than the salt-and-pepper puritanism of central Texas) and ribs (saucy, owing to the proximity of the Carolinas and Memphis). The new hot-ticket queso, a blend of tomatoes, peppers, onions, cheese (cheddar, Velveeta), and milk, simmered with brisket trimmings, the smoky fat of the meat emulsifying into the gooey sauce, is sold by the pint or quart (with chips for dipping). It’s available only on Thursdays and Saturdays. So unless you live in Delivery Group C (Oak Cliff, Cedar Hill, Desoto, and Duncanville) or E (East Dallas, Garland, and Mesquite), you’ve got to come into the shop to get it.


“When the shutdown happened in Dallas, people were not getting out of their houses,” recalls co-owner Brent Reaves. Smokey John’s was still getting pickup orders. Within two weeks, business dropped 55 percent. With twenty-two employees, things were getting tight quickly. Then Brent had an epiphany. “One morning I said, ‘We know where our customers are. They’re at home.’” Along with the restaurant, Brent and his brother Juan had catering trucks just idling. Adding up their clientele, product, and wheels, the Reaves brothers formulated a plan.


On March 20, Brent and Juan went on Facebook Live to update their customers on the new delivery schedule, letting them know which areas of Dallas they’d cover on which days. That first week, the brothers promised that if they got twenty orders, they’d sing a karaoke battle. Sixty orders came in. Juan sang Journey and Prince. Brent wrote a parody of Jodeci’s “Feenin” called “Feenin’ for BBQ.” “Spend my last dime, on brisket queso every time,” crooned Brent, shielded by aviator sunglasses. “Smokey John’s without a doubt, its barbecue sauce got me strung out!”


They’ve done a live broadcast every night since, maintaining the connection with customers that has long been a core part of the family business (originally named Big John’s by their father, John Reaves, until a fire in the late 1970s caused a customer to declare, “Y’all should call this place Smokey John’s instead of Big John’s!”). A year before the pandemic, Smokey John’s had been offering delivery through the app Eat24, at a loss, just to expand the company’s reputation and get diners used to ordering online. Now customers in the five delivery zones around Dallas were regularly placing orders by five o’clock the day before, by phone, email, or fax. By the summer, revenue was up 15 percent from the previous year, without a penny of it going to a tech company.
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Nopa, Yuwa, Smokey John’s, and Hong Shing are the exceptions to the rule. These are the winners, the survivors if you will, of March 2020. In the zombie movie, these are the people who first figure out how to attach a crossbow to a chain saw—because they’ve conceived and executed a version of self-delivery.


 Prepandemic, restaurants were being flanked by app companies and left with two choices: they could refuse to participate and lose customers, or they could partner with the app companies and lose money on the ruinous commissions. Once COVID-19 forced an end to dine-in service in most places, restaurants were at the mercy of 3PD, with little choice but to pay an average commission rate higher than the average restaurant profit margin.


Subsidized by the war chest of venture capital, these companies have in the past decade successfully gotten between restaurants and their hard-earned customers, aided by slick marketing that convinces us eaters that they are a convenience we’re too busy to live without and promising businesses they’ll grow sales while adapting to today’s uniquely fast-paced customer. And that’s bullshit.


We think we invented being busy. It’s advertised at us all the time, in self-mythologizing Instagram posts boasting of our achievements and on magazine covers telling us how to have it all through fifteen-minute recipes that cheat by leaving out steps or ingredients, because who has time to chop vegetables from scratch?


Economists and technologists usually argue that innovations free our time for other, better, tasks.2 That makes sense on the page. Is it true? Who do you know who has more time for friends and family than even a decade ago? Yes, we have more leisure time than we did in the nineteenth century, when we had to go to a well to gather water, and light a fire to boil it, and when there were no laws governing the length of a workday, paid sick leave, maternity leave, weekends, or overtime. These days we have less private time than fifty years ago, when our employers couldn’t reach us twenty-four hours a day by phone, text, or Slack, when a viable middle class saw a pathway to financial stability through education. According to “Leisure Time and Technology,” a 2006 paper by German researcher Dr. Stefan Poser, the more free time we have, the more we have filled it with buying stuff we don’t need. “If leisure time in the 1950s was characterized by a desire for rest and recreation due to the long periods of work,” writes Poser, “its devotion to the purpose of consumption would become the norm in the following decades. Cars, televisions and clothing developed into status symbols. The rise of the consumer society coincided with the development of shopping as a pastime for all classes.”3


We don’t shop online today so we can spend more time with our families. We do it so we can spend more time working. That’s because our jobs are unstable, our family lives are overscheduled, our housing costs require a greater percentage of our income, and our futures are uncertain.4


We are, without a doubt, too busy for our own good. We spend too much of our days working or, before a pandemic transformed most office jobs into remote positions, commuting in cars or subways. There are many good reasons why getting carryout or delivery for dinner is a necessary expediency. The idea that we have uniquely cultivated an existence that demands convenience to serve our mightily efficient lifestyles, however, is more spin. Some of us get takeout because we are too tired at the end of our second or third jobs to do anything else. Some of us order an Uber to bring us a bubble tea and quinoa salad for lunch every day because the luxury seems reasonable.


Like us, the ancient Romans were busy. They had to make offerings to the gods and view chariot races and public executions with the rushed pace of our breakfast meetings, Pilates classes, and clarinet lessons. Their 90 Day Fiancé was watching two guys fight a bear. That’s why they invented fast food and takeout.


Thermopolia were businesses that sold food on the go, using long counters to store earthenware jars, called dolia, that kept food warm and enabled quick service. Think of the hot table at Chipotle—the one where cooked meats, rice, and beans sit in metal inserts, warmed by steam from below—minus the sneeze guard. Back then, not everyone had a kitchen in their home. At thermopolia Romans could grab a quick bite of meat and cheese, spiced wine, lentils, fish, or nuts with a dash of garum, the liquid extract of fermented fish, similar to the fish sauce essential to Southeast Asian cooking, a condiment as ubiquitous to the ancient Roman diet as ketchup is to the modern American. These takeout spots weren’t rare. In the ruins of Pompeii, buried by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, more than eighty thermopolium counters have been discovered.5 Though the ancient Romans may not have had to pick up the ancient kids from ancient soccer practice, they were busy enough to have created fast food and takeout. So that sensation of feeling “on the go,” the need to adopt convenience meals for our fast-paced lifestyles, is nothing new.


The much later invention of delivery is often credited to Italy. In 1889, according to legend, King Umberto and Queen Margherita asked chef Raffaele Esposito to bring a pizza to their palace in Naples. The element of royalty makes for a good fable about the protodelivery. While the history of the thermopolium (along with tamales sold in open-air markets by the Aztecs of Central America) is backed up by archaeological discoveries, this origin story is suspect at best and, like many versions of history in which white people invent everything, probably apocryphal. True or not, it was at the same time that Mahadeo Havaji Bachche launched a Mumbai business shepherding hot meals between offices, homes, and restaurants. Bachche’s more formalized Dabbawala system is the clear progenitor of modern delivery. The tiffins, which are nested, cylindrical stainless-steel lunchboxes, are carried about India by train and bicycle with such dazzling efficiency and accuracy that the industry is admired and studied by business academics all over the world.


In America some colonial-era restaurants offered carryout food to be picked up by servants. After the Civil War, an informal economy sprang up around train stops of Black women selling prepared food—one of the only entrepreneurial opportunities available, before or after emancipation. “For African American consumers, take-out was often less of a convenience than a necessity,” writes food historian Emelyn Rude, author of Tastes Like Chicken. “Blacks on a long journey or simply looking for a bite to eat away from home anywhere in the Jim Crow South were often forced to order their food as take-away in segregated restaurants if they wanted to eat at all.”6


Until the middle of the twentieth century, carryout was mostly the domain of transit, of train stations and roadhouses. It wasn’t until after World War II, when new car sales quadrupled in America, that takeout and delivery exploded.7 With both the economy and the birthrate booming, Americans migrated from urban centers to newly developed suburbs. The GI Bill subsidized a massive expansion of postsecondary education and home ownership (often with zero down payment and low-interest loans), sometimes with preferred terms for new developments. The move to the suburbs and growth of car culture spurred the proliferation of carryout service, the specific popularity of pizza largely attributed to American GIs, having served in Italy during the war, coming home with a taste for Italian food. McDonald’s, created in 1943 and massively expanded in the postwar era, didn’t even add dine-in seating until 1963. For the first twenty years, it was all takeout.


The science and mechanics of takeout didn’t change much throughout this era. Made by the Bloomer Brothers (now Fold-Pak), the ubiquitous “Chinese takeout” container started life as packaging for oysters and scallops, popular for takeout in early-twentieth-century New York. In subsequent decades, various manufacturing developments allowed for the creation of paper, plastic, and Styrofoam containers that did better jobs of keeping food warm or cold, until the zenith of 1985’s McDLT, which came in packaging that kept the hot side hot and the cool side cool. For about forty years, not much else changed. After a half century of mass-market takeout food, we still don’t trust a plastic lid to stay on a container of hot soup—the business has never been terrifically tech savvy.


These were the ways that, for a generation, we got restaurant food at home. Local restaurants printed takeout menus and slipped them under the doors of prospective customers. Most of us devoted a drawer in our kitchen to these menus, pulling one out for a break at the end of a particularly stressful week, or grabbed a familiar favorite from a drive-thru on the way home. That was the extent of it.


It wasn’t until the 1990s that technology began to fundamentally change this part of restaurants.
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Recession proof and perennially popular, pizza is inarguably the champion of American food. It is not just widely adored but endlessly adaptable, made dogmatically according to Neapolitan standards, or also adorned with butter chicken or pierogi, its crusts stuffed or composed of cauliflower, enjoyed in beautiful restaurants but also sold in the supermarket freezer aisle. Unlike one of its main competitors for our affection, the hamburger, it holds up perfectly when delivered. Made and sold high and low, it is a complete meal or a snack. Fittingly pizza was the first physical product sold online. That inaugural digital sale, the Yuri Gagarin of e-commerce, was a large pepperoni with mushrooms and extra cheese from Pizza Hut, which launched PizzaNet in 1994.8 Though money changed hands only at the point of delivery, this was the antecedent of our contemporary one-click shopping experience.


In 2001 Papa John’s showed early tech savviness with its online ordering system, followed by Domino’s in 2010, which became a trendsetter with its “pizza tracker” app, enabling the consumer to see at which stage of production or delivery their pizza is.9 In 2014 Domino’s introduced “Dom,” a voice-operated ordering feature that let you order by speaking, oddly replicating the telephone experience that technology was replacing. “I don’t even think that Domino’s is a food company anymore,” influential restaurateur David Chang told a Domino’s store manager on his television show Ugly Delicious. “I think of you as a tech company.” He intended it as a compliment.


Big chains like Red Robin, Famous Dave’s, and Panera Bread, with their economy of scale, resources to devote to digital development, and perceptive leadership that anticipated the growth in e-commerce sales, were able to place themselves ahead of the herd by developing self-delivery before the app-based tech revolution, when the wolves came hunting.
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At the turn of this century, online dating was just starting to become a thing. People did it, still with some embarrassment. If they married someone they met on eharmony or Jdate, couples would fictionalize an account of their first date. We still shopped for pants, diapers, and DVDs in stores.


So around that time, accustomed as we were to banging two rocks together to make fire, when Seamless was launched, mostly as a tool for offices to place large orders from restaurants and caterers, it didn’t register as a threat. Nor did Just Eat in Denmark (2001) or Grubhub (2004) or a host of others, which all began swallowing one another in a series of mergers and acquisitions that read like a tech version of biblical birth announcements: “And Just Eat acquired hungryhouse from Delivery Hero, and Seamless merged with Grubhub, and Greylock Partners and Redpoint Ventures did invest in Just Eat, which begat SkipTheDishes.”


As with humans, the family of companies grew wider and more diverse. Here is a partial list of major competitors and also-ran companies in this sphere: Talabat, Snapfinger, hungryhouse, Menulog, Eat24Hours, Ele.me, EatStreet, EAT Club, Munchery, Postmates, OrderAhead, DoorDash, ChowNow, Caviar, Foodpanda, Menu Group, SkipTheDishes, SpoonRocket, Deliveroo, gopuff, Hello Curry, Foodora, Dunzo, Swiggy, Uber Eats, Wolt, TinyOwl, InnerChef, Maple, Tapingo, Rappi, Spring, Chowbus, and Glovo. As they proliferated and merged, these companies collected more detailed, more accurate customer data, the information aggregating into a tool that could anticipate and meet customer demands far more efficiently than even the most veteran restaurateur.


The success of Genghis Khan, who conquered half of the known world in the early thirteenth century, was based partly on tactical brilliance and ruthlessness. Another factor was his soldiers’ skill at horseback archery. No army in the world could contend with an enemy that moved so swiftly while firing accurately with long-range weapons. To the defending nations of the era, it was the equivalent of aliens landing on earth today and vaporizing whole cities at once.


The arrival of the iPhone in 2007, followed by the 2008 recession and a whole generation of young engineers mobilized to create apps in a get-rich-quick land rush to be the next Facebook, was just such an indefensible assault on restaurants. A host with a reservation book and a landline was underequipped to compete with order-placing technology that was suddenly in every diner’s pocket, feeding data into Silicon Valley app companies. Within a few years, these companies knew more about a restaurant’s customers—what we wanted, when we wanted it, how much we were willing to pay—than a small business ever could.


In 2016 a number of these companies made news by stopping their so far unobstructed growth. Before shutting down, Bento conceded that there was more money to be made in catering than on-demand delivery, SpoonRocket sold its technology to Brazilian food chain iFood, and Square tried to sell Caviar to Uber or Grubhub.10


As word got out that third-party delivery was unprofitable, despite much-heralded sales, the conversation shifted. The problem wasn’t that the emperor had no clothes, that these companies—valued in the billions, with more investment cash pouring in every day—had hustled restaurants and investors. It was that of course delivering food wasn’t profitable. Not with human labor. When restaurant meals could arrive at our door via drones, robots, and self-driving cars, however, that’s when the sector would go from red to black. “If we don’t get the [autonomous car] software thing nailed, we’re not going to be around much longer,” Uber chief executive officer (CEO) Travis Kalanick told USA Today in 2016.


In early 2020, California passed a law, AB5, enshrining employee rights for gig workers. Rather than a beacon of change, companies like Uber, Lyft, Instacart, and DoorDash saw it as a challenge. They advanced their own bill, Prop 22, which effectively granted them an exemption to these new labor laws. Able to campaign directly to customers/voters through their apps, they spent more than $200 million on the election and threatened to leave the state if they lost. Prop 22 passed, and Uber’s CEO immediately promised to take the fight well beyond California. One month later, Uber sold off its stake in Advanced Technology Group and Elevate, divisions developing driverless cars and flying vehicles, leaving the exploitation of human labor as the only path to profitability.11


To me, this was one hell of a bait and switch. Part of the original sales pitch for these apps, in addition to convenience for consumers and sales growth for merchants, was the glory of the gig economy. It seems so long ago now, who could remember? But for about five years following the Great Recession, you couldn’t escape the terms gig economy and sharing economy. Platforms like Uber, Airbnb, and Grubhub promised flexibility and opportunity. They used terms like shared marketplace, collaborative platform, and peer-to-peer application to explain how uploading our cars, homes, and bodies to their digital marketplace would allow our most personal, irreplaceable assets (and rights) to be commodified and sold for as little as possible. And somehow that was good for us. Or at least, at a time when unemployment rose to 10 percent, workers had little choice. Even by 2016, with the economy back to a roar, a McKinsey study found that 30 percent of gig workers were working this way only because their other income was insufficient.12


Uber and Lyft torpedoed the taxi industry, and municipalities did nothing because public sentiment was already aligned against cab companies. Airbnb evaporated long-term rental stock, and cities dragged their feet on legislative defenses, because home owners, seen as a property tax–aligned voting bloc, are valued above renters. The delivery apps hustled restaurants like the mark at a poker table because independent restaurants, before the pandemic pushed them to consolidate lobbying efforts into groups like the Independent Restaurant Coalition, had little collective voice.


The tech-company barkers coaxed us into their tents with their talk of collaborations and no-fee delivery, and we bought into it as if P. T. Barnum never existed. Part of the danger they pose is that we too often look at technology as a snapshot of what’s possible at a particular moment rather than a trajectory that will unfold over time. We focus on the present tense, rather than down the road, which is necessary for an industry that evolves as quickly as this one. The frequent pattern is to use an innovation and early consumer adoption to attract venture-capital funding, and then use that capital to create a business opportunity that’s ostensibly a good deal for everyone. Until the company in question gains a foothold in the market. Then the deal starts to change, incrementally, always toward one that’s less equitable and favors the company at the expense of its customers and users.


These enterprises prefer to be known as tech companies, as opposed to taxi, hotel, and restaurant businesses. That’s true. They don’t deliver food. Many of them farm out the physical schlepping to other agencies, like Relay, Homer Logistics (acquired by Waitr), and Habitat Logistics. Bike and car couriers are never employees but “independent contractors,” granting the company the maximum exemptions from labor and employment laws regarding scheduling, overtime, sick pay, and wages.


Committed to the legal fiction that their product is something other than delivery, and that couriers are not employees, these companies skirt around the particulars of what service they actually provide, reminding you that you get food brought to you because of them, in some hard-to-quantify way. “Grubhub helps you find and order food from wherever you are.” “Uber Eats is the easy way to get the food you love delivered.” “Whatever you want, we get it. Order delivery for yourself or with friends and watch in real-time as your Postmate brings you all the things you love.” It’s an impressive feat of copywriting, implying that they deliver food without stating it and therefore avoiding the liability of identifying themselves as delivery companies.


I would describe them a different way. In my opinion they are a predatory enterprise that has figured out how to use technology to get between restaurants and their customers and then sell the customers back for a cut of the action. From my perspective, that’s a scam. It isn’t just that some of these companies served the exact same product to roughly the same customers while taking the first thirty cents of every dollar. The media hailed them as heroes for doing it, too.


It’s shameful to admit now. But I was one of those useful idiots, a member of the media proselytizing a deal that was too good to be true. In 2015, when Uber Eats launched in Toronto, following a trial in Santa Monica, it was a good deal for everyone. It was a very different system. Back then, Uber Eats had only a handful of options every day. Carefully selected restaurant partners would prep hundreds of orders of one or two items and load them into Uber vehicles, which roamed the densely populated urban core over the lunch period, enabling drop-off of still-hot food within minutes. Consumers got meals out of orbiting cars at whiplash speed, while restaurants were able to minimize food waste and labor cost by pretty much guaranteeing large-volume sales on a dish of their choice.


At the time, I spent a morning in Uber’s regional office, observing how the staff tasted and voted on potential dishes from a local Thai restaurant. It seems comically quaint now, the idea of a tech company fastidiously calibrating a delivery menu, like Ettore Boiardi (yes, Boiardi, founder of Chef Boyardee, was a real person) hand rolling and stuffing pasta, before determining that it didn’t meet his standards to be extruded into a can. The joke was on me, for believing and promoting the idea that the company cared this much about product quality and equitable partnerships.


Within a year Uber Eats had transformed into a service like its competitors, picking up food from a restaurant’s existing menu. No special packaging, no hand-selecting just the right dishes. At the same time, they drastically reduced payment rates for their drivers. The investment of time, the development of personal relationships with restaurateurs, converted customers to ordering through an app that had until then been for taxis. It also bought the tech company oodles of their most valuable asset—data. Soon they were one of the many offering a different version of the same lousy deal: customers in exchange for a commission larger than a restaurant’s profit margin. I felt like a real chump.


The apps don’t make the process of making food cheaper. They don’t make the process of delivering food cheaper, either. They just enable an ease of sales. The tech companies extract value by charging the restaurant a commission, which can range from 10 to 40 percent, usually hovering around 25 to 30 percent. How can you take 30 percent off the top from a business with such thin margins? You can’t. “You’re not making a profit at that type of a haircut,” as one restaurateur put it to me. That’s a huge problem at a time when online order and delivery platforms, which barely existed until recently, constitute 10.89 percent of the $863 billion restaurant market.13


Some restaurateurs charge higher prices for delivery orders to absorb the commission cost. Some 3PD companies won’t allow this. In early 2020, a group of New Yorkers sued Grubhub, DoorDash, Uber Eats, and Postmates, alleging a monopolistic practice that prevents competition, limits consumer choice, and forces restaurants into illegal contracts that effectively fix prices.14 The companies named in the class action declined to comment or did not respond to requests.


In the early days, a lot of restaurateurs looked at the commissions and turned their backs on the delivery apps, refusing to play ball. They found sales were dropping as these companies syphoned off customers. So they began to use the apps, many figuring that if their peers were doing it, there must be a way to make money.


The business aphorism “Don’t confuse revenue with profit” knows no political loyalty. A hospitality professor put this situation to me as an old management-school joke. “A manager tells the boss there’s good news and bad. The bad news is we’re losing money on every unit. The good news is that sales are up.” This joke doesn’t just describe the restaurants. It describes the delivery apps, too.


Remember Uber, and other companies like them, with their big push toward driverless cars and, barring that, diluted labor and wage standards as high-stakes efforts to make third-party delivery profitable? Though these are companies with multibillion-dollar valuations, they’re still operating at a loss. In 2018 Uber lost $1.8 billion. Before their initial public offering (IPO) in 2019, the company was rumored to be seeking a valuation in excess of $100 billion. With analysts decrying that as grossly overpriced, they lowered it to $82 billion and still wildly underperformed. DoorDash grossed nearly $1 billion in 2019 and still posted losses of $450 million. Despite that, they pulled in another $400 million from investors. They closed 2020 by tripling revenue and doubling losses.15


Big restaurant brands are able to profit from sales made through these apps because the demand for their product enables them to negotiate better rates. Grubhub’s (which also lost $155 million in 2020 despite increasing sales 29 percent to $1.8 billion) first-quarter 2020 results show that the average profit from orders placed with independent restaurants was $4. For orders placed with “a partnered national enterprise brand,” it was $0.16 The apps need major brands but don’t make any money from them. So it’s the independents that pay the cost, your local ramen shop subsidizing a delivery service for McDonald’s.


Until there are only a couple players left in the field, making it possible for two competitors to increase fees, the business model of the tech-delivery industry makes no sense. For now at least—that doesn’t really matter to customers who depend on the convenience of delivery and are willing to pay for it.17



ADDICTED TO DELIVERY


Nowhere is this addiction to convenience stronger than in America’s largest city, perhaps the best place in the country for business, lunch, and business lunch. “New Yorkers would rather die than have to make their own lunch,” says Joel Teitelman, owner of Mile End Delicatessen. Launched in 2010, as a recession-era America was embracing comfort food in all its forms, Teitelman’s deli serves matzo ball soup, Montreal-style smoked meat, salami and eggs, and other Jewish comfort dishes to residents of Boerum Hill, Brooklyn. Teitelman is only partially joking. Because he knows his customers.


Certainly, there are plenty of New York residents who cook. I don’t want to reduce a city of eight million people to a stereotype. It’s just that nowhere else have I so repeatedly met people who boast that they don’t cook. It’s understandable. The cost of real estate in New York means small homes and small kitchens. Small kitchens sometimes mean small fridges and ovens or, in a trend that began to surface in recent years, no stove at all.18 Many New York ovens, Teitelman suggests, are filled with shoes. New Yorkers spend a lot of time in transit, forty-five-minute treks from borough to borough to get to work, visit a friend, or catch a show; turn sideways to pass each other in narrow grocery aisles; and then carry food home in their arms instead of the trunk of a car. As they will also not be shy to tell you, they are surrounded by the greatest collection of food options in the world.


New York is the nexus of delivery in America, where having food brought to your door has been a major part of dining culture for a long time. This used to be done by restaurants. These days, as off-premise orders constitute a growing percentage of our dining spending, it’s done by a third party. So who is profiting from this?


Talk to any restaurateur about third-party delivery apps, whether they’ve found a way to work with them or not, and you’ll hear the phrase necessary evil.


Prior to 2016, when he became the owner of Il Mattone, a pizza shop in Tribeca, Manhattan, Michael Lombardo worked in finance on Wall Street, specializing in retail and hospitality. “Before I left Wall Street there was this big movement of e-commerce. The catchphrase was omnichannel.” The exciting word refers to syncing advertising and sales at every physical and digital level. “All these retailers had to adopt their business model to people ordering things online. I can’t help but parallel that to what I’m seeing now in the restaurant space. But restaurants have been strong-armed into using these middlemen that take unrealistic take-rates on each order.”


Il Mattone uses a dozen different services for online orders. Lombardo estimates that maybe three are profitable for him, based on the agreements and the constant promotions used to drive customers. “They push that they’re driving incremental sales to the restaurant. I would strongly argue that, if you look at overall spending, and what people are ordering, it’s just shifted the dollars from one pocket to the other. The orders move from one service to another, depending on where the promotions are. It’s really just a giant shell game.”
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Just before the pandemic, on the other side of the country, Reem Assil caved and started using the Caviar app for her restaurant. Reem’s sits in the shadow of the Fruitvale station, where Bay Area transit police killed Oscar Grant on New Year’s Day, 2009. It gets less foot traffic than you’d expect. Even delivery drivers had trouble finding it. Still, the added sales justified the commission, and the app’s reach helped extend the restaurant’s fan base. “In the end, the increase and the ease with which our customers could get delivery outweighed the cut they were taking. We needed that cash flow and that revenue.” Assil was unhappy with how the focus on off-premise sales created a bottleneck of orders when the restaurant looked almost empty, impacting the experience of diners. If you come in to eat when there are only a few customers, you might think, why are they so slow, not knowing that the kitchen is jammed with “off-prem” orders.


Beyond the unsustainable commissions, the lack of control over food and packaging is an issue that drives restaurateurs wild. They don’t know if their milkshake is going to get squeezed in a bag with another restaurant’s shrimp po’boy. It sucks to hand over control of your food, to watch a stranger, who is not your employee, handle and represent your product. Not to mention peak delivery hours that drain focus from the kitchen staff and couriers who are not properly screened or trained. One restaurateur told me the final straw was a delivery driver who tried to put her meals into a duffel bag.


But while the deal still ate into the restaurant’s bottom line, Reem’s didn’t lose money. This was thanks to negotiating the commission rate down to 10 percent for pickup orders and 10 percent for orders that came directly through the website’s traffic (as opposed to the app), and most important, raising prices on delivery orders. “Even though Caviar doesn’t like that, and they say not to, we would upcharge on the pricing to account for that percentage of the cut,” says Assil. “The way we reasoned it was, the tech professionals that are, without sounding too crude, too lazy to come out of their home, they’re subsidizing us to be able to keep feeding our own community.”


When COVID-19 hit, there was an opportunity to recalibrate. Reem’s had been using Toast, a point-of-sales system, which, like other POS companies, pivoted to handle online sales. There are other e-commerce solutions to handle the ordering component of off-premise sales, developed by restaurateurs, such as Tock by Chicago’s Nick Kokonas (Alinea, The Aviary), with a 3 percent commission, or Ambassador from Toronto’s Nav Sangha (SoSo Food Club, Otto’s Bierhalle), which charges only a flat monthly fee. Happy with Toast but seeking a new partner to handle the actual delivery, Assil found Candlestick, a co-op owned by cyclist couriers. Though the delivery zone was smaller, it fitted better with Assil’s values. Toast charges a flat fee. Candlestick takes just 6 percent, plus an even split of tips. Because Candlestick is worker owned, Assil doesn’t have to worry about where that money is going.


Like Assil, a lot of restaurateurs got into the game reluctantly, signed up with these services only after they saw sales dropping, or growth stagnating, in tandem with the rise of the apps. The problem was that the deal was getting worse all the time. The same went for couriers, who, enticed by the promise of autonomy and an income directly related to how hard they worked, were happy at first. “The harder you hustled, you’d be able to do more deliveries and make more money,” recalls Alex Curth, a former courier for Foodora. “I liked that immediacy. It was constantly stimulating. Almost like a fun video game.”


But gradually the work changed. Guaranteed shifts disappeared. When the system changed how it prompts customers to tip, those tips dried up. Curth went from about two-thirds of customers tipping to one-third. The algorithm, which controls the dispatch, didn’t seem to factor in the distance to pickups, for which couriers don’t get paid.


The “independent contractors” who work for third-party delivery companies are not entitled to minimum wage, overtime, holiday and vacation pay, or the required additional insurance for a vehicle they use to deliver food.19 DoorDash, for example, provides “excess insurance,” which applies only after drivers have gone through their own insurance first and only when drivers are “in possession of goods to be delivered.” Meaning that when they’re on their way to a restaurant, which they are for about half of every shift, they’re not covered.


According to Curth, “All those started becoming bigger and bigger factors in whether or not you were making decent money. It wasn’t how hard you were working or fast you were going. You couldn’t just make up for it by going harder. It was beyond your control. You were at the mercy of the algorithm. Anytime that things changed for the worse, it would always be a little bit at a time. And we’d say, ‘They can’t do this.’ And actually, they can. We have no power in this relationship.”


THE TYRANNY OF CONVENIENCE


Beyond the complaints from restaurateurs and couriers, the other mark at the table is us, the eaters. We’re not getting any real value out of this deal either.


Toronto is a densely populated city where I can walk out my door and find pretty much any food I want. It’s an extra convenience for someone to bring it to my door, but the premium is steep. Between delivery fees and tip (yes, we have to tip people being paid this poorly), a ten-dollar burger quickly becomes a fifteen-dollar burger. When it’s crunch time and I’m up against a deadline, saving the time it takes to go pick up food feels worth it. But eating like that all the time is expensive.


A couple of years ago, while working on a podcast, I was struck by how often the producer, who was always telling me how broke she was, ordered lunch and dinner delivery. “What am I saving for?” she asked, pointing out that home ownership was forever beyond the reach of her generation. So why not spend it on nice meals? I was stunned by the pessimism.


According to Eve Turow-Paul, author of Hungry: Avocado Toast, Instagram Influencers, and Our Search for Connection and Meaning, that attitude has been a core element in the rise of food culture. “In terms of control and foodie behavior, the fatalism is absolutely one driver,” Turow-Paul tells me. A previous generation might have worked longer hours to afford extras. The current generation works more to stay afloat. Food delivery is both an extravagance and an act of control within our reach.


In Korea it’s called shibal biyong, loosely translated as a “frustration expense” or “fuck-it expense.” It’s the same emotion that drove us to order from Hong Shing after our Zipcar episode. Seoul National University political science scholar Jeongmin Kim describes the term as “an expense that might seem unnecessary but that helps you get through a bad day. It’s the $20 you splurge for a cab home instead of taking the subway after you’ve been denied a promotion or the comforting but expensive sushi you buy after you’ve been berated by your boss. The term implies that you might as well make yourself happy right now because your prospects in the long term seem bleak. Buy that nice coat, because you’ll never get on the housing ladder. Eat that steak, because you’ll never save up enough to retire.”20


The contemporary obsession with restaurants, the willingness to devote so much of our income to them, originates in some good places. Like caring about where your food is coming from and a democratization of better restaurants that rippled from the Great Recession. Turow-Paul’s interviews led her to the bleaker conclusion that food had become the new aspirational lifestyle choice for a generation that has been robbed of the opportunities their parents took for granted: job security, home ownership, family. “If you’re feeling extraordinarily anxious, you’re gonna want to use food to feel better,” says Turow-Paul. “Foodieism was born out of the 2008 recession. It wasn’t rational. It was escapist.”


The idea that generational economic instability is a choice, a “hustle,” is spin. In fact, the entire notion of eating on the go while hustling to get ahead is itself aspirational. Despite the image that we’re all ordering salads so we can keep burning the midnight oil in our lofty creative fields, the highest users of meal delivery are the lowest income earners. According to data from Zion and Zion, in a study of 2,928 US consumers the largest group of respondents that ordered through delivery apps within a ninety-day period earns less than $10,000 a year.


And we don’t order salads. We order burritos, ramen, burgers, cake, tacos, noodles, fried chicken, pizza, and more tacos.21 These are our rewards for getting through hard days. I’ve been known to self-medicate with spicy noodles. No matter the price point, we pay for this convenience with our health, because delivery increases the availability of, with all due love and respect to the foods listed above, what my bubbie would call chazzerai—junk.


SOME LOVE FOR 3PD


Not all restaurants are against these apps. Some have found a way to make them work, either as a loss leader for marketing purposes, a profitable sales method for high-margin items, or because the restaurant is popular enough to negotiate better commission rates (any restaurateur in this position asked me not to disclose their preferential deal).


Pittsburgh-based Primanti Bros., a sandwich chain (known for putting french fries in the sandwiches) with forty-two locations in six states, works with a variety of different apps in different cities. “Third-party delivery is the necessary evil in the restaurant business at this moment,” chief marketing officer Adam Golomb says, invoking the mantra. “Fact of the matter is, you’re giving a percentage of your sales to them. But they are driving business, and we’re paying them to drive business.”


Heng Shi believes the apps are worth losing money on for their potential as a marketing tool. Moving from Beijing to Kent State University to study hotel management, Shi then headed to Chicago, for no more reason than he loved basketball, the Bulls, and Michael Jordan. Though the legendary Jordan hasn’t played a game in more than twenty years, Shi is happy in his adoptive city. In 2019 he bought into A Place by Damao, a Chicago restaurant serving Chengdu street food.


Shi increased efficiency in the kitchen and cut out the existing marketing streams—Google, OpenTable, social media—that weren’t generating customers and then focused on the Chowbus platform, which has doubled revenue, but not profits. “To be honest, I’m not making money,” admits Shi. Chowbus, which usually charges 30 percent, has been capped at 20 percent thanks to pandemic-related limits put into temporary place by Chicago’s city council.


Even with the limits in place, using the ordering system means sales through Chowbus are unprofitable for Damao. Instead, Shi considers the commissions his marketing fee for using the platform to reach customers and build a reputation for the restaurant. “I’m looking at the big picture. I want, after two to three years, all my commissions to add up to a brand.” It’s not a ringing endorsement of this model that its restaurant proponents are businesses that can afford to lose money for years or are special enough to get sweet deals.


A GHOST STORY


Using apps to massively expand delivery isn’t the only way restaurants are going virtual. Over the past few years, another trend has emerged: restaurants that only deliver. They have a name and a brand and you can order their food—if you saw them on Uber Eats you’d have no idea there was anything different about them. These are establishments that, in the conventional sense, do not exist. When in-person dining is a thing again, you won’t be able to go sit and eat in them. These enterprises were first called dark kitchens, then evolved into the slightly friendlier ghost kitchen—think Casper rather than Freddy Kreuger or Hamlet’s dad. They are enabled by 3PD. It would be impossible to run one successfully without these platforms, and they take the idea of a virtual restaurant encounter in a whole new direction.


The premise is that a ghost-kitchen company invests in the physical infrastructure, buying or leasing real estate and developing a commercial kitchen facility that can service multiple businesses, as well as the digital marketing and sales platform. Within a building that houses five or ten kitchens, the restaurant-business tenants make the actual food. Some of these restaurants are new businesses with no physical store presence you can visit. Most are expansions of existing restaurants.


For a few years now, industry watchers have been predicting a shift to delivery first for full-service restaurants. Within five years, they kept saying, restaurants needed to reconfigure for the majority of their revenue coming through off-premise dining (takeout and delivery, sometimes abbreviated as “off-prem”). When COVID-19 ended dine-in service for any foreseeable future, that rate of change was accelerated from a matter of years to weeks.


Before March 2020, Kim Alter’s San Francisco restaurant, Nightbird, served a ten-course tasting menu. Between crime and pollution, she says, her location didn’t allow her to offer outdoor dining as a pandemic-coping strategy. Very quickly, she switched to providing meals for churches and hospitals, which at least kept her workers employed and put to helpful use.


Alter had always kept food cost at 19.6 percent, which is low. But her fixed costs (rent, water, electric, insurance, workers’ comp, and so forth) made it impossible for her to so much as break even after all these adjustments.


Instead of trying to sell Nightbird’s food for delivery, she created a virtual brand extension, Nightburger, using Tock for sales and DoorDash for delivery.


When the pandemic devalued the dining rooms that account for so much of a restaurant’s fixed cost, the ghost kitchen became an appealing business model. If we can’t eat inside restaurants, why do restaurateurs need to be paying for dining rooms in the most expensive locations?


Small moves from big companies like Uber or Amazon demand industry watchers’ attention. In March 2019, Bloomberg News reported that Uber Eats was testing a program in Paris leasing commercial kitchens and renting the spaces for delivery-only restaurants. There were few details, and Uber declined to comment on their plans. Leasing kitchen space would put Uber in competition with similar ghost-kitchen enterprises, such as CloudKitchens (run by former Uber CEO Travis Kalanick) and Kitchen United, which both offer turnkey commercial kitchens optimized for delivery service.22


As president of the Cornerstone Restaurant Group, Josh Zadikoff oversees thirteen restaurants, from Michael Jordan’s Steak House in Chicago to ENO, a wine bar in San Francisco. A few years ago, after testing out third-party delivery apps with the steakhouses, he found that value, quality, and experience were too difficult to maintain. There isn’t a huge market for a $123 Japanese wagyu ribeye that was cooked a half hour ago. For another of their brands, urbanbelly, a fast-casual counter-service concept by chef Bill Kim, serving noodles, dumplings, and rice, the system worked perfectly.


In 2019 Cornerstone opened two new urbanbelly locations. One was a ghost kitchen in the River North neighborhood of Chicago, a Kitchen United space, with the food delivered through Caviar. “For us to expand, we need to find locations that we can service,” said Zadikoff in 2019. At the time, he was happy with the ghost-kitchen model as a way to expand while lowering the cost of entry into an upscale neighborhood where it would be extremely expensive to open a brick and mortar.


However, it took years of partnering with different 3PD apps for Caviar to become a viable, long-term, profitable revenue stream for Cornerstone. By 2020, they had pulled the plug on the ghost-kitchen operation. That’s another advantage that bigger companies have: the time, capital, and resources to experiment while operating in the red.


There’s a lot of potential upside to these ghost kitchens for the right kind of business. The cost of build-out for a full-service restaurant (the construction of a kitchen with an HVAC system, plumbing, wiring, a glitzy dining room) is a fraction for a ghost operation. Though it’s way too hard to build a reputation and customer base on digital sales alone. So it’s a highly risky prospect for a first-time restaurateur. For established, successful brands, it’s a way to increase overall sales by producing food out of an off-site kitchen where delivery orders don’t interfere with their busy lunch or dinner service. Location matters too. Ghost kitchens make the most sense in high-density urban areas where the cost of commercial real estate is prohibitive and consumer demand is at its peak.


The concept also enables experienced restaurateurs to pivot (yes, everyone in the restaurant industry is as tired of this word as you are) quickly. After the pandemic forced Aki and Koji Kanematsu to close down most of their Onigilly restaurant operations in San Francisco, they struck a preferred deal with CloudKitchens: a six-month lease for three spaces at once. Due to the newness and volatility of the sector, ghost leases are typically for one year, as opposed to a traditional five-, ten-, or fifteen-year lease for a brick and mortar, where both parties want to lock in a long-term commitment. Onigilly’s core product is the Japanese snack onigiri, a triangle of short grain rice, wrapped in nori, stuffed with things like pickled mustard greens or spicy miso beef. They made their signature Onigilly dish in the ghost kitchen, but the Kanematsus also immediately started developing two additional concepts to produce out of the same kitchens. “If we have a sub-brand online,” says Aki Kanematsu, “Tokyo Poke House or Curry Ninja, we can operate with the same staff. Because they are simple operations. Same ingredients. Same labor.” These alternative brands sell different foods than Onigilly, ones that their cooks know how to make but don’t necessarily make sense at their original restaurant.


This kind of brand extension, sometimes called a virtual restaurant, is happening on a much broader scale. Virtual restaurant Wing Squad, for example, operates out of Planet Hollywood and Buca di Beppo kitchens. Pasqually’s Pizza & Wings is really Chuck E. Cheese.23 Even more fascinating is the concept of virtual franchising. Tyga Bites is a collaboration between rapper Tyga and restaurant mogul Robert Earl (founder of Planet Hollywood) that sells the concept and branding of an oven-baked chicken-nugget menu, with a heavy focus on dipping sauces, to existing businesses that want to run virtual restaurants out of the same kitchen. “It’s kind of safe,” explained Tyga in a promotional video. “I don’t have to deal with the headache of opening a restaurant, hiring staff, doing all that extra stuff. People that already have that in place can just franchise it and do it themselves.” Restaurants don’t need Tyga to teach them to make chicken nuggets or tamarind chipotle dipping sauce. The value is in the celebrity’s marketing power. Without a gimmick, it’s hard for a neighborhood restaurant to transition to a ghost model and stand out in the 3PD sales stream.
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