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INTRODUCTION


I can already hear you wondering, Do we really need yet another eating and drinking guide to New York City? Well, Billions is my favorite TV show—and one of my favorite things about my favorite show is the way it showcases the city’s unmatched culinary life, from hole-in-the-wall greasy spoons to cozy neighborhood gems to Michelin-starred restaurants.


Brian Koppelman and David Levien, the creators and showrunners of the SHOWTIME hit who know the city’s restaurant industry like the backs of their hands, do a spectacular job of displaying New York’s vibrant food scene in every episode. There’s a meticulous thought process that goes into every choice they make for the eating and drinking establishments featured on Billions. Food shapes the narrative and gives insight into the characters and their lifestyles, serving as a tangible embodiment of status and taste. Billions shows us how the one percent savor good food as they swing their megadeals over breakfast, lunch, and dinner.


From a socioeconomic perspective, both Bobby Axelrod, a hedge-fund king, and Chuck Rhoades, the top public prosecutor in the country, have the ability to frequent the same high-end restaurants—especially when a friend or colleague makes the reservations—and get the best seats in the house thanks to their economic and political power, respectively; but these two men tend to choose differently, and it’s clear that their backgrounds are a major factor in their decisions.
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As a blue-blooded kid who grew up along Museum Mile on the Upper East Side, Chuck Rhoades values the tradition and classics as much as the food itself. Maybe because his family has a long history in the city, he feels more at home when he eats at an establishment where his grandfather ate—and maybe took his grand-kid along, too. We see Chuck taking his protégé Bryan Connerty to a classic steakhouse (see page 190). The knishery and the bialy bakeries he uses as meeting places are city institutions. He reserves a table at a traditional French bistro for a quiet dinner with his wife (page 244). He chooses a place where George Washington ate and drank as the venue to make a big announcement about his political campaign for the State Attorney General seat (page 198). He’s strategic in his choices, meeting journalist Mike Dimonda at a downscale Vietnamese sandwich place (page 42) as a way to signal to him they’re in the same socioeconomic class, because he needs Dimonda to break a story about Bobby Axelrod’s 9/11 business deals. He takes idealist Oliver Dake to an exclusive steak house where it can be tricky to snag a reservation (page 106), as a show of his power and access as well as the possibilities that are waiting for the young prosecutor if he cooperates with Chuck. He rewards Kate Sacker, his head of criminal prosecution, for her loyalty by taking her to another special steak house when he finds out that Kate is fascinated by its chef’s YouTube videos (page 166). Chuck Rhoades definitely loves his white-tablecloth restaurants. Bobby Axelrod? Not so much.


In fact, the self-made billionaire, who grew up with a single mom in Yonkers, feels most comfortable at Capparello’s, a pizzeria whose owner, Bruno, is like a father figure to him. Capparello’s is a sanctuary for Bobby where he can fold his favorite New York slice, knowing he’s somewhere safe and judgment free.


When it comes to choosing more upscale restaurants, Bobby goes against the grain—favoring establishments and chefs that remind him of himself: underdogs who beat the odds to make it in NYC just like he did. A foreign chef who came to America at a young age and not only made it, but revolutionized the dining scene in the process, or a young American chef who went to Japan and made it there. Bobby develops close relationships with ambitious chefs who focus on creativity and originality over the traditional and the classical. He respects them. Look what he does when it comes to choosing a place for a first date: Bobby does not go for traditional or romantic. He goes for creative, modern, and hot. When it comes to business meetings that he wants to keep on the downlow, he either uses Capparello’s after hours, chooses a place where it’s unlikely he’ll encounter anyone from his circle of high rollers, or, better yet, has a celebrity chef come cook for him and his guests in his ultraposh Tribeca penthouse.


The takeaway from Billions is that you don’t need to be a billionaire to score a special-occasion dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant, but money and power definitely provide access to restaurants and chefs that the rest of us don’t have. A prime-time dinner reservation at The Nomad or Daniel or Momofuku Ko is tricky at best for mere mortals, but if you’re Bobby Axelrod, you can call a chef the morning of to book a table, and if that doesn’t work simply buy out the restaurant for a private dinner later that evening. Dress codes and other niceties? Not Bobby’s concern. He’ll waltz into a jacket-required establishment in his typical cashmere hoodie or rock band T-shirt, and no one will say boo. Why? Because he’s Bobby Axelrod! When he craves Philly cheesesteak, he doesn’t need to go to Philadelphia—the Philly cheesesteak comes to him, from three different top places, and Bobby decides which he’d prefer only when the sandwiches are piled on his desk. And when Bobby wants to have an intimate dinner with his wife at a restaurant that is a bit of a long drive? He takes the chopper!
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Similarly, Chuck, coming from a wealthy family and holding a powerful public office, has privileged access to the dining establishment of his choice. It’s not uncommon to see him shaking hands with the chef or the owner as he enters or leaves. While a dinner at a high-end restaurant is a special occasion for most, it’s just another evening for Chuck and Wendy when they have a double-date dinner with friends.


Bobby and Chuck are obviously not the only two characters we see eating and drinking on the show. Mike Wagner (Wags), the COO of Axe Capital and a debauchee of the highest order, loves his juicy steak for sure, but high-end sushi restaurants are truly his holy grail. Taylor Mason, brilliant intern-turned-CIO, naturally chooses vegan-friendly dining experiences and buys their coffee at a roastery that sources directly from the growers. But they’re also tough enough to hang out with Grigor Andolov at a vodka bar when needed. And when it comes to impressing their boyfriend Oscar Langstraat, Taylor doesn’t shy away from kindly asking their boss to give a call to a top restaurant to snag same-day dinner reservations. The young crowd at Axe Capital seems to frequent the hot spots in the city to celebrate a birthday party as well as to have pizza. Oh, and Chuck Senior certainly enjoys the food at city institutions that have been around at least as long as the man himself.


The upstairs-downstairs contrast between the public sector and private sector is always on display on Billions. Whereas the public employees at the Southern District of New York are likely to eat at an affordable burger place or at a hip food truck, and bring in Chinese takeout for working lunches in stuffy meeting rooms, the bigwigs of Wall Street require a Michelin-starred restaurant for their “ideas dinners.”


The prosecutors have happy hours and celebrate their legal victories at downtown dive bars, whereas the hedge funders and brokers of Wall Street have happy hours at posh hotel bars and wine and dine their clients at big-name steak houses. Meat actually appears aptly as a symbol of money and power in the show, since the steaks that cost hundreds of dollars at the high-end steakhouses in NYC are not widely accessible to the society at large.
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Billions isn’t all about restaurants and take-out food. We see billionaire Bobby Axelrod trying to cook the perfect breakfast for his family, personally picking the fresh eggs from his own organic farm early in the morning and following the Empire Diner’s recipe for its signature dish (which his mom used to make for him!). Chuck has breakfast ready for Wendy when she gets back home from her morning run, complete with her favorite bread, to show how pleased he is that she’s home and make her feel that this is their home. Similarly, we see Bobby and Lara trying to repair their relationship by re-creating their first date meal: pizza cooked in their wood-burning oven, then topped with caviar.


Food is Billions lingua franca. Food on the show acts as social lubricant, buffer, status symbol, reward, refuge, and truest expression of self. Psychologists say that man is the only animal who will eat with an enemy—and on Billions that idea is taken to its logical extreme as the New York culinary world becomes a character unto itself, embodying the high-flying world of ambition, striving, and creativity, where what you eat truly is who you are.


In the pages that follow you will find, in order of their appearance in the show, a complete listing of the restaurants, bars, bakeries, and more that comprise the Billions food universe. Each listing includes a brief description of that venue’s particular significance in the show (Who dines there? What are they eating? What’s the occasion?) and in the New York culinary scene, its chef, and its signature dish (when applicable). Locations and websites are included as well, should you want to plan a visit. The last section provides several restaurant recommendations for a New York weekend of your choice.


Bon appétit!
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SEASON 1
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WHITE CASTLE


“Home of the Crave”


Fast Food | Several locations across 14 states | $


Long before there were Burger King, McDonald’s, and Wendy, there was White Castle. Often credited as the first fast-food chain in America, White Castle started to sell its now-iconic square hamburgers, also known as “sliders,” for just 5 cents in 1921 at its flagship in Wichita, Kansas. Almost 100 years later, the chain is still a family-owned business with the original founder Bill Ingram’s great-granddaughter Lisa Ingram at the helm as the president and the CEO. In 2014, Time magazine called the Original Slider the “most influential burger of all time,” noting the restaurant’s utmost care to quality ingredients in addition to its historical relevance in the fast-food burger industry. The “Cravers”—White Castle superfans—celebrate Valentine’s Days at their favorite chain. Some even marry there. White Castle took more than 30,000 reservations last year for its annual Valentine’s Day celebration. In 2018, the fast-food chain introduced its first plant-based Impossible Slider.


So who knew Bobby Axelrod was a Craver? In the pilot episode of the show, the billionaire who can have whatever his heart desires for lunch chooses White Castle. The funniest part, though, is Wendy’s reaction when Bobby asks if she wants to share his burger.


Bobby: “Bite?


Wendy: “Oh, God, no.”


Wendy isn’t really the fast-food type. But the way Bobby asks her if she wants a bite from his food hints at their closeness. Would you offer to share your food with just anyone who comes into your office? I didn’t think so.




Signature dish: Sliders


whitecastle.com
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BRAZEN FOX


Craft Beer Bar and Restaurant | White Plains | New York | $$


In the Billions “Pilot,” Bobby invites journalist Mike Dimonda from the Journal to join him at Brazen Fox. We learn that the restaurant is not typically open for lunch, but billionaires get special treatment. Over lunch, Bobby asks Dimonda why, at Chuck Rhoades’s press conference, he made a point of mentioning that Axe Capital is a hedge fund the U.S. Attorney’s office has never investigated—likely because Wendy Rhoades, Chuck’s wife, is an Axe Capital employee.


As they bond over their blue-collar roots—Bobby is from Yonkers, Dimonda the Grand Concourse in the Bronx—Bobby steers the conversation in a new direction, serving up the head of fellow hedge-fund manager Steven Birch by disclosing to Dimonda Birch’s insider trading in Acadia Railroad.


A popular restaurant in the heart of downtown White Plains, Brazen Fox offers a refined bar menu accompanied by twenty beers on tap and thirty-two in bottles. Ideal for a happy hour with friends or a casual dinner with family, the venue is also a sports-fan favorite, with more than thirty televisions around the bar area and two jumbo screens. In contrast to the scene in the show, Brazen Fox serves lunch daily. Every Wednesday from 5:00 to 11:00 p.m. is ladies’ night. On Friday and Saturday nights after 11:00 p.m., the bar has live music. There’s also seating outside on the lovely patio in good weather. Private parties can be hosted in their catering room with a fully stocked bar with popular draft beers.




175 Mamaroneck Avenue, White Plains, NY 10601


thebrazenfox.com






HUNT & FISH CLUB NYC


Steak house | Midtown | Manhattan | $$$


Housed in the former Hotel Gerard, a NYC landmark built in 1893, Hunt & Fish Club NYC is a clubby steak house of indulgence and luxury. The facade of the building is beautiful, and the ultraposh interior, which is said to have cost $5 million, is quite apt for the social circles the owners of the steak house seem to target as patrons. At Hunt & Fish NYC, the bills are likely to be paid by generous expense accounts. Aside from steak and game, the menu offers high-end seafood and caviar. There is a prix fixe lunch on weekdays and Sunday dinner.


Designed by artist Roy Nachum, the dark and cozy entrance/bar area at Hunt & Fish is the “Black Room,” an ideal place for happy hour if you enjoy sitting next to men wearing Canali suits and Ferragamo shoes. Next is the “White Room,” the well-lit main dining area that is dominated by a huge chrome chandelier. The “Green Room” is a private dining room with a skylight and a self-watering “living green wall.” There’s a wine cellar downstairs along with the “Blue Room,” a dimmer and smaller dining area with a mirrored ceiling. The steak house has a masculine vibe to it that includes a shoeshine station just in case your Berlutis need a touch-up and mirrors wherever you turn, giving the place a bit of the feel of the palace at Versailles.


In episode 2, “Naming Rights,” Garth Sykes, an Axe Capital client who runs a $1.5 billion pension fund for teachers in Kentucky, is considering moving his money elsewhere, turned off by Bobby’s purchase of a $63 million beach mansion. Garth hasn’t been swayed by the erotic massages Wags has gifted him, so Bobby is forced to take things into his own hands, finally tracking down Sykes at Hunt & Fish NYC, where Ken Malverne of Vista Verde Capital is trying to woo his out-of-town potential client with steak and expensive wine.




Signature dish: Burnt Lemon Chicken


125 West 44th Street, New York, NY 10036


hfcnyc.com
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LA GRENOUILLE


Classic French | Midtown East | Manhattan | $$$$


Housed in a nineteenth-century town house built by financier Morton Freeman Plant, La Grenouille has been serving perfectly executed classic French recipes in a formal and elegant dining room since 1962. The restaurant is as famous for its abundant fresh flowers as for its food. There are eight tall flower vases placed around the main dining room, in addition to individual vases for each dining table. The daily flower budget must be insane!


The elegant town house changed hands numerous times until Gisèle Masson bought it in 1962 after having a double Manhattan at the bar and sending her husband the following telegraph: “Congratulations! You are the owner of 3 East 52nd Street! Find a name!” The name he came up with was actually his pet name for his beloved wife: “ma petite grenouille” or “my little frog” in English. The current owner is Philippe Masson, their son, whom you can find some evenings sitting at the far end of the bar playing guitar.


La Grenouille has hosted a who’s who of film, music, and fashion industry luminaries, among them Sir Laurence Olivier, Paul Newman, Elizabeth Taylor, Sophia Loren, Woody Allen, Frank Sinatra, Mick Jagger, David Bowie, Madonna, Prince, Yves Saint Laurent, Christian Lacroix . . . and almost every president since John F. Kennedy.


If not to rub shoulders with celebs and presidents, at least visit the restaurant to celebrate Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. The author wrote several chapters of his wonderful The Little Prince in the upstairs room that once served as the studio of his friend, the French artist Bernard Lamotte. The historic studio room, which will accommodate up to fifty-five guests for dining and up to seventy for cocktail receptions, can be booked for private events.


The restaurant kindly asks gentlemen to wear jackets and asks everyone to turn their cell phones off and leave kids younger than twelve at home. For the most reasonable bill, go for the Pre-Theatre menu served between 5:00 p.m. and 6:15 p.m.


La Grenouille is a true city institution with old world glamour for the crème de la crème. It’s no wonder that in episode 3, “Yum Time,” Chuck Senior tells his son that he’s taking his wife to La Grenouille for dinner to celebrate their anniversary. I bet they’re having the braised oxtail!
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Signature dish: Oxtail braised in red burgundy


3 East 52nd Street, New York, NY 10022


la-grenouille.com
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SHAKE SHACK


Burgers | Several branches in NYC | $


As Chuck and Bryan try to make Pete Decker, a former Axe Capital associate, sing about his former boss, they feed him Shake Shack in the U.S. Attorney’s office in episode 4, “Short Squeeze.” Good choice, boys!


I wonder if Danny Meyer knew just how much Shake Shack would rock New Yorkers when he started it out of a hot dog cart in Madison Square Park in 2001 to support Madison Square Park’s first art installation. The dog cart worked out of the kitchens of Michelin-starred Eleven Madison Park (a member of Meyer’s Union Square Hospitality Group at the time) for three years before it moved to a stand in the park and added burgers, fries, and milkshakes to its menu. Thanks to its dedication to high-quality ingredients, the fast-food restaurant has become so popular that it is currently an empire with domestic branches in thirty-one states and international branches in fifteen countries. While it is pricier than your average fast-food restaurant burger, the Shack Burger sets the standard for all casual dining burgers. And the crinkle-cut fries are to die for.




Signature dish: Shack Burger


Multiple locations


shakeshack.com






JIM’S / SHANK’S / TONY LUKE’S


“The Taste of South Philly”


Philly cheesesteak | Philadelphia | Pennsylvania | $


A trip to Philadelphia would not be complete without tasting the cheese-steak (thinly sliced pieces of beefsteak and melted Cheez Whiz, American cheese, or provolone) on a long, crusty roll. The art of making it right is about the balance between texture and flavors. And three of the most prominent icons of this extremely popular local fast food are Jim’s, Shank’s, and Tony Luke’s.


[image: image]


In episode 4, “Short Squeeze,” as Pete Decker talks to Chuck and Bryan about how Axe Capital operates, he argues that Bobby Axelrod is more like a nation-state than a human being. He has his own constitution. He does not need to call meetings, because they naturally occur around him wherever he goes. He does not chase information; information comes to him. He does not go to Philly when he craves cheesesteak. Instead, cheesesteaks flow to him—from Jim’s, Shank’s, and Tony Luke’s—the king choosing which he’d prefer only when all three sandwiches are delivered to his desk. So, what’s special about Jim’s, Shank’s, and Tony Luke’s? Let’s take a look.


JIM’S


Originally founded in 1939, Jim’s opened its doors at its beloved South Street location in the summer of 1976. One of the few shops that uses top round steak, Jim’s is immensely popular with both tourists and locals, barely keeping pace with demand for its delicious steak sandwiches. Testament to its popularity, walls in the upstairs eating area are covered with autographed photographs of celebrities who have eaten there. The restaurant is cash only, and the lines typically go out the front door and around the corner, too. If you want to have a cheesesteak but can’t travel to Philadelphia, Jim’s can cook, freeze, and FedEx the steak sandwich to you. They ask for three days to prepare the order properly, and they ship anywhere in the country. You can just call and press #5 to talk to the manager on duty about your order. They have also recently opened an outpost at Terminal C, Philadelphia Airport.


SHANK’S


Frank “Shank” Perri and Evelyn Perri opened their stool-and-counter luncheonette “Shank and Evelyn’s” near South Philly’s Italian Market in 1962, and it has since become one of the city meccas for steak sandwiches. Today the legacy lives on with a new owner and a new name, “Shank’s Original,” at a shack on the Delaware River Waterfront. When the weather is nice, it’s the ideal cheesesteak shop to visit. The old-school shack has a window to place the orders and is surrounded by picnic tables overlooking the water. It’s cash only. Shank’s also caters private events.


TONY LUKE’S


Tony Luke’s original Philly location on Oregon Avenue, a true city institution, serves sandwiches from street-side windows, and you can eat at picnic tables outside. Tony Luke’s opened in 1992, and the cheesesteak has been a best seller since it was added to the menu six months after the restaurant’s opening. Tony Luke’s prides itself on working directly with cattle farmers in the Midwest who provide the 100 percent rib eye steak for the sandwiches, which you can have at home anywhere in the United States by placing an order online. On the other hand, it’s close to the baseball stadium, and if you happen to be in Philly, it’s extra fun to go there after games! Tony Luke’s has expanded to sixteen locations in Philly and several others in the Mid-Atlantic region and opened its first New York location, in Brooklyn, in 2019.




Jim’s


400 South Street, Philadelphia, PA 19147


jimssouthstreet.com/


Shank’s


901 South Columbus Boulevard, Philadelphia, PA 19147
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