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Author’s Note


All events in this book are recounted in accordance with my own highly subjective and potentially fallible memory. I’ve tried my best to tell what I believe to be the truth; although others may have different interpretations, this is the story of my life, as I’ve lived it.















Chapter 1



City Kids


Blame it on Muhammad Ali.


I’m nine years old in 1964, huddled in my parents’ bedroom with my father and my older brother, Tracy. The room is small—we live in an apartment in Peter Cooper Village, a massive brick complex in Manhattan for middle-income tenants—but looms large in my imagination. It’s here that my mother transforms herself into a glamorous starlet for visitors; bottles of perfume and lipstick line the armoire. There are books all over, a massive rotary phone on the nightstand, silk stockings that look like snakes. My father’s carved walking cane rests against the desk as he sinks his body onto the bed, gathering us tightly on either side of his bulky frame in a mound of tangled blankets.


It’s February and our rickety steam heater kicks into life. There’s rattling and clanging from deep within the bowels of the radiator, and I squirm. The noise is an unwelcome distraction from the reason we’re all bunched around my father’s radio. Howard Cosell is calling the World Heavyweight Championship boxing match between Sonny Liston and a young Cassius Clay in Miami Beach.


Clay is all of twenty-two, a fast-talking, smart-mouthed underdog from Louisville who already believes himself to be the greatest of all time. For weeks before the match, he’d been puffing himself up and taunting Liston, a bruiser with a reputation for knocking out opponents fast and hard.


The match was widely considered finished before it even started—everyone’s money was on Liston—but I was not-so-secretly rooting for Clay. I loved his unabashed confidence, his verbal finesse, his absolute belief in his own abilities. I was a chubby city kid, but I was obsessed with sports and followed boxing most religiously. I kept detailed notes about my favorite players, memorizing their stats and recording each of their victories in a little notebook. It helped settle playground debates quickly.


Tracy and I wriggled around during the first two rounds, during which the fast-moving Clay boxed circles around Liston, landing punch after punch while the defending champion swung wildly. No one had thought Clay stood a chance, but in round 3, the young challenger picked it up even more, laying into Liston like he had something to prove. “Clay hurts Liston. He has Liston’s eye cut open. This could be the upset of the century,” the voice crackled from the radio. Tracy and I looked at each other, and I grinned. That’s my guy. My father turned up the volume and leaned closer to the speaker.


Liston roared back to life and pummeled Clay in rounds 4 and 5, but by round 6, he was beginning to show his age. Clay floated around him, landing lightning-quick combinations to Liston’s swollen face. Clay, according to the announcers, looked good and loose, while Liston was rapidly losing steam. I clapped, hollering for Cassius to finish him.


The seventh round was about to begin when Cosell took the mic. “Wait a minute—Sonny Liston is not coming out. He’s… he’s… out!” I couldn’t believe it. Was he really staying in his corner, refusing to fight on? A minute later, I heard my answer: “I am the greatest!” shouted Clay, who was now the youngest heavyweight champion in history. “I am king of the world!” He kept chanting it like a prayer.


I jumped up from the bed, tumbled down onto the floor with my brother. My father shushed us, but he was grinning ear to ear. I knew I would never forget this moment. Through the radio alone, the man who would later become Muhammad Ali had already left an indelible impression on my young psyche. By the time I hit junior high, I had already decided that I, too, would be the best. But not as a boxer—my destiny was to open the greatest restaurants in the world.
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My mother was my number one fan. As a cherubic-looking little girl, Sybil Krinsky (she later picked the stage name Sybil Trent) had achieved something resembling stardom as a child actress in a proto–Sesame Street radio show called Let’s Pretend, which aired for more than fifteen years. A whole generation of people grew up listening to her voice, which, as she aged, grew richer and heavier, like velvet.


As a kid, Sybil was the breadwinner for her family, and her parents had no problem putting her to work. By the time I came around, she had transitioned mostly into casting work, but never lost her love for showbiz or her preternatural work ethic. She told me I could do whatever I wanted, but I should strive to be the best at whatever it was. She believed that working hard would prove your talent. Her mantra: “The show must go on.”


Despite her success at a young age, Sybil had a rough childhood. As a little girl, she watched her mother die of breast cancer at the age of forty-two and would sometimes recount carrying “buckets of blood” out of her family’s apartment in Hell’s Kitchen. I was never sure if these were real or metaphorical buckets, but the image terrified me. Her father, my grandpa Adolph, never remarried, though he would often bring his girlfriends—who were almost unilaterally alcoholics—to our apartment. Adolph wasn’t a bad guy, but I think the death of his wife shut down something in him forever, and we weren’t the type of family to openly discuss our feelings.


Sybil, slender and dark-featured, was supposed to marry a guy who died unexpectedly just before the wedding. Instead, in her early twenties, she wound up with my father, Andrew Nieporent, a handsome, heavy-browed former lifeguard fourteen years her senior. I don’t know much about their courtship, but I know their love ran deep; my father handwrote Sybil love poems all throughout her life.


My father was born in Paris, but his last name is a bastardized spelling of a Polish town called Nieporęt, where his Jewish family was from. He came to New York on the SS Rochambeau as a kid, and he grew up in the city. Andrew briefly served in the Coast Guard during World War II, and the water remained his Shangri-la; his oversized silhouette still presided over Jones Beach as a lifeguard every summer.


My mother dreamed of living on the Riviera. Andrew preferred the East River. As newlyweds, they settled in the Peter Cooper Village apartment complex, which sprawled across several city blocks on Manhattan’s East Side. Dad had to beg, borrow, and steal to get us in there because there was a wait list a mile long. I think he lied about the extent of his military service.


We lived in a two-bedroom apartment at 530 East 23rd Street, the last building on the street before you hit the East River. We couldn’t see the water from our second-floor unit, but you could smell it if the conditions were just right. Technically, we were at Avenue C, which got rougher a few blocks south, but Peter Cooper felt like a middle-class neighborhood, landscaped with trees and playgrounds, a self-contained world in the middle of Lower Manhattan. My dad’s brother, Jean, lived a few blocks south in StuyTown, and both sets of grandparents dropped by frequently.


My dad’s mother, Jennie, was a seamstress and the prototypical Jewish grandmother—she used to sit at her sewing machine with a Kent cigarette dangling from her mouth, slowly exhaling plumes of smoke through her nose as she methodically worked the pedal. She would babysit for us and make matzo ball soup and gently chastise us in her thick Polish accent. Her husband, Simon, my father’s father, died when I was young, and my father made sure we saw Jennie every week so she didn’t get too lonely. I still have her phone number memorized.


There was tension between Jennie and Sybil. It was the classic mother-in-law dynamic: Jennie was used to being at the center of her son’s universe, and she struggled with the idea of my father dividing his attention between her and his wife.


She would always insist on us not making a fuss over her visits but then would leave in a huff sometimes when she felt slighted. I was too young to understand why Grandma would sometimes disappear abruptly. She’d call later to tell us she’d simply taken the uptown bus back home.


My father was generally mild-mannered, but an undercurrent of anger rippled just below his surface. Apparently, early in his life, he hurt someone quite badly. I was never clear on the details because he would never talk about it, but the other guy had done something to Jennie.


Andrew was not one to back down from a threat. One time, we were leaving a restaurant when a car zoomed around the corner and clipped his walking cane. The driver got out of the car, coming toward my dad with fists balled. Tracy and I were kids, but we had to physically restrain my father from getting into a fight right there on the street.


He kept rulers placed strategically around the house to smack us when we got out of line. They didn’t hurt much, but every once in a while, when we were really misbehaving, he would lay into us.


Tracy and I got into a lot of physical fights—just typical brother stuff. We were roughhousing one day in the living room, where my mother had this gorgeous, elegantly curved Noguchi glass coffee table supported on two wooden beams. My brother jumped off the nearby wheeled easy chair to tackle me, and the chair went flying back, straight into the table, which promptly shattered. As we were picking our way through the wreckage, my mother came home. She saw us, saw the remains of the table, and immediately began to cry. My father arrived maybe half an hour later, and when he opened the door, the first words out of his mouth were “You sons of bitches!” Then he doled out a proper whooping.


It took him a good long while to get mad, but when he did, it was like a kettle going off. These outbursts were infrequent, but I did develop a sort of sixth sense for just how far I could push him before he tipped over. I toed that line a lot as a kid.


Tracy and I shared a bedroom and arranged our beds into an L shape. He was two years older than me, but I was always bigger than him, and people often confused me for the elder sibling. This did wonders for my ego but plagued my shyer brother, who was somewhat idiosyncratic. He didn’t eat meat, loved the underdog Mets, and thought the world of Richard Nixon. In direct response, I ate anything and everything I could get my hands on, rooted for the Yankees, and volunteered for George McGovern.


I was extroverted from the get-go. Even as a young kid, I was Mr. Congeniality, holding court with the other kids in the Peter Cooper playgrounds. I was very into sports, and I loved corralling my friends into a game of touch football, all of us doing our best Joe Namath impressions.


In junior high, we’d all hang out outside at the basketball court and discuss news and politics. For a bunch of twelve-year-olds, we were pretty worldly—we had all just gotten TVs in our apartments and had watched John F. Kennedy get assassinated in our living rooms, heard the searing civil rights speeches Dr. Martin Luther King delivered. Many of our neighbors were being sent to fight in Vietnam against their will. Our parents had heady conversations late into the night, and the prevailing mood of political unrest seeped into our subconscious. I remember getting into a heated debate with one of our neighbors who loved George Wallace, the pro-segregationist governor of Alabama. My father used to tell us, “I may not agree with what you have to say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it,” and I took those words to heart. We were too young to really be hippies, but the atmosphere was still politically charged, and we were active about our beliefs. In 1972, my brother convinced me to switch sides and volunteer for Richard Nixon’s campaign, which I agreed to solely for the purpose of collecting the free buttons.


At the playground, I occasionally hung out with older kids, around nineteen or twenty years old. Some of them had served in Vietnam; some of them had dodged the draft. They were aimless and mostly hung around smoking pot. I didn’t want to be like them. From an early age, I wanted to latch on to something that I would do for the rest of my life. Although most of my friends were too busy being kids to think about their future careers, I decided before my first chest hairs appeared that I was going to open my own restaurant.
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My dad had a civil servant job with the State Liquor Authority and helped restaurants obtain their liquor licenses. Let me be clear: My dad did not know a fucking thing about food. But he was a friendly guy, and he would make a buck on the side by taking a restaurant’s application from the bottom of the pile and moving it to the top. This was in the sixties, when many of the restaurants in New York were owned by first-generation immigrants who couldn’t navigate the state’s byzantine licensing laws without a little extra help.


As a result, restaurant owners were always inviting my dad in to dine free of charge to thank him. I’m talking dozens and dozens of restaurants: good ones, bad ones, fancy ones, divey ones, you name it. I loved every second of it. The whole experience felt like a magic show—you walk into a room that feels like another world, sit down, and seemingly out of nowhere, hot food appears on gleaming plates. I knew, immediately, that I wanted to live in that world.


One restaurant called Headquarters was owned by President Eisenhower’s former chef. You’d walk in and see a mural of soldiers erecting the flag at Iwo Jima. Headquarters served stuff like capon breast “Veronique,” in a white wine sauce with grapes and pickled beets, and Lyndon B. Johnson’s alleged favorite, baby shrimp in Russian dressing. There was a guy who’d circulate the dining room distributing fresh, hot garlic bread out of a giant metal container, like hotdogs at a baseball game. He was better than Santa Claus.


I wanted to try everything, and I was an equal opportunity eater. My brother was picky—he didn’t like meat, but he would always order something extravagant like lobster, then refuse to let me try a bite until after he’d spent an hour pushing it around his plate.


One day we’d go to Dubrow’s Cafeteria on Eighth Avenue, where the buffet had a hundred items, all of which the owner, Erwin Dubrow, would stick his finger in, and the next, we’d be eating at Café Argenteuil, chef Maxime Ribera’s beautiful French restaurant, which served filet mignon and pont neuf potatoes.


French was considered the best cuisine at that time, but I was just as entranced by the eggrolls and hot and sour soup at Empire Chinese and the intricately layered Dobos torte at The Paprika, a Hungarian restaurant. I loved it when my dad came home with pounds of sliced deli meats and fat half-sour pickles from Wertheimer’s on First Avenue. I swear to God, I could smell him coming home from blocks away.


One of my family’s favorite restaurants was a place near Gramercy Park called Paul & Jimmy’s. There was no Paul, but it was owned by Jimmy Delgado, along with Dottie Fullerton, a flamboyant woman whose husband Ray was the athletic trainer at Columbia University and a dear friend of my father (he helped us get in to a lot of Columbia sports events, a great perk for me as a kid). My dad had helped Jimmy out with the liquor license, so Jimmy helped us out with a table whenever we wanted.


The restaurant was not quite a basement, but it almost felt like one, with low ceilings and a pleasantly cramped atmosphere. Every time we went, Jimmy was there to greet us with a big toothy grin. This guy spoke almost no English, but he grabbed my face with both hands and kissed my cheeks. I squirmed to get away because he always reeked of food, and he always went in for the double kiss, which made him a weird mix of repellant and endearing. My mother found it charming, but I think she just liked the attention.


The food at Jimmy’s was spectacular. The whole place, not just Jimmy, smelled like olive oil and garlic. They had a fritto misto that I can still taste, with a crunch that I’ve never experienced anywhere else. The antipasti were sensational, with stuffed clams and roasted peppers and all sorts of delightful snacks that amped me up even more for the main courses. I had steak pizzaiola for the first time there, and it blew my mind. How could the combination of sliced steak and crushed tomatoes be so good, and so spicy? Even Tracy wanted a bite (I shooed him away). The only downside was dessert, which was either spumoni or tortoni. The spumoni was a wash—a slab of ice cream, mostly vanilla—but the tortoni was worse, served in a paper cup with some kind of chopped nut thing on top that I didn’t care for. I thought they should have at least one more option and did not hesitate to say as much.


Jimmy was jovial and hospitable, but he passed away in the late sixties and one of the waiters bought the place. The new owner was named Cosmo Azzollini, and he didn’t have any affection for my father. He just didn’t seem like a warm and fuzzy kind of guy, so Paul & Jimmy’s slowly tapered off our roster, and I was sad to lose a place where we had been treated so warmly.


I liked to save the menus from everywhere we ate, then go home and take notes. First, I tallied up how much everything would have cost if we had paid for the meal. I was fascinated with the price of food and why some cuisines were so much more expensive than others. I’d make note of my favorite dishes and try to find recipes for them in one of the food magazines or cookbooks I hoarded from Ruby Book Sale on Chambers Street. Then, I would list out my favorite maître d’s and waiters from each restaurant. I developed a roster, almost like a fantasy league, of an imaginary all-star restaurant crew.


To my young mind, the experience of eating in a restaurant felt like theater. Because my mother was an actress, we went to all the Broadway shows, and I delighted in seeing a black box of a room transform into another world. Restaurants were the same: You’d walk in, take your seat, and be completely transported. The tables and chairs were set pieces; the menus props. And behind the curtain was the kitchen, where the magic really happened. When the food arrived, I felt like bursting into applause. I knew that someone had to be directing this whole production. I wanted to know their secrets.


I loved when my father introduced me to restaurant owners. I used to lie and tell my father that I was off from school on random afternoons. Without a care in the world, he would go, “Well, son, that’s great, meet me for lunch.” So I’d cut class (I was never a good student anyway) and meet him downtown at The Camlet (not The Camelot, which would have made more sense), a bar and tavern overseen by the rotund chef-owner Shelly Harris. Over the course of an afternoon, guests would inevitably say, “Let me buy you a drink,” to which Shelly would reply, “Rémy Martin.” Round after round of brandy was sent his way, and charged to the guest. One day I asked Shelly how he drank so much without ever seeming to get drunk. He turned to the bartender and said, “Johnny, bring me the bottle of Rémy Martin.” Opening the cap, he gave me a whiff: It was iced tea.


I delighted in meeting the owners, but they rarely seemed happy about their lot in life. A place on 55th Street called La Potinière was owned by a Frenchman named Albert Forgelle. My father took me to visit Albert and told him I was thinking of getting into the restaurant business. I must have been fifteen at this point. Albert looked at me woefully and, in his thick accent, said, “Young man, this is a terrible business. It is impossible to work with the waiters. It is impossible to work with the chefs. Do not go into restaurants.” It wasn’t the first time I had heard something like this, but instead of dissuading me, these warnings had the opposite effect: They made me want it even more. I was strongheaded, thought that, although Albert might be getting too old for the game, I was up for the challenge. Any warnings simply fortified my will.


But I did have a brief flirtation with another career path around this time. Like many young men, I got into rock and roll in a big way. It started early, watching the television in my parents’ bedroom the day The Beatles came to town. Even my mother, not one for pop music, was excited about the arrival of the Fab Four. The newscasters reported that The Beatles were “invading America” as their Pan Am jet descended into JFK Airport, and I thought to myself, What’s a Beatle? But it didn’t take long for me to realize that John, Paul, George, and Ringo were going to have a profound effect on my life. I felt that their music spoke directly to me.


My brother and I started our record collection at a store called Corvette’s. We shoplifted about a dozen albums—the Jeff Beck Group, Led Zeppelin, The Who. Those were the core of our collection, until we found another store on Second Avenue and 8th Street called Free Being that sold secondhand records for $1.99. Between the two of us, we amassed a record collection that grew into the thousands.


My first concert was The Doors at Madison Square Garden, where Jim Morrison famously announced, “Hitler is alive. I slept with her last night!” But my main hang was the Fillmore East on Second Avenue. Bill Graham, the venue’s legendary promoter, would charge $3.50, $4.50, and $5.50 for three acts, a program, and a comfortable seat. I saw Janis Joplin, the Grateful Dead, The Who, Neil Young and Crazy Horse, Miles Davis, Steppenwolf, Elton John, and many more, unburdened by a curfew from my parents.


I used to smuggle in a Sony tape recorder in a carrying case that I’d put on my lap with the microphone out, and because there were no lights, I would try to judge when forty-five minutes were up so I could flip the ninety-minute tape. (I still have most of those tapes, a collection that is, in my opinion, nonpareil.) I was there for the music, but I also considered Bill Graham a rock star in his own right. I admired him in much the same way that I admired Muhammad Ali—both of them stood up for what they believed to be right, and I respected their integrity, not to mention their knack for self-promotion. For a minute, I thought rock and roll might be my destiny, but my passion for food won out.


It’s tough to understand today, but back then, chefs were nothing. They barely saw the light of day, let alone the spotlight. Chefs were expected to be in their restaurants, chained to their stoves, every minute of every night. The great French chef André Soltner set the model at the four-star Lutèce, where it was rumored he never, ever took a day off. The front-of-house staff, the suave maître d’s and captains who presided over the seating arrangements and the flow of service, were the real stars of the show. People begged and bribed the maître d’ for a good seat; they could make or break a special occasion.


And though I didn’t understand this at the time, the front-of-house and the kitchen staff had a serious beef with one another. The root of the tension, like so many things, largely had to do with money: Cooks don’t get tips, though they often work longer and arguably harder hours than their front-of-house counterparts. But it’s also cultural: The kitchen is called the back of the house, and it’s a hot, cramped room filled with sharp objects, live fires, and men (and it was almost all men back then) who reveled in this pressure-cooker environment. Meanwhile, the polished, tuxedo-clad fellows up front, with the utmost decorum and a veneer of utter calm, presented a restaurant’s public face to guests. The front and back of house might as well be different planets; rarely do they respect what each other does.


Despite all this, or perhaps because of it, I wanted at first to become a chef. My mother had many redeeming qualities, but cooking was not among them. She used to call herself “the snow queen”—she was great with frozen food and not much else. If we did entertain, it was with Triscuits with an onion slice and mayo, a can of sardines, or the one recipe she had mastered: roasted chicken with mandarin oranges from a can.


I, however, loved being in the kitchen. When I was in fifth or sixth grade, my mother hired a woman from Harlem named Emma Anderson to cook and clean our apartment while my parents worked. The thrill of having a Black woman in our home during the civil rights era was not lost on me, and I followed her around like a puppy, eager for a glimpse into Black life, food very much included.


Emma was an unbelievable cook. Fried chicken, stuffed cabbage, meatloaf, corned beef—she had mastered the classics and cooked entirely from feel, no recipe required. I perpetually bothered her in our narrow kitchen, which she presided over while watching the Dinah Shore Show. “Get out of my pots, Drew, get out of my pots!” she used to holler at me when I lifted the lids to peek inside. Eventually, she let me help with some basic kitchen tasks, and I was immensely proud of my work chopping onions. Emma was the first person to teach me anything in the kitchen.


As a teenager, I’d pick up a little spending money babysitting for other tenants in the building, and I always made a beeline for their cookbooks, poring over them like the textbooks I was ignoring in school. I devoured copies of Gourmet magazine and loved watching Julia Child and Graham Kerr, the Galloping Gourmet, on TV. I used my earnings to go grocery shopping, price-comparing exotic ingredients like duck and rack of lamb for my home-cooking adventures.


I liked to cook for my family, in particular a recipe for something called chicken à la Warhol, which I cut out of a ladies home magazine. Allegedly Andy Warhol’s favorite, it of course involved a can of Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup. On several occasions, I almost burned the apartment down.


An early fascination with perfecting stovetop hamburgers turned dangerous when I flambéed them in brandy; another experiment with duck, dripping with hot fat, nearly destroyed the whole building. I also tried my hand at prime rib but could never nail the Yorkshire pudding. My family gamely entertained my attempts at gourmet cookery, and my mother encouraged me to keep practicing.


I thought this would be my path and dreamed of going to hotel school in Switzerland to work in some fancy European resort. But I didn’t have the grades, nor did my parents have the money.


Instead, I got a job at McDonald’s.
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In the early seventies, a few McDonald’s were scattered across Manhattan. I was fascinated by the brand and how Ray Kroc had made it so successful. And as luck would have it, the summer I turned seventeen, McDonald’s announced its newest location on 23rd Street and First Avenue, down the street from my apartment. It’s not like I aspired to work at McDonald’s forever, but as a kid who wanted to run restaurants, I considered McDonald’s a fertile training ground. If they could make a thousand dollars an hour, they had to be doing something right. I applied immediately.


It was my first restaurant job, at $2.75 an hour, and to this day, it’s one of the greatest gigs I’ve ever had.


Our store was going to debut the brand-new Quarter Pounder. This was a big fucking deal—a whole quarter pound of meat, bigger than the Big Mac, and McDonald’s was doing a ton of promotion around this thing. Commercials, billboards, the whole nine. I was proud, and a little intimidated, to be opening the store that would introduce New York to this audacious new creation.


The store was still being built during our employee training. Training was held partially at the freezing cold, dark construction site; we’d huddle around shivering while the managers drilled into us the importance of their system: “quality, service, cleanliness,” or simply “QSC.” It’s essentially the same system employed by any restaurant in the world, but at McDonald’s they have it down to a science.


Phase two of the training was held at a busy McDonald’s store uptown so we could get some hands-on experience. I walked in to the gleaming white kitchen with a mixture of excitement and awe. The kitchens of my father’s friends were cramped, hot, and not all that clean. McDonald’s was the opposite. The equipment was polished and bright, everything was organized, no one was disheveled. On my first day there, I was so nervous working the Filet-O-Fish station that I dropped an entire brick of American cheese into the Fryolator. Somehow I was not fired, and I got with the program.


It helped that there’s not a lot of actual cooking going on at McDonald’s. All the hamburger meat was shipped over from some mysterious commissary, frozen like hockey pucks. The fries arrived precut, also frozen, but those we were allowed to season with salt, unlike the burgers. Things were cooked with the press of a button, and there was a system for handling a steady flow of customers. Expediting was important, and McDonald’s would categorize an order of twelve burgers in a row a “run.”


Here’s how it worked: At the cash register, a girl named Nilda Rodriguez would monitor how many people were coming in and order the kitchen to prepare X many runs. “I need six runs!” she’d holler. I’d be in the back at the flattop slapping down six rows of frozen hockey pucks on the griddle. “Meat down!” I’d scream, and my buddy Carlos Ortiz, working the bun station, would yell, “Buns down!” meaning he was toasting the buns.


Once the burgers were ready, I’d yell, “Meat ready for dressing!” (which meant lashing it with ketchup, lettuce, pickles, and cheese—in other cities, burgers got both ketchup and mustard, but for some reason, in New York we only did ketchup). Carlos would toast the top of the buns and in a matter of seconds, we’d assemble the burgers on a tray and send them up to the expediter, who would wrap them and push them into a warming unit. If Nilda was accurate, those runs wouldn’t be sitting around for more than a few minutes. It’s an incredible system, designed for maximum efficiency.


I did not want to be the guy who messed with the system. That said, I could recognize that it had some flaws. Because everything at McDonald’s is automated, they gave us timers to know when to flip the meat. They worked for the first few weeks, but after a few busy runs, the timers totally crapped out. I got so frustrated with their stupid buzz-buzz that I just started ignoring them, flipping the meat when I saw fit. This was not part of the McDonald’s protocol, but I figured it was better to improvise than ruin a run.


Another issue: Nothing was cooked to order, so if a customer wanted a modification—say, no pickles or extra ketchup—it threw the run into disarray. We called these deviations “special orders,” and we were supposed to tell the customer that if they wanted a special order, they’d have to wait. But I didn’t see what the big deal was. A guy wanted a plain hamburger? It took me two seconds to put a plain patty on the bun and pass it up. Boom. Done. Give the customer what they want.
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Everyone at McDonald’s got brought on as a general employee, with one manager who circled the joint and put you to work wherever you were needed. There was no hierarchy, so you couldn’t get a big head. I thought this was a great system.


The other great thing about working at McDonald’s was that I was one of the only white kids there. Almost everyone else was Black or Hispanic, and I loved hanging out with them. My classmates at Stuyvesant High School were smart, but my work friends were street-smart, true city kids.


We’d all get together and play softball after work or walk down to the East River to shoot the breeze. I even had a moment in the sun with Nilda, though it quickly fizzled when it became apparent I had no idea what I was doing.


My time at McDonald’s coincided with an increased awareness about my weight. I was never a skinny kid, but in high school, the lavish meals out with my parents started to catch up with me, and, combined with my growing interest in the opposite sex, I decided to do something about it. At seventeen, while working the grill, I went on my first diet. It consisted of plain hamburger patties without the bun. It worked. The pounds melted off, and my self-confidence grew. This was the beginning of a weight loss-and-gain cycle that has followed me throughout my entire life.


My parents didn’t know a thing about nutrition, and they never pressured me about my body. My father loved to eat and did so indiscriminately. He seesawed between husky and heavy for his entire life. Everything we did as a family revolved around food—going out to restaurants or getting together with the bagels and smoked fish or sliced meats my dad would bring home. I had plenty of friends at school, so I wasn’t tortured by the weight, but I didn’t feel great about it. The summer I worked at McDonald’s, my parents went on a vacation without me (my brother was already in college), and I decided to take my proto-Atkins diet a step further. I almost stopped eating entirely.


It was my first experiment with fasting, and it worked, at least in terms of losing weight—I lost something like a pound a day. I was miserable with hunger, but I felt good about my loosening belt. At no point did I consider that this wasn’t healthy or sustainable. By the time I left for college, I felt pretty damn good. But I still had a lot to learn, about restaurants and about myself.















Chapter 2



Higher Education


Getting into college was a small miracle. My dream was to go to the hotel school in Lausanne, Switzerland, widely considered the most prestigious hospitality management school in the world. Their graduates ran all of the best hotels—the Four Seasons, the Peninsula, all the classic European chateaus and estates. I’d never been abroad—I’d barely left the tristate area—but I wanted to go where the best of the best had trained.


Unfortunately, my grades and my aspirations weren’t on the same page. I graduated in the bottom quarter of my class. Academia just wasn’t for me—I was too busy socializing. Plus, there was no way my parents could afford to send me to Europe.


My brother had packed up for SUNY Brockport a few years earlier, and my father liked that the state schools had just a five-dollar application fee.


One day, my mother bumped into the mother of a fellow Stuyvesant classmate of mine, Willie Weissberg, and she told my mother that Cornell had a hotel school.


“Mom, Cornell is an Ivy League school. My grades are terrible. I’ll never get in,” I protested. My father wasn’t a fan of Cornell because the application cost a hefty twenty dollars. But my mother encouraged me to apply anyway, and my best friend Lee Goldstein’s father, Saul, wrote the check because he knew how much it meant to me. Thanks to that, and my dear friend Willie Weissberg (whose application I may have lightly borrowed from), I got in. No one was more surprised than me. To appease my dad, I arranged for a work-study job and applied for some scholarships to offset the tuition, a then whopping $5,000 a year. And after folding up my McDonald’s uniform one last time, in the summer of 1973, I set off, via Greyhound bus, for Ithaca.


They say Ithaca is gorges for a reason. The area is home to dozens of gorges, rock formations carved by ancient glaciers, filled with waterfalls, hiking trails, and bucolic splendor. These fields and trails would prove to be excellent backdrops for my forthcoming marijuana habit, but my initial impression was that I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore.


Right away, a reception was held for all the incoming hotel students. The first thing I noticed was that everybody in the school was from somewhere else. I was one of the only kids from New York, which is probably how I got accepted in the first place. On that first day, I met people from the Bahamas and from Greece, from Rochester and Atlanta. As a natural-born extrovert, socializing with all these far-flung new faces was heaven.


I was assigned a room in Sperry Hall, which was notable as the only dorm on campus to have alternating male and female rooms. Even the bathrooms were coed. Score! I lucked into a single room and thought for sure I was about to reenact the Harrad Experiment. But I didn’t have much luck with girls that year (or the next year, or the one after).


It probably didn’t help that I turned my room into a true college boy’s den, complete with a lofted bed and Crosby, Stills, and Nash posters. I collected all sorts of crap, like ticket stubs and sports memorabilia. I was still a rock-and-roll aficionado, and I spent hours listening to Jackson Browne, Gordon Lightfoot, and Fleetwood Mac in my room with my friends.


Greek life was huge at Cornell, and I seriously considered joining a frat. My little window faced the Phi Sigma Epsilon fraternity house, and I would sometimes wake in the middle of the night to one of the brothers yelling, “Men of Cornell! Are you up? Up for… a panty raid?!” I rushed, and some of the houses wanted me to join, but at the very last minute, I backed out. I didn’t like all these guys telling me I had to play by their rules.


My academic track record continued in college, though this time I was flunking classes on topics I was theoretically interested in. I say theoretically because I realized early on that Cornell’s culinary program was a joke. I knew I wanted to run restaurants—that’s why I went to Cornell to begin with. But Cornell was at its core a hotel management school, not a how-to-run-restaurants school, and it showed.


Cornell offered a “culinary arts” program that I thought would teach me how to cook. The first day was promising: I showed up to Introduction to Food Services and got my first look at the professor, Walter Herman, an older guy with a thick accent dressed in chef’s whites, complete with a toque blanche atop his head. The first day, he talked us through the proper technique for making an omelet, which I knew from my obsessive cookbook reading was one of Jacques Pépin’s preferred dishes for testing the measure of a young chef. Alright, I thought. Now we’re on to something.


The next day, I had another culinary class in the food lab. There was a rumor that we’d be learning how to make French onion soup. I was thrilled—French food was the pinnacle of the culinary elite, and I couldn’t believe my luck. I was ready to get schooled in all the classic techniques. I imagined learning how to caramelize onions and could practically smell the beef stock simmering before we even started.


Instead, each of us was handed a photocopied book of recipes. I opened to the first page, and indeed there was a recipe for onion soup—which to my astonishment read simply, “Get a #10 can of onion soup, open it, and heat. Serve with cheese croutons.” I stared at the page, disbelieving. We weren’t going to learn how to make onion soup from scratch? Nope. Turns out Cornell was more interested in teaching food service, steam-table stuff designed for convention visitors, not culinary arts. It felt like a bait and switch, and I was pissed.


My freshman year, I particularly liked one teacher, Vance Christian, a larger-than-life character who reminded me of Fat Albert. He ran a course called Introduction to the Hospitality Industry. But it should have been called Introduction to Vance Christian, because it was important to get on his good side to pass.


“Why are you here?” he’d boom in class. “To get an education, to learn,” this room full of meek little freshmen would mumble. “What?!” he’d yell. “No, no, no. That’s not why you’re here. You’re here for this,” he’d say, pulling a wad of bills from his wallet and flapping them around. “You’re here to make money!” I perked up when he said that. Professor Christian was speaking the truth, and he was one of few authority figures I listened to. His other favorite lesson was that the most important thing in hospitality was to gain professional knowledge through experience and to have confidence in your ability to do things correctly. Professional knowledge, experience, and confidence—that stuck with me.


I did not like many of my other classes: Food chemistry, which everyone hated because it started at eight in the morning, was taught by a professor who flunked almost everyone; Intro to Sanitation was useful, but boring as hell; Intro to Accounting I failed and had to take again the next semester.


My second year, Walter Herman was on a consulting trip in India when he suddenly died. As a result, a few other teaching assistants in his culinary class and I were promoted to teach his course. This was big for me—I finally had some authority to do things the right way in the kitchen.


As part of the culinary curriculum, students had to come up with a theme with a matching menu for the student dining hall. One of my classmates chose “Italian night.” We devised a whole menu of dishes with red sauce, eggplant parm, the works. Maybe ten minutes before dinner was supposed to start, he grabbed me in the hall. “There’s something wrong with my tomato sauce,” he said, panic rising. I went back into the kitchen and saw his tomato sauce in these huge stock pots, all of it flecked with little black spots. I took one taste and immediately knew that the spots were not pepper. This poor kid had burned the bottom of the pans and then stirred the burnt bits into the sauce, ruining the whole batch.


I sprang into action, grabbing a fresh pot and calling out like a surgeon: “Olive oil. Garlic. Canned tomatoes.” I whipped up a new sauce from scratch. The students watched as I stirred together a huge batch of the stuff, with just minutes to spare. Nobody taught me how to do that—it was just me thinking on my feet.


Outside class, I worked overtime on the social front, making it my business to know everyone. You could say I was a bit of a politician, but I considered it an essential part of my education. I had lots of friends, though I never had just one clique. I had some buddies I’d drink with, some I’d smoke joints with, some I’d go skinny-dipping near the waterfalls with. I joined the student-faculty committee and became a resident advisor.


Every year, the students would take over the facilities for an event known as Hotel Ezra Cornell, a three-day conference conceptualized and run by the student body. The idea was that we would show off our skills for alumni and visitors. One year, I was elected director of the food and beverage program. It was a big deal to run the show and my first real taste of managing a restaurant. I selected other students for various jobs and oversaw the entire process.


For one event, two students, Larry Reinstein and Michael Kogen, were in charge of a dinner for about two hundred people in the main dining room. They made a very classy meal, stuffed Lobster Newberg in this creamy white sauce, and for dessert, something called Ice Coupe Baumanière. I was in the dining room when they sent out the desserts. Everyone oohed and aahed over the ice cream, presented in vintage coupe cups with a delicate white topping crowning each scoop.


A minute later, one of my classmates pulled me aside and hissed, “Did you taste the dessert?” I grabbed a coupe from a student waiter’s tray and took it back to the runner’s station for further inspection. One bite in, I knew something was off. The ice cream tasted almost savory. It wasn’t quite bad, but it wasn’t quite right, either. It took me a minute to figure out that they’d put the Lobster Newberg sauce on top of the ice cream.


I ran into the kitchen and saw the culprit, a classmate named Don, who had been “hired” as the dessert cook. He was stoned and had a big shit-eating grin on his face. He had no idea he’d done anything wrong. “What the fuck did you do?” I threw my hands up, exasperated with the lack of professionalism in our mock restaurant. But it was an important lesson—anything can go wrong, and you have to be on top of everything, at all times.


My father was in the dining room that night. I went over to him, feeling sheepish about our mistake, but before I could say anything, he patted me on the back and said, “Son, that dessert was delicious.”
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I was introduced to marijuana my freshman year. I got stoned plenty at Cornell, or at least that’s my memory of it, but it wasn’t like I was some crazy party guy. It was the seventies, and that’s just what we did after class.


One day I tried LSD. It was my freshman year and I was with a few of my friends. We went to a guy’s house off-campus, and I remember he had these two beautiful Irish setters. Just as the drugs were starting to kick in, he started playing this cruel game with the dogs. He’d hold back the male and throw a ball for the female to chase. She got a ten-second head start before he’d let the bigger male go, who would inevitably overpower the female and get the ball first. I was transfixed by these two dogs running through the open yard and could see the humiliation of the female trying and failing to get the ball. I was devastated for her. I found the whole thing very hard to watch. That day, I decided that LSD was too powerful for me, and from then on stuck with marijuana.


One of my major accomplishments at Cornell was being inducted into the Quill and Dagger Society. It’s an honor society, but it’s not all about grades—students from all parts of Cornell are “tapped” for their distinguished efforts in the community. Because of my contributions to the food and beverage program, I was able to furnish the society’s clubhouse room with some select alcoholic beverages. The room was private, overlooking a beautiful part of the campus, and I was happy to provide booze in exchange for having a place to try to impress girls.


I made many lasting friendships during my time at Cornell, some in unexpected places. One spring break, I hitched a ride down South with a classmate. The plan was to stay with my friend Bobby Isaacson, a southern boy who had grown up in Atlanta. We had scored tickets to Opening Day and were eager to see if Hank Aaron, who was on the verge of breaking Babe Ruth’s home run record, would indeed make history. Then we’d drive over to Daytona Beach to meet up with Bobby’s roommate from Sperry Hall, John Lombard.


In Atlanta, the baseball stadium was crackling with anticipation, packed to the brim with fans rooting for their hometown hero. But the Braves were losing on their own turf. At the bottom of the fourth, with the score 3–1, Aaron faced off against Dodgers pitcher Al Downing. Aaron looked intensely focused as the ball flew toward him, and he took a hot, heavy swing. He connected. The ball went up, up, and away, gracefully arching over the left-field wall.


When I tell you that the crowd went wild, I cannot even begin to express it. People were screaming, crying, hugging each other, swinging beer into the air. Aaron rounded the bases, fireworks exploded, and two fans somehow ran onto the field to congratulate him. I captured it all on my little 8 mm camera, my own personal Zapruder film.


(Years later, a customer of mine introduced me to Hank. I told the athlete, in his seventies at the time, that I’d been at his record-breaking game. He looked at me dismissively and said, “Everybody says they were there.” But because I keep everything, I was able to show Aaron my wrinkled program from that historic day, which softened him up right away.)
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