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To everyone who taught me to cook






Introduction

The past few years have been devastating for the specialty food business. In the boom times of the late-twentieth century and into the twenty-first, prestigious shops and luxurious chains were able to convince customers to willingly part with tens or hundreds of dollars for a few minutes of pleasure. This was a world that made chefs and shop owners into celebrities, a world that bustled with innovation and flavors and drew consumers who avidly followed food trends.

    The willingness to spend freely seems to have evaporated, along with more than 110,000 restaurants that closed as COVID-19 swept the country. While it’s tempting to blame the pandemic for their demise, the downward spiral in gourmet food shops and restaurants began well before the pandemic spread across the United States.

Dean & Deluca, whose name was synonymous with expensive food, has disappeared. New York’s beloved Fairway Markets filed for bankruptcy. Macy’s, whose housewares filled countless kitchens and whose classrooms hosted countless chefs, is a fraction of its former size. Williams Sonoma shops have closed. So have Sur La Table stores. Family-owned places in cities all over the country vanished as younger generations decided not to carry on their parents’ business. High rents drove some out of business; others simply couldn’t find the employees they needed.

    Layer COVID on top of that, and you have an industry that’s plummeted from the pedestal it once enjoyed standing on into an existential crisis in gourmet food shops and restaurants. But as many restaurants and food purveyors have dealt with their demise, one company has survived and thrived: Zingerman’s of Ann Arbor, Michigan.

    In 2022, Zingerman’s celebrated its fortieth anniversary, growing from a single crowded corner deli in a leafy college town to a $70 million business, with a vast following around the globe. More than two million people are on the mailing list for its catalogs, which overflow with quirky drawings, anecdotes about people who created the food, and mouthwatering descriptions. But Zingerman’s means different things to different people, as I found in conversations about the company with industry figures and hearing from readers.

To many customers, Zingerman’s is food, such as the overstuffed sandwiches that first made the Deli famous, and the crusty bread, flavorful gelato, and hearty coffee that it produces in an industrial park on the south side of Ann Arbor. “It’s like the Jewish deli on the hill,” says Alon Shaya, a James Beard Award–winning chef with restaurants in New Orleans and Denver, known for his Israeli-inspired cuisine. “It’s the one we all kind of look up to.” Zingerman’s contributed to the craze for balsamic vinegar, artisanal olive oil, and exotic spices from all over the world, long before they were widely available. Shoppers can buy them in person at the Deli or via Mail Order, which sent out its first hand-drawn catalog nearly thirty years ago.

About half the items in the catalog are made by Zingerman’s, but the other half are from specialty food companies that Zingerman’s has helped establish among food lovers, like Nueske’s, the admired Wisconsin maker of cured meats, Benton’s, famous for its Tennessee bacon, and American Spoon from northern Michigan, a source of fruit spreads and sauces. Says Ethné de Vienne, owner of Épices de Cru in Montreal, whose spices fill two displays in the Deli, “Nobody is as dynamic or like-minded to us as Zingerman’s.”

Within the business world, however, Zingerman’s is known as a valuable resource of management ideas, which its cofounders, Paul Saginaw and Ari Weinzweig, have taught to leaders in and outside the food world. Celebrated chefs Rick Bayless of Chicago and Joanne Chang of Boston have turned to Zingerman’s for advice in both leadership and staff training. Through the years, Ti Martin, co-owner of Commander’s Palace in New Orleans, has studied and relied upon Zingerman’s techniques for good service and transparent finances. “I don’t know which ones I stole from Ari and which I made up myself,” she says of Weinzweig. Like Zingerman’s, she believes that “growth is a good thing, but it’s why you want to grow that matters.”

Millennial entrepreneur Kat Gordon of Muddy’s Bake Shop in Memphis regularly practices the lessons she learned from ZingTrain, the business that provides training to both Zingerman’s staff and outsiders who wish to learn the company’s management techniques. In 2021, Gordon renovated her bakery to include a classroom where she conducts a class in “Visioning,” one of the company’s basic concepts. In it, participants craft a picture of what they’d like their business or their personal lives to look like in the future. “I’m a better business owner, and a better manager and a better human, for having had anything to do with ZingTrain,” Gordon says.

    That’s why I call Satisfaction Guaranteed a delicious business book. You may be drawn to it because you’ve eaten one of Zingerman’s massive sandwiches or received a gift from its Mail Order operations. But you also may be inspired by the management and workplace concepts that you’ll read about in detail here. As I spoke to groups across the country, from Boston to New Orleans, Indianapolis to Seattle, as many people cited Zingerman’s use of ideas such as Servant Leadership and Open Book Management as rhapsodized about its food. And a number of the people most impressed by Zingerman’s are leading figures in the food world.

Zingerman’s has provided a stage for hundreds of food celebrities in the special dinners it holds at the Roadhouse, its flagship sit-down restaurant, and in the pastry classes at Bake!, which have featured cookbook writers Dorie Greenspan and Stella Parks. It takes part in countless community fund-raisers, some benefiting its own charity, Food Gatherers, which collects millions of pounds of unused food from restaurants and stores in Ann Arbor and redistributes it to people in need. For the past decade, save for a pandemic break, Zingerman’s drew attendees from around the world to Camp Bacon, its annual pork-centered symposium looking at history and evolving trends.

Zingerman’s customers include Barack Obama, Oprah Winfrey, and Maria Shriver, as well as countless food lovers, including generations of University of Michigan students (and their parents) who provide Zingerman’s with a constant flow of new people to please. Collectively, its approach has made it an entrepreneurial superstar—“the coolest company in America,” according to Inc. magazine—even as much older and more prestigious names dissolve. Zingerman’s is a successful survivor because it was fundamentally strong, allowing it to withstand the pandemic and get back on its feet.

WHY ARE ZINGERMAN’S CUSTOMERS SO HAPPY?

On the website for Zingerman’s Mail Order business, you’ll find a return policy that sums up the company’s approach to business.

THE ENTIRE EXPERIENCE COUNTS

Our guarantee doesn’t just cover food. We ensure your satisfaction with every part of your experience with Zingerman’s. From picking up the phone, to the first mouse click on your computer, until you finish the last bite of bread—if you aren’t completely satisfied with every part of the journey please contact us. We want to hear about the problem. We’d love the opportunity to make you happy.

This satisfaction-guaranteed philosophy has been Zingerman’s approach since its founders opened the Deli’s doors in 1982. “They wanted to bring value in more than one dimension,” says Steve Wallag-Muno, one of Zingerman’s original employees, who created its lively logo and the look of its illustrations.

At Zingerman’s, I see smaller-scale similarities with some of the world’s most successful companies, especially Toyota, which I’ve written about for publications such as the New York Times, Fortune, and Forbes. It’s no accident. In the earliest years of the company, Zingerman’s cofounders were voracious readers of business books, looking for management tips that they could apply at the Deli. Zingerman’s has been directly influenced by Toyota’s philosophy of kaizen—continuous improvement and visual management, meaning that it’s easy to see at a glance the type of work that needs to be done.

As at Toyota, the training that new employees receive and the topics they are expected to master at Zingerman’s are clearly stated during their first week, and there is ample opportunity for employees to make suggestions that will help Zingerman’s improve its service and finances. Like Toyota, whose subsidiary companies produce a significant share of its auto parts, Zingerman’s also relies on vertical integration. Products produced by Zingerman’s go into the menu items at the Deli, the Bakehouse, and its restaurants, and are sold directly to Mail Order customers and as a wholesaler to other businesses. Toyota’s concepts have even helped Mail Order solve its annual quandary in dealing with the surge in orders that takes place every holiday season.

ZINGERMAN’S THREE BOTTOM LINES

Zingerman’s articulates its focus in a simple phrase: great food, great service, and great finances. It calls these its “three bottom lines,” but Saginaw emphasizes that these are not the same as a traditional bottom line that reflects a company’s profits. Like the legs of a stool, he says all three must be in balance for Zingerman’s to be successful. Saginaw emphasizes that hitting financial goals is not the company’s primary purpose, as it might be at a typical enterprise. “The reason you want to be successful is so you can continue the mission” of feeding customers and making them happy, he says. Zingerman’s wants to achieve great “finances”—not “profits”—because hitting a specific profit target is not its only priority. Zingerman’s strives to be in the black so that it can invest in its businesses, share its prosperity with employees, and benefit the local community. This is Zingerman’s essential “Why?”—the business idea popularized by Simon Sinek’s 2009 TED talk and subsequent book, Start with Why, that a clear definition of purpose is essential to attracting customers and retaining staff.

    Across Zingerman’s, financial success isn’t uniform. Although Saginaw and Weinzweig believed that each company should be self-sustaining, in reality, the most prosperous parts of Zingerman’s, like Mail Order and the Bakehouse, shore up its smaller operations, such as the Creamery and Food Tours. The founders consider them important to the overall company, but they might not thrive as independent players in the tough food world. In fact, the pandemic exposed some of the shortcomings of Zingerman’s smaller businesses which its leaders have strived to repair. This loyalty to all its businesses, not just those generating the most revenue, is a reason Zingerman’s routinely records minimal annual profits across the enterprise. Amy Emberling, a managing partner at Zingerman’s Bakehouse says the company’s goal is to earn a 5 percent net return across its operations, although some will earn more and others less, even falling into the red on occasion.

The slim-to-nonexistent profit margins, even in pre-pandemic times, at some Zingerman’s businesses might be surprising, given the prices of its sandwiches, gourmet goods, and restaurant meals. After all, a single overstuffed sandwich costs close to twenty dollars. I can expect to spend thirty to forty dollars for a sit-down lunch at Zingerman’s Roadhouse, and its most popular Mail Order gift boxes can cost a hundred dollars or more. Those prices can be polarizing, both in its hometown and elsewhere. But, as you read on, you’ll understand that Zingerman’s aims for a different type of prosperity. As Weinzweig explains, “Our bottom line is derived from customer satisfaction. We believe that giving great service is an honorable profession.”

Along with many management tips, this book brings stories of the delicious food Zingerman’s serves, from the bread, cookies, and coffee cakes that are turned out by the thousands at the Bakehouse, to the espresso and house-made candy bars, to the barbecue prepared daily at the Roadhouse. I’ll explain the travel, tasting, testing, and experience that goes into selecting a tin of tuna for the Mail Order catalog or the recipe for hot cocoa cake that is one of Zingerman’s most popular gifts.

WHAT YOU’LL TAKE HOME

    Zingerman’s ideas can be applied to whatever you do, whether your company is large or small, just as Toyota’s philosophy has become familiar to everyone who studies business. You’ll be hungry for the opportunity to use its ideas to make your work life—and your personal life—more joyful. If you are thinking of starting your own small business, you’ll read about the important role that a positive workplace culture plays in any enterprise, and why you have to keep that in mind from the start, as Weinzweig and Saginaw did. You’ll find out how Zingerman’s employees have gone from jobs in the Deli to owning pieces of the company, the pleasure they get from working there, and why so many stay so long. Says Saginaw, “I don’t buy into traditional economic theory that the business of business is business. What matters most to me is when my employees say that they work in a group with their friends. I could ask no more than that.”

ZINGERMAN’S AND ME

As Zingerman’s was born and grew in the 1980s and 1990s, I was building my career as a journalist, shuttling between Detroit, New York, Washington, and Tokyo. Wherever I went, people would ask where I was born. When I replied, “Ann Arbor,” the reply would often be, “Oh, I went to Michigan” or “I know someone who went to Michigan.” Around 2000, I began to hear people reply, “We love Zingerman’s” just as often. As I got more interested in the topic of food, I started to see Zingerman’s as a valuable resource. On my visits to the Deli, I’d look for the hand-lettered signs on big sheets of butcher paper that advertised the upcoming tasting classes, two-hour lessons devoted to the foods Zingerman’s made or sold, or even just what its staff wanted to teach.

A class on coffee went deep into the roasting process and taught us how to pull a perfect espresso shot. A butter class let us taste different varieties from around the world, including cow, sheep, and goat. I took classes in chocolate, one in gelato, another on olive oil, studied the Mexican sauce mole, learned about Parmesan cheese, and in one session, we made fresh mozzarella.

At Bake!, the teaching arm of Zingerman’s Bakehouse, I took classes in Italian cookies, flatbreads, and my biggest nemesis, pies. I don’t know if other people cry in frustration when it comes to crust, but I did, and was soothed by Zingerman’s instructors. My family and neighbors were gifted dozens of the results, but the biggest payoff was to my skill level.

With these classes under my belt, in 2007 I signed up to spend a week at the Paris cooking school run by Patricia Wells, the famed author and journalist best known for The Food Lover’s Guide to Paris. Patricia’s week-long classes are divided into a daily lecture and discussion portion and then a hands-on cooking lesson. She circulates through her teaching kitchens in Paris and Provence, observing and offering tips.

At the end of our first class, as my cooking partner and I were plating up the main course—harissa-spiced lamb—Patricia said, very quietly, “You can cook.” I felt as if I’d been given the Legion of Honor, which Patricia wore to a lunch later in the week, and I knew Zingerman’s deserved some of the credit for her compliment.

One day Patricia introduced us to an olive oil purveyor, and my classmates flocked into their tiny shop after class to buy canisters to take home. A few weeks later, I was browsing olive oil in Zingerman’s Deli and spotted the same artisanal producer. I didn’t have to go to Paris for it—the same product was in my backyard. Likewise, in London, I went into the Neal’s Yard Dairy near Borough Market, armed with an introduction from Weinzweig. As I waited to meet one of the cheese mongers, I noticed a familiar yellow paperback for sale: the Zingerman’s Guide to Good Eating.

I realized that Zingerman’s, the little store on a street corner in a Midwest college town, was the hub of a global wheel of food, and that the spokes extended around the world—to Montreal, where it selected spices from Épices de Cru in the Jean-Talon Market, to Costa Rica, where beans for Zingerman’s Coffee are sourced, to England, for Montgomery cheddar and other cheeses, to Italy, for artisanal olive oil and the bags of pasta stacked on its shelves, and points all over America. “The role of a place like Zingerman’s is incalculable, especially today, when so much of the world is about generic brands and chain food,” says Richard Florida, best-selling author of The Rise of the Creative Class.

All that takes research, curiosity, resourcefulness, and passion, and it also takes convincing people that they should spend their money on Zingerman’s products. That’s always been a factor for Zingerman’s, where the quality is high and the prices match. Michigan is regularly battered by fluctuations in the economy, suffering deeply in 2009, when two of its car companies went bankrupt. Even in wealthy Ann Arbor, largely shielded from economic cycles by the university, eyebrows still go up at the prices that Zingerman’s charges, like rare balsamic vinegars that can cost $250 a bottle (and are kept in a locked glass case). I’ve experienced that sticker shock, too. In 2019, I spotted a bag of dried Italian pasta on the shelf for $19. How could spaghetti be worth $19? I wondered.

The prices are why Zingerman’s can sometimes be a controversial topic. For example, after I got my second vaccine shot in March 2021, I went to the Roadhouse for a celebratory bowl of gumbo and posted a photo to Facebook, which prompted this response from a pal in England: “Were you given $1,000 for getting vaccinated in the U.S.?” No, I replied, puzzled. “I just thought you did,” he went on, “because you could afford to go to Zingerman’s afterward.” That kind of reaction happens so frequently that Zingerman’s has posted an essay on the Deli’s website, explaining “Why our sandwich costs what it does.” Its basic answer is, “Better food costs money.”

After the hours I spent investigating every corner of Zingerman’s businesses, I can tell you that your money buys you true handicraft. I watched teams of bakers loading racks of heavy Bundt pans into ovens, cake decorators individually sculpting edible flowers, and chefs following the seventeen steps needed to produce a single order of macaroni and cheese.

And Zingerman’s doesn’t sell only $19 pasta. There are options for $10 less. “Yes, but I’m still paying $9 for pasta,” you might reply. What makes it different than $2.99 Barilla or De Cecco, or other widely available brands? The answer, basically, is that somebody made it, and it’s likely that a Zingerman’s managing partner has met that person and been to their fields, olive grove, or dairy. Before the word artisanal became commonly used in the late-twentieth-century food world, Zingerman’s tracked down products made in small batches, not in big factories. It’s that authenticity that connects the purveyor to the customer that is the foundation of Zingerman’s brand character.






PART ONE The Backstory
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Zingerman’s cofounders Paul Saginaw (left) and Ari Weinzweig in 1982. (Courtesy of Ari Weinzweig)








CHAPTER ONE Zingerman’s Best Day—and Its Worst


For the first thirty-eight years that Zingerman’s was in business, Ari Weinzweig often began his mornings at the back table in Zingerman’s Next Door, a tall yellow house in the Kerrytown section of Ann Arbor that Zingerman’s converted into a coffee and candy shop, with indoor seating for customers from the adjacent Deli. Tall and lanky, deeply tanned, with glasses and a toothy smile, Weinzweig picked his spot, which became known as Ari’s table, so he could watch everything that was happening in the café, and also see out to the courtyard and across to the Deli.

From that seat, Weinzweig, who cofounded Zingerman’s in 1982, watched parents coaxing their children to take a bite of applesauce or macaroni and cheese. He viewed University of Michigan students splitting one of the Deli’s gigantic sandwiches, and could glance around at local businesspeople gazing at their laptops, in between greeting customers who continuously stopped by, and while he was drafting a newsletter or working on his latest book.

In early spring 2014, Weinzweig saw something that seemed unusual in casual Ann Arbor: a clean-cut man in a suit, far more formally dressed than the typical Zingerman’s visitor, especially at such an early hour. He watched the visitor slowly walk around the courtyard, peering in the door of the Deli. Intrigued, Weinzweig went outside to investigate. “Can I help you with anything?” he remembers asking. The man leaned toward him and said quietly, “Someone might be stopping by.”

That someone was then-president Barack Obama.

The Obama visit was not a complete surprise. During his 2008 and 2012 presidential campaigns, Obama paid regular visits to Michigan, and while in office, he made a number of presidential appearances across the state, especially after the multibillion-dollar bailout that saved General Motors and Chrysler and preserved the state’s manufacturing-focused economy. During one of those events, Zingerman’s received an order for sandwiches from a member of the Secret Service. The agent arrived at the Deli to pick up his order, then brought the food to Air Force One, parked at Detroit Metropolitan Airport about thirty minutes away.

Weinzweig doesn’t know if Obama had one of those particular sandwiches, but suspects he might have. After that trip, the Obama-Zingerman’s relationship began to develop, both on the menu and in policy matters. On a subsequent trip, Zingerman’s prepared a sandwich specifically for Obama to nosh. It named a gelato after him—Barack-y Road, a riff on Rocky Road—and created a pecan-topped cinnamon roll called an Obama Bun, all with White House approval (or at least without being told to cease and desist). Meanwhile, Saginaw, the business strategist to Weinzweig’s management philosopher, became active in efforts to raise the state and federal minimum wage. Zingerman’s already paid more than the Michigan minimum to employees, along with other benefits, but it advocated for other businesses to pay more. During the first Obama administration, Saginaw was invited to attend a White House conference on the topic, where he talked with the president and the first lady. He was subsequently the recipient of a Champions of Change Award, presented in a White House ceremony.

And now, on April 4, 2014, Obama himself was showing up.

Weinzweig had another event to attend that day, and logically turned hosting duties over to Saginaw. Late in the morning, police cars and Secret Service vehicles descended on the little cobblestone stretch of Detroit Street outside the Deli, blocking it off at both ends. Then came the motorcade, and Obama stepped out of the big SUV called the Beast, accompanied by Michigan congressman Gary Peters (now a U.S. senator). Saginaw welcomed them and watched as Obama went behind the cheese and meat counters, shaking hands and chatting with employees. The group then headed to the back of the Deli to order lunch. Obama, who had looked over Zingerman’s lengthy menu on the ride over, told Saginaw he knew exactly what he wanted: sandwich No. 2, the Deli’s famous Reuben, with a crunchy garlic pickle and a side of spinach salad. Peters joked that since Obama was paying, he’d have the same. And, in fact, Obama did pay. Knowing the first lady’s emphasis on healthy eating, Saginaw expressed surprise at this sandwich order to a Secret Service agent, who said quietly, “When he’s with Michelle, he orders a salad. When he’s by himself, he gets what he wants.”

You might wonder why the Reuben caught the president’s attention. Here’s what’s on it: corned beef made for Zingerman’s by Sy Ginsberg in Detroit; Swiss cheese from Switzerland; house-made Russian dressing; on Jewish rye baked in Zingerman’s own bakery. That Reuben has been featured on the Food Network and called “the quintessential destination sandwich” by food critic John Lehndorff. (If you want to try it, Zingerman’s Mail Order will sell you a kit so you can make one at home.)

Of course, a president’s day isn’t all play, and Obama’s visit to the Deli included some work time. He met with three hourly workers from other restaurants, who were pushing for a higher minimum wage. He shook hands with diners who had been locked into the Deli for security purposes during his visit, and passersby who gathered outside as word of his presence there spread. And then came his endorsement. “The Reuben is killer,” Obama later told a crowd at the University of Michigan. “I ordered a small and gave half to (presidential adviser and University of Michigan law school graduate) Valerie Jarrett, who traveled with us. And when I finished the half, I wanted the half back.”

He continued, “I went there for two reasons. One is that the sandwiches are delicious. The other is that Zingerman’s is a business that treats its employees well.” Obama’s quote about the Reuben is now painted on the wall of the Deli’s dining room. “That was pretty nice,” Saginaw recalls.

“THE WORST DAY OF MY LIFE”

Just six years later, Zingerman’s was at its historic low as COVID-19 spread across the United States. The pandemic was a firestorm for the food business, which was suffering well before shutdowns were ordered in March 2020. More than 110,000 restaurants closed in the pandemic’s first year, while others did a fraction of their normal business. Weinzweig was among those left shell-shocked. “This is the worst day of my life,” he said during a phone call on Monday morning, March 16. “I just had to lay off three hundred people.”

That day, Michigan governor Gretchen Whitmer issued a stay-at-home order that later made national news when armed protesters descended on the capitol building in Lansing, demanding she reopen the state. Still, many residents anticipated the order, since the governor of neighboring Ohio had declared a similar shutdown the previous weekend. On Sunday, March 15, I figured I had one last chance to eat at Zingerman’s Roadhouse, the restaurant serving classic American food that has been part of Zingerman’s Community of Businesses (ZCoB) since 2003.

I like to sit at a zinc-topped counter facing the kitchen, where I can wave to the chefs and chat with the hosts and my favorite servers. That Sunday afternoon, I was the only customer at the counter, with just a handful of people at tables nearby. We all knew something was coming. Zingerman’s was hardly alone in issuing layoff notices; by April 2020, an estimated 5.5 million restaurant employees would be thrown out of work. But it was a sea change for a company that had grown to $65 million in annual revenue. Right up until the stay-at-home order, Zingerman’s was taking on new employees, says Amy Emberling, the managing partner at Zingerman’s Bakehouse. The bread-and-pastry business, which has been around since 1994, was the first one founded after the original Deli.

Every week, Zingerman’s sent out a lively email with the subject line “Zingerman’s Is Hiring!” Despite its reputation as a place where people liked to work, and many stayed for decades, the constant flow of students in and out of Ann Arbor and the area’s perpetually low unemployment rate, meant that Zingerman’s, like every other local business, had to compete for employees. Its emails regularly listed jobs available in baking, candy making, the Mail Order business, catering, the restaurants, and more.

Within a week of the shutdown order, the partners in the Zingerman’s businesses met in a socially distanced room to talk about what might happen. The outlook was bleak. Weinzweig estimates that overnight, Zingerman’s annualized revenue fell by $20 million to about $45 million. Its catering business evaporated, weeks before the busy commencement and wedding seasons were about to start, affecting multiple businesses whose stories you’ll read in this book. Its training program went from a lineup of daily in-person classes to nothing. All its food tours, a small but growing business, were canceled. As the Zingerman’s businesses figured out their responses, the one exception to the gloom was the Mail Order business. It was inundated with orders from customers around the world who were avoiding grocery stores and stymied in their efforts to find quality food.

    By summer, demand for items from the Zingerman’s catalog, like bread, gelato, olive oil, vinegar, and candy, had grown by 100 percent. Eventually, by the end of its fiscal year in July, the entire Zingerman’s Community of Businesses clawed back to $63 million in annual revenue, only $2 million below fiscal 2019, and by 2021, it was back to $65 million. Three years after Whitmer issued her stay at home order, Zingerman’s was on track to post higher revenue than it had earned before the pandemic, although the proceeds were coming from a different mix of businesses than in the past, as I’ll explain in the book.

    The partners meeting in March 2020 marked a key turning point in Zingerman’s history. Emberling says each piece of the company was empowered to innovate. For Zingerman’s, the pandemic was “like starting all over again,” Emberling says. In the months that followed, ideas bubbled up across the businesses, some successful, some not, some of which became permanent, others dispensed with when employees found they did not work, or statewide restrictions were lifted, allowing them to fade away.

However, one theme resonated: The company’s mantra of good food, good service, and good finances—at least, someday—remained intact. As the company rebuilt itself to prosper in a pandemic-shaken world, its philosophy did not change. In fact, says Weinzweig, Zingerman’s guiding principles became the touchstones for its survival and the adjustments that followed. Without its accomplishments from 1982 onward, this book might be telling simply a history, and not a vision for the future. But Zingerman’s has one, informed by its past.

THE CUSTOMER APPROACH

While Zingerman’s is fundamentally a food business, producing its own and marketing others’, its other hallmark is customer service. Weinzweig has devoted a book to that topic, but his philosophy boils down to a few basic tenets. The customer should be treated with respect, and the customer experience is not something to rush. Anyone who’s shopped at the Deli, or gone to the Bakehouse, knows that when their turn comes up, they have the clerk’s full attention. If you ask about wildflower honey, you aren’t just pointed to an aisle. Someone walks you to it and tells you about its characteristics. There also isn’t any real pressure to buy. If you’re on a learning expedition, that’s fine. If you’re buying hundreds of dollars of food items, all the better.

I’ve never taken anyone to Zingerman’s who wasn’t impressed by something, whether it’s the service or the food or simply the atmosphere. So much effort goes into creating the experience for those customers. Each staffer who comes in contact with the public is given extensive training from the first moment they clock in, and by the end of their first week, they have received more instruction than many retail workers get in a career. The lessons go on for weeks, months, and years, often bolstered by travel to Italy, Ireland, and elsewhere in Europe; as well as countries in Central and South America, such as Costa Rica and Brazil; and Africa, such as Ethiopia and Morocco. There are opportunities to rise from making sandwiches to becoming an executive chef. And some receive the inspiration to start businesses of their own.

Zingerman’s takes an innovative approach to new foods, business policies, and concepts shared across the company. And it starts with two men—Weinzweig and Saginaw—who went to the University of Michigan and had a meeting of minds that made food business history.






CHAPTER TWO How the Deli Came to Life


When you drive along Fourth Avenue in downtown Ann Arbor, you’ll see a branch of the Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse chain, with the familiar red-and-white neon sign that decorates a hundred similar locations around the country. But this branch of Ruth’s Chris merits a historic marker, and not only because it was once an Edsel dealership. It’s where the seeds for Zingerman’s Deli were planted.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, this building housed Maude’s, a contemporary American café that was part of a local restaurant group called Mainstreet Ventures (the name came from Ann Arbor’s own Main Street, a block west). It was founded by the late Dennis Serras, whose establishments dominated the downtown restaurant scene. In a college town replete with vintage bars, Greek restaurants, and casual places, Maude’s seemed hipper and more modern. It was the type of place that would have fit into a lively Chicago neighborhood. Teens like me didn’t put up a fuss when our parents wanted to eat there. Sometimes, we even went to Maude’s on our own with friends.

In the 1970s, the manager at Maude’s was Paul Saginaw. He’d been a bartender at another Mainstreet Ventures restaurant, the Real Seafood Company, which still operates on Main Street. Saginaw was born and raised in Detroit, and his Jewish parents joined the exodus of white families leaving the city after the 1967 riots, with Paul finishing high school in suburban Southfield. Saginaw fell in love with food early on, frequenting the area’s Jewish delis, with their big, fat sandwiches stuffed with corned beef, and the glass cases full of side dishes like potato salad and coleslaw. (He also inherited a love of gambling from his uncle, who took him to Las Vegas at a young age, prompting him to vow that he’d live there someday.)

At Maude’s, Saginaw frequently hired students from the University of Michigan who came looking for jobs to help pay their way through school. One student was Ari Weinzweig, a Russian Studies major, who had also been exposed to Jewish deli food growing up in Chicago. He had no restaurant background, but that didn’t matter to Saginaw, who was used to training rookies. Many of the student hires disappeared after graduation, but Weinzweig was enthusiastic about his work, coming up with ideas far beyond his job description. For instance, he recommended that Maude’s put a sandwich on its menu called the Georgia Reuben, a riff on the original that substituted turkey and coleslaw for corned beef and sauerkraut.

The young men were a few years apart in age—Saginaw was born in 1951, Weinzweig in 1956—but shared an appreciation for the other dishes that delis were famous for, like latkes with applesauce, bagels, and knishes—easy to find in the big cities, but less common in Ann Arbor, despite a sizable Jewish community. Michigan earned the derisive nickname “Jew U” in the 1920s, for welcoming Jewish students when Ivy League and other private schools imposed quotas on admissions. Today, about 15 percent of the school’s fifty thousand students are Jewish.

When Saginaw and Weinzweig arrived in the 1970s, however, they felt Ann Arbor was missing something essential. Sure, you could buy bagels on Sundays at the Blue Front, a corner store near the Michigan campus that also sold halvah and other Jewish treats. However, the bagels had to be brought in from Detroit in big brown paper bags, and if you didn’t snap yours up by noon, they were gone. Likewise, Ann Arbor lacked the hearty rye and pumpernickel breads that Weinzweig grew up with in Chicago. There was no consistent local source for good deli meat, like pastrami and corned beef. At that time in Ann Arbor, before good grocery stores had deli counters, you were pretty much limited to prepackaged versions.

Saginaw and Weinzweig agreed that Ann Arbor needed a good deli. And they both were interested in running one someday. But a plan took a while to develop. Weinzweig left Ann Arbor for a time, while Saginaw received a compelling opportunity—Serras offered him the chance to become a partner in Mainstreet Ventures. Saginaw discussed it with his wife, Lori, and decided to take out a second mortgage on their home to come up with the capital required to join the owners. But the decision made him uneasy. Although Mainstreet’s restaurants were prosperous, Saginaw felt they put too much emphasis on volume, not on satisfying individual customers.

An unexpected alternative arose. Saginaw’s friend Mike Monahan came to him with the idea of buying the fish market that Real Seafood operated in the Kerrytown Market Building, a few blocks north of downtown. If you walk into Kerrytown now, it looks like a scene set in a Nancy Meyers movie. There are young people running food stands, aisles of bountiful produce, a meat market, a wineshop, a coffee place, and a store selling electric bicycles. You can hear notes from a carillon and find yarn, spices, and a store specializing in olive oil. Outside, there’s a bustling farmer’s market on Saturdays year-round, and on Wednesdays, too, from May to December. Both attract locals, chefs, students from Community High School nearby, and visitors, especially on football Saturdays.

But in the late 1960s, the market area was scruffy. It became the centerpiece of an effort by a dozen local businessmen to encourage investment in the Kerrytown district. Monahan was excited by the opportunity to help elevate the area, and Saginaw knew that he had piscatorial chops. “Mike knew everything about fish,” Saginaw recalls. Convinced by Monahan’s enthusiasm, Saginaw instead used the money from his second mortgage to finance Monahan’s Seafood Market. It opened in 1978, and remains in business, serving lunch daily and selling all kinds of high-quality fish, like Cooper River King Salmon during its short season, and jumbo shrimp from the Louisiana Gulf Coast. Back then, they had the fish business to themselves. “We opened when there wasn’t any fresh fish around,” Saginaw says. “We were the first ones in the area to have sashimi-quality fish, and I was fearless with all kinds of weird things. Fish was a lot cheaper back them.”

The idea was a success. In 1981, the three-hundred-square-foot stand did more than $1 million in business, including the fish it sold to area restaurants. Monahan and Saginaw would receive whole fish from their vendors, then gut, scale, fillet, and display them on ice. For a time, Saginaw was ecstatic about his decision. “Here I am, in this fish market, really happy,” he says. “It was small, and if you wanted to have a perfect day, it was within your power to make it happen. I’m not going into the restaurant; I’m not dealing with drunks at two a.m.”

“Paul was a businessman,” Monahan remembers, “so it was kind of a nice complementary relationship. I learned a lot from him about business. And he learned a lot from me about fish. And we both learned what the hell we were doing because we were young.” Then they made a mistake. The pair opened a second fish market in Farmington Hills, Michigan, about a thirty-minute drive away. They sent their friend Frank Carollo, an engineering graduate from Michigan who had worked at Maude’s, to run it. But the Farmington Hills fish market sat across the street from a vast Kroger grocery store, which had its own fish counter, and constant deals that made it difficult to compete. The complexities of managing two fish stores that were not close together became unwieldy. It was clear that the second fish venture was doomed.

Simultaneously, the dream of a deli still lingered. Two blocks away from Kerrytown sat a little brick store, built in 1902, at the corner of Detroit and East Kingsley Streets. Originally called Disderide’s grocery, the building was owned by Arthur Carpenter, who had been part of the Kerrytown development group. Called The Marketplace—A Delicatessen, it served its customers cafeteria style. Saginaw wasn’t impressed with the food, and the diners weren’t, either. Business dwindled, and Carpenter decided to close the deli after owning it for less than a year.

In the winter of 1982, Carpenter dropped in to see Saginaw at Monahan’s. He offered him a lease on the building, with all the equipment included. Saginaw and Monahan talked briefly about moving the fish market there but decided that was too complicated. “We were really trying to keep it together and grow, and my heart was with the fish,” Monahan says. “Those guys have that Jewish deli background, and I wasn’t really interested in that business.” But Monahan and his wife agreed to make an investment, and help Saginaw get his business off the ground.

On a chilly Sunday morning, Saginaw went to Weinzweig’s house and woke him up. “I’ve found a location for us to open that delicatessen we’ve been talking about,” he said. They calculated that they would need about $20,000 in financing, so the two of them sat at Weinzweig’s Smith Corona typewriter and typed out a business plan, which they intended to take to local banks to secure a loan. But in that bleak season, banks weren’t readily lending. The nation and especially Michigan were mired in a recession that had cost the state tens of thousands of automobile industry jobs. The deli idea didn’t seem like an attractive risk to area bankers, especially given the brief and unsuccessful track record of the previous tenant.

So, Saginaw decided to approach a property leasing company, seeing if he could get some value out of the equipment. It was a backdoor strategy, and sort of a Hail Mary pass. Before he secured the money, William McPherson III at the Huron Valley National Bank phoned back. He offered Saginaw $20,000 at 2 percent over the prime lending rate, then 20 percent, meaning the loan carried a 22 percent interest rate. Weinzweig subsequently borrowed some money from his grandmother to go with the loan, “and we were in business,” Saginaw says.

They quickly cleaned the storefront and collected an initial group of suppliers, including their most important and most enduring: meat man Sy Ginsberg. Saginaw found Ginsberg through a mutual friend, Bennett Terebelo, a commercial real estate broker in the Detroit suburbs. Ginsberg had worked in delis since he was fifteen years old, dropping out of college so he could focus on his food career. For a time, he owned a place, and then branched into meat processing. When Saginaw called, Ginsberg had developed a sideline in advising deli owners, something he still does across the country. “I met them on Detroit Street in Ann Arbor one day and looked at the place,” Ginsberg recalls. “They said, ‘What do you think?’ ” Accustomed to suburban strip malls, he replied, “You’re going to open up a deli here? Where’s the parking lot? This location seems obscure.” But Weinzweig and Saginaw impressed him with their enthusiasm. “They had the confidence,” Ginsberg says, “so I said, ‘I’m with you a hundred percent.’ ”

With almost lightning speed, Zingerman’s Delicatessen opened on March 15, 1982.

WHO IS ZINGERMAN?

The Deli’s name remains a subject of great curiosity among Zingerman’s customers: Who, they ask, was Zingerman? Saginaw and Weinzweig admit being amused when someone comes into the Deli or the Roadhouse claiming to know the original Mr. Zingerman and demanding special treatment. The answer is that there was never a Mr. Zingerman, nor was there anyone with a Z in their last name who might have been the inspiration, like the Jewish custom of giving a baby a name that starts with the first letter of an honored forebearer. The men kicked around ideas that might have included their own names, but Weinzweig figured nobody would be able to pronounce his, and Saginaw’s name could get mistaken for the Michigan city two hours north.

They settled on Greenberg’s, which sounded appropriately Jewish. But a week before the deli was set to open, they discovered that the name was already taken by another business in Lansing. So, they scoured a phone book, but rather than start with an A at the top of the alphabet, they decided to choose a name starting with Z, at the end, thinking that it would stand out. (Greenberg lived on in the name of their first sandwich, “Who’s Greenberg, Anyway,” which has corned beef and chopped liver with Russian dressing on rye bread.)

Although Saginaw had managed restaurants, and Weinzweig had high aspirations for the food he wanted to sell, they quickly learned what they didn’t know about running a business. “We were like little kids who got an electric guitar,” Saginaw says. “We were really into music, we knew Clapton was great, Hendrix was great, but we didn’t know how to play. Our ideas, our vision of what we wanted, exceeded our ability.” Monahan says that’s too modest. Saginaw and Weinzweig “had an idea of what they wanted to do, and they wanted to do the best,” he says.

In retrospect, Saginaw says that their lack of experience was an advantage that they couldn’t have gained if they had actually studied business in school. “I would never put down anybody who has a business degree,” he says carefully, especially since several of Zingerman’s managing partners have MBAs. “But we wanted to have fun. We didn’t want to do anything in the normal way. We wanted to take an ordinary sandwich and make it extraordinary. After all, who goes out and borrows money at twenty-two percent to start a restaurant?”

Luckily for them, Ginsberg was there to help. Saginaw jokes that Ginsberg made the first sandwich ever served at the Deli, and Ginsberg admits it’s probably true. “I’d deliver to them in the morning, and I’d stay and run the sandwich board until about noon,” he says, “and then I’d train the help to make the sandwiches.”

BALANCING EACH OTHER

Early on, Saginaw says their different approaches became apparent, and that was an advantage—one of the aspects that he thinks other entrepreneurs can emulate. “I naturally have a very, very high tolerance for risk. I am comfortable with a certain amount of chaos,” he says. “Ari doesn’t have a high tolerance for risk, but he has confidence in what he believes in. I don’t need any data to make a decision; for Ari, there’s never enough. We end up meeting in the middle.” Saginaw realizes his willingness to gamble could be dangerous. “To this day, I think my level of confidence far exceeds my level of competence.” But, he says, “I had Ari there. We’ve always been able to work things out.”

Back in college, Weinzweig embraced the idea of being an anarchist—it is part of his personal brand (even though he disdains the very idea of personal brands). This requires an explanation. If you said “anarchist” to most people, they’d think of bomb throwers or violent protesters. In other words, anarchy equals chaos and something to fear.

But to Weinzweig, anarchy is “actually about a positive belief in human dignity and creativity, and the belief that every individual matters, and the disbelief in the value of hierarchy, which I think is unnatural,” he said in an interview with Vice. Under old business models, there was a belief that business had to destroy the competition and grab the market for themselves. But by embracing a generosity of spirit, “you have the belief that the more you share, the better it goes for everyone.”

He’s since written a multipart series of books, Zingerman’s Guide to Good Leading: A Lapsed Anarchist’s Approach with individual topics such as building a great business, being a better leader, personal management, and beliefs in business. More titles in that series are in the works from Zingerman’s Press, if you want to explore those subjects in depth. While he now calls himself a “lapsed anarchist,” Weinzweig admits he’s become less lapsed, and more enthusiastic about encouraging creativity and individualism.

Where Weinzweig describes himself as an introvert, Saginaw seems born to make deals. His wide smile, love of hats (he’s worn fedoras before, during, and after they were cool with the hipster crowd), and background as a restaurant manager made him the perfect liaison to lenders and contractors. Put the pair together, says Ginsberg, and you have leaders that people want to work for. “Paul and Ari are two of the nicest people you could ever want to see. Ari’s on the straight side, but Paul is a ton of fun,” he says.

A CONSISTENT LOOK

From the beginning, Weinzweig and Saginaw wanted the Deli to feel cozy and memorable, even though minimalism was sweeping through the architecture, housewares, gourmet food, and restaurant worlds. Ann Arbor was a Midwest hub of Mid-century Modern design, thanks to noted architects like David Osler and Gunnar Birkerts. Chicago boasted Crate & Barrel, launched in 1962, bringing European simplicity and practicality to American shoppers. In England, Terence Conran founded his Habitat shops in 1964, aiming to replace chintz and overstuffed sofas with a sleeker look. In 1977, Joel Dean, Giorgio DeLuca, and Jack Ceglic opened their first Dean & DeLuca store, with an ultrasimple black-on-cream logo and labels.

Weinzweig says that elegant approach wasn’t what he and Saginaw wanted. “I liked them, and they did great work, but I did not want to be like Dean & DeLuca,” he says. “We definitely wanted to be way more accessible, way more down-to-earth, and that’s been embedded since day one, in the writing and the messages.” Rather than modernistic, Zingerman’s logo became a sweeping signature headed up by an oversized Z, bringing to mind Zorro’s famous slash. It looks like somebody’s natural handwriting, half-printed, and half-cursive. In fact, it was a joint creation by Lori Saginaw and Steve Wallag-Muno, the Deli’s fifteenth employee. Lori sketched the letters while Steve lengthened the tail of the Z so it underlined Zingerman’s. He also made the letters look a little sharper than Saginaw’s own writing did. “It’s individual, it’s colorful, it’s bold, it’s graphic, not corporate,” says Wallag-Muno of the logo, which you can see on the cover of this book.

Along with the distinctive Zingerman’s typeface—named Muno in his honor—Wallag-Muno initiated Zingerman’s emphasis on graphic arts rather than photographs. If you receive a box from Zingerman’s Mail Order, or simply look around the walls of many of its businesses, you’ll see a variety of colorful cartoonlike characters and what appears to be freehand type. A fine-arts graduate from Michigan State University, Wallag-Muno loved the bold comic-book-style art that permeated the rock-and-roll scene in the 1960s and 1970s, featured in magazines like Creem and the work of cartoonist R. Crumb. While the Deli was often slammed with business at lunchtime, he had time to draw in the afternoons.

Wallag-Muno applied graphics to every part of the Deli. He sketched signs advertising new meats and cheeses, pictures of sandwiches, the faces of the owners, and regularly added new sandwich titles to the menu board, which Monahan had created. “They were open to it,” Wallag-Muno says. “There’s an individuality that we’re selling. It comes from the heart.” At one point, a goat cheese arrived from a Michigan farmer, and Wallag-Muno set out to illustrate it. “I tried drawing a goat, and it didn’t turn out very well. He kind of looked like Pokey,” the rubbery claymation pony from the television series. “So, I made up this goofy handwriting style,” he says. “It felt fresh, it looked homemade, it felt different than the type I was buying. I was kind of a punk rock fan, and it had an edge to it. We started using it, more and more.”

Wallag-Muno’s approach remains Zingerman’s signature look. He received a small piece of the business and stayed for ten years before heading to other jobs at the University of Michigan, with Borders Books & Music, and at his own firm, while remaining a Friend of Zingerman’s, as those associated with the business are known. The graphic-arts responsibility was handed off to Ian Nagy, whom he had trained, and the company’s team of graphic artists.

In its forty years, Zingerman’s has never done a major redesign of its logo, nor has it changed its original whimsical feel, although there are rules now for how it’s deployed. “We have written down what our look and feel is, and there are still arguments over how it’s applied,” Weinzweig says. Zingerman’s graphic artists sometimes “get bored with the bold,” he says, “but if the customer likes it, fine. And if you change it, what do you really achieve?” Wallag-Muno gleefully points out the spots where his original artwork remains (look for fading turquoise letters if you ever visit Zingerman’s Next Door), and he keeps an archive of his work in his basement, including the original Zingerman’s Mail Order catalog.

GREAT FOOD, GREAT SERVICE, GREAT TIMING

Timing is everything in business, and for Zingerman’s, the timing could not have been better. Nationally, America was moving away from the obsession with frozen and processed food that had dominated the 1950s and 1960s, and the focus on vivid concoctions that marked the 1970s. By 1982, Chez Panisse, Alice Waters’s groundbreaking restaurant in Berkeley, California, was a decade old, and the farm-to-table movement that she launched was beginning to be talked about around the country. Although the Food Network was still a decade away, some chefs had gained celebrity status, thanks to programs on commercial television as well as PBS.

In places like New York, Chicago, and San Francisco, dining out was the equivalent of an evening’s entertainment. “Food is now the stuff of status,” wine and restaurant critic Robert Finigan wrote in 1983. Diners were willing to experiment beyond takeout Chinese and try other international cuisines, such as sushi and Thai cuisine. They were sampling exotic produce like radicchio and jicama, products like sun-dried tomatoes, as well as goat cheese and different styles of yogurt besides Dannon’s fruit-at-the-bottom kind. Ann Arbor, with its ever-changing population of academics and students from around the world, was a perfect laboratory.

Still, the early years were hard, and the Deli was far from an overnight success. Everybody involved in the venture pitched in, from employees to family members, and even vendors. Ginsberg made three trips a week to Ann Arbor, bringing meat that he loaded into the back of his Volkswagen—and the occasional sack of rye bread, too. Saginaw remembers a typical day had him up before dawn, going to Weinzweig’s house to wake him up so he could open the Deli, and then driving into suburban Detroit to get bread. He was operating on only a few hours of sleep each night, because the Saginaws had their first child a year after the Deli opened. Some nights, he says he was so tired when he got home that he’d simply fall asleep on the couch, because he didn’t have the energy to climb the stairs to the bedroom.

    Even as Zingerman’s was building its reputation, Saginaw was frustrated that it wasn’t pulling more people in the door. In a typical summer, Ann Arbor bustles with 250,000 visitors to its annual Art Fair, spread across downtown. But, “during Art Fair, we were dead,” Saginaw recalls. “Nobody knew about us.” And while there was another 100,000 people who poured into Ann Arbor on football Saturdays and who would eventually provide a flood of business, they didn’t find the Deli in the years right after it opened. “Only locals came out during the games,” he says. The Deli encountered at least one significant financial crisis that required a fresh influx of cash before it really got on its feet. 
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