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“I don’t want to live in a city where the 

only cultural advantage is that you can 

make a right turn on a red light.” That’s 

Alvy Singer, Woody Allen’s character 

in Annie Hall, ripping into Los Angeles, 

a favorite pastime of a certain breed of 

New Yorker, who wears neuroticism as a 

badge of honor and views the Big Apple 

as America’s promised land. 

This dynamic has become such a well-

worn trope that it’s no wonder the two 

cities seem forever engaged in a long-dis-

tance brawl. But as much as Angelenos 

and New Yorkers like to differentiate them-

selves from one another, when it comes to 

their respective Jewish food scenes, there 

are more similarities than differences. 

Both are multicultural enclaves rooted 

in Eastern European tradition, where 

Ashkenazi cuisine is trendy again and an 

Israeli food craze is in full swing. (Though 

only one has delis with valet parking.)

In the U.S., the Jewish population of 

Los Angeles is second only in size to 

the Jewish population of New York City. 

Though no two experts seem to agree 

about the exact numbers, the consensus 

is that the most Israelis living outside of 

Israel can be found in Los Angeles and 

New York City. In other words, these are 

very Jewish places. Although the Jewish 

communities in L.A. and New York are 

incredibly diverse—Los Angeles is home 

to the country’s largest population of 

Persian Jews, while more Bukharan Jews 

live in Queens than in Central Asia, where 

they are from—the dominant Jewish food 

culture in both cities is Eastern European. 

DELI CULTURE

The delicatessen came to New York with 

German settlers in the late nineteenth 

century and was greatly enhanced by the 

arrival of millions of Eastern European 

Jews in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, from countries such 

as Russia, Poland, and Romania. They 

created the deli as we know it.

Though the foods that would become 

shorthand for Jewish cuisine in America—

from pastrami to cheesecake and potato 

knishes—took hold in New York, they 

also became part of the fabric of Jewish 

Los Angeles. After World War II, a mass 

migration of Jews from the East Coast to 

California brought those deli traditions to 

L.A. “So much of the Jewish food in this 

city is an import or a distant cousin from 

New York,” says Lara Rabinovitch, a Los 

Angeles-based food writer who special-

izes in immigrant history. “The classic deli 

staples, have they received the California 

treatment? Not really. It’s not like you’ll 

see avocado toast on the menu at Canter’s. 

They’re doing the New York Jewish deli.” 

Even so, most deli aficionados will 

say that Los Angeles, with places like 

Langer’s, Canter’s, and Nate ’n Al, has the 

best delis in America. While the decline 

of the deli is well-documented (in the 

1930s, there were 1,500 delis in New York; 
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now there are around a dozen), in both 

cities, Ashkenazi cuisine is simultane-

ously getting a boost. Take Freedman’s, 

one of the hottest restaurants in L.A., 

known for dishes like brisket carved 

tableside and a dill pickle salad. 

“My sister Amanda and I were sitting 

in Langer’s one day and we said, ‘What 

if this was a bit younger, a bit cooler, 

a bit louder, and a bit more intimate?’” 

says Co-Owner Jonah Freedman about 

the restaurant’s origins. Freedman’s 

was born with the aspiration to become 

an instant old-school-style establish-

ment. “Delis are where deals were done 

in Hollywood,” says Freedman. “They 

were more of a sit-down, luxe experi-

ence than a New York deli, which can be 

pretty sterile and brash.” As for the food, 

Chef Liz Johnson’s creations, like her 

whitefish cigars—brick pastry stuffed 

with whitefish mousse and covered in a 

honey-champagne vinegar glaze—evoke 

classic flavors while creating something 

new. 

New-wave Ashkenazi restaurants in 

New York, like Sadelle’s, Mile End, and 

2nd Floor at 2nd Ave Deli, are also updat-

ing the past. “The real tradition [of delis] 

was to preserve and pickle meat and veg-

etables and other foods, to use whatever 

was accessible, and to adapt that to wher-

ever you are,” says Will Horowitz, chef/

co-owner of Harry & Ida’s Meat and Supply 

in Manhattan. Case in point, his take on 

whitefish salad uses bluefish, which is 

plentiful in New York (recipe, plateonline.

com). “We grew up eating bluefish, which 

is oily like mackerel and perfect for smok-

ing,” says Horowitz, whose grandfather 

was a fisherman. “It’s not accessible for 

any fishmonger to get freshwater whitefish 

and pike, but when we first opened, fisher-

men would give us bluefish for free.”

Whitefish 

Cigars, Liz 

Johnson, 

Freedman’s, 

Los Angeles.

Freedman’s
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ISRAELI INFLUENCE

While all cuisines are, to an extent, prod-

ucts of their environment, in the case of 

Jewish food, this is especially true. Until 

the founding of Israel 70 years ago, Jews 

did not have a homeland. That means 

that Jewish cooking was, by necessity, a 

mix of inherited customs and religious 

dietary laws applied to the cuisines 

and ingredients of their host countries. 

“Jewish food” could really come from 

anywhere. There are plenty of people 

whose idea of Jewish cuisine has nothing 

to do with brisket or matzo ball soup. 

Many of them live in Israel, a veritable 

melting pot of Jewish cultures—Iraqi, 

Yemenite, Moroccan, Turkish, Tunisian, 

Russian, among others. Now, restaurants 

in both New York and Los Angeles are 

cooking food inspired by the country’s 

polyglot cuisine. Restaurants like Mh Zh, 

Madcapra, Kismet, Cleo, Jaffa, and Bavel 

in Los Angeles, and Kish-Kash, Miznon, 

Golda, Nur, and Simon & the Whale in 

New York are serving ambitious Eastern 

Mediterranean dishes that express the 

multicultural palate of Israel and the cre-

ativity of their chefs. Los Angeles and Tel 

Aviv share similar climates and access to 

immaculate produce, making the Israeli 

food scene in L.A. especially dynamic. 

“There is a renaissance in Israeli cui-

sine in Israel,” explains Rabinovitch. 

“It’s not just Israelis immigrating [to 

California] and bringing their food with 

them, because they’ve been doing that 

for years. This is new Israeli cuisine that 

came out of Israel itself.” 

But many of these chefs do not nec-

essarily classify Israeli food as Jewish. 

“When I think of Jewish food, I think of 

religion. When I think of Israeli food, I 

think of how culturally diverse Israel is, 

and I think of the climate and the pro-

duce that’s available,” says Israel-born 

Danny Elmaleh, the chef behind several 

restaurants in Los Angeles, including the 

Mediterranean bistro Cleo and Israel-

inspired Mizlala. At Cleo, he creates his 

version of the “crunchy on the outside, 

fluffy on the inside” style of falafel he says 

is distinct to Israel. To achieve the desired 

effect, he grinds the chickpeas with onions 

as a binder in place of starch (to keep the 

dish gluten-free), then beats the mixture 

in a stand mixer ($11, recipe, plateonline.

com). “You should be able to eat a few; you 

shouldn’t feel heavy,” he says. 

Not calling your restaurant Jewish 

does have its perks—as any chef who 

has been berated by a bubbe for straying 

from tradition can tell you. Zoe Kanan, 

head of the baking program at Studio, an 

Eastern Mediterranean restaurant at the 

Freehand hotel in New York City, says her 

Jewish customers are delighted by her 

interpretations of foods like bagels and 

cream cheese (hers is Turkish simit with 

labneh) or bourekas, caraway-spiced pas-

tries stuffed with black kale ($14, recipe, 

plateonline.com), which she conceived 

with Chef de Cuisine Ezra Lewis, who sug-

gested blooming the caraway seeds in oil 

to achieve the right flavor. “We’re add-

ing a more varied and global perspective 

to Jewish food, and I think that’s been 

embraced by our Jewish diners who don’t 

seem to be too caught up with traditional 

methods and ingredients,” notes Kanan.

Green Falafel, $11, Danny 

Elmaleh, Cleo, Los Angeles. 

RECIPE, plateonline.com.
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people whose idea of Jewish cuisine has nothing to do with 
brisket or matzo ball soup. 



At the restaurant Golda in Brooklyn, 

owner Danny Nusbaum, whose father runs 

a successful New York bagel chain, serves 

both Ashkenazi- and Sephardic-tinged 

dishes. But he, too, dodges characteriz-

ing Golda as Jewish: “I don’t want to base 

our foods off any religion.” Even so, there’s 

babka on the menu, a fun riff on the LEO 

(lox, eggs, and onion) featuring a sandwich 

of soft-scrambled eggs, smoked trout, and 

trout eggs, as well as eggplant menemen, 

one of Chef Ryan Whyte-Buck’s most pop-

ular dishes, a Turkish medley of eggplant, 

saffron yogurt, and Jerusalem artichoke 

chips ($16, recipe, p. 74). 

“We don’t serve pork,” says Nusbaum. 

“But the only reason is if my grand-

mother found out, she wouldn’t like it.” 

Gabriella Gershenson is a New York-based writer.
Studio at the Freehand hotel
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