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The New City Reader is a newspaper on architecture, public  
space and the city, published as part of “The Last Newspaper,” 
an exhibition running at the New Museum of Contemporary  
Art from October 6, 2010 – January 9, 2011. Conceived by 
executive editors Joseph Grima and Kazys Varnelis, the news
paper’s content centers on the spatial implications of epochal 
shifts in technology, economy and society today. The New 
City Reader will consist of one edition published over the 
course of the project, with a new section produced weekly 
from within the museum’s gallery space, each led by a differ
ent guest editorial team of architects, theorists and research 
groups. These sections will be available free at the New 
Museum and—in emulation of a practice common in the  
nineteenthcentury American city and still popular in China 
and other parts of the world today—will be posted in public 
on walls throughout the city for collective reading.

Next week’s issue will be REAL ESTATE, guest edited by 
Mabel Wilson & Peter Tolkin (SideProjects).
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Execution, including data collection and analysis, 

by Will Prince and Nicola Twilley 

Graphics by Will Prince and Leigha dennis

Although the kitchen occupies a central place in today’s houses, 
flats and domestic imagination, much of what we eat is prepared 
and cooked elsewhere. Some tasks, such as baking your morning 
croissant, have been outsourced for centuries. Other services, 
such as preslicing your apple snack or flashfreezing your pre
made potpie, are more recent innovations. We asked eight New 
yorkers to document their diet for a week, recording both what 
they ate and—more importantly—where it was made. The result 
is a map of the city as distributed kitchen, a public food prepara
tion network tied together by intersecting individual stomachs.

Special thanks to our anonymous eaters.
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THE DISTRIBUTED  

KITCHEN



by Nicola Twilley

Last year, internet artist Jeff Sisson was living 
in a Williamsburg apartment above two different bodegas 

when it occurred to him to launch a project that would unite both 
his worlds—the virtual, global, online universe in which he works 
and the physical, hyperlocal bodegas that functioned as a sort of 
outsourced pantry for his tiny kitchen.

The bodega List (http://www.ilikenicethings.com/bodegas) 
was launched in March 2009 with a simple goal: to create a home 
page for every single bodega in New york City. The project relies 
on crowdsourced bodega verification to sort through a longer 
list of businesses with an offpremise liquor license, which Sis
son mined by ZIP code from the State Liquor Authority.

Volunteers—no special qualifications, other than an internet 
connection, are necessary—click on the “Is This A bodega?” 
button, which serves up a random business address from the list, 
accompanied by a Google Street View shot of the corresponding 
location. At the bottom of the page are three options: “This is a 
bodega,” “This is not a bodega” or “I’m not sure,” plus an optional 
box to record the name on the awning (which is not always the 
same as the registered business).

Answer, hit “save” and repeat—it’s strangely addictive. After 
a handful of easy calls, though, you’re likely to run into some of 
the liminal cases that make Sisson’s project so fascinating. “Just 
today,” he told me, “I came across this store at Mulberry and 
Prince. It seemed like more of an upscale grocery to me, and I 
skipped it. I wanted to leave it for someone else to decide.”

The bodega List doesn’t offer volunteer verifiers a handy 
definition to help with those kinds of tough decisions, and 
according to Sisson, the omission is intentional: “I think of it like 
linguistics in a way, where one of the diagnostics is whether 
something sounds natural to the native speaker. Or it’s like what 
they say about pornography—you know it when you see it.”

Of course, in some cases, poor Google Street View image 
quality or address matching discrepancies will nudge a bodega 
over onto Sisson’s growing “I’m not sure” list. He’s planning to 
bike around the city soon to resolve these kinds of issues but is 
otherwise reluctant to intervene, preferring instead to watch as 
“the hive mind of the internet” arrives at a working consensus on 
exactly what qualifies as a bodega and what does not. Already, 
he has noticed certain sticking points, reporting that “bodegas in 
Queens cause a lot more doubt for people. They look a little more 
substantial, as though you’re more likely to go there to do your 

by Sarah rich

In 1965, Abel Wolman, a scientist and 
professor of sanitary engineering, published a 

groundbreaking article in New Scientist. The article, entitled 
“The Metabolism of Cities,” quantified the inputs and outputs of 
a hypothetical city of one million inhabitants in order to illustrate 
how municipal systems might handle their rising metabolic burn 
rates as cities grew and were confronted with a swelling demand 
for resources and a corresponding outflow of pollutants and 
waste.

“The metabolic cycle is not completed until the wastes and 
residues of daily life have been removed and disposed of with a 
minimum of nuisance and hazard,” he wrote, adding,“[Man has] 
daily evidence to tell him that his planet cannot assimilate with
out limit the untreated wastes of his civilization.”

Wolman examined the present condition of cities in 1965 
and projected as far into the future as the year 2000, anticipating 
changes in water supply, agricultural needs, industrial practices 
and technological capabilities. At its root, the article was a call 
for administrative foresight. Wolman believed that urban metabo
lisms could only be controlled through policy decisions and 
cityrun programs, but he also saw the potential for bureaucrats 
to react too slowly, leaving citizens to take charge of regulating 
their own collective metabolism.

“One must recall that when largescale changes are contem
plated, the whole spectrum of society is involved,” Wolman said. 
“Rarely do all forces march forward in step, particularly where 
public policy and scientific verity are not crystal clear. Competi
tive forces delay correctives until public opinion rises in wrath 
and pushes for action on an ad hoc and intuitive basis.”

Fortyfive years later, as Wolman predicted, our cities are 
still operating relatively functional public systems, and our sup
ply of food and water—despite increased pressure—remains 
reasonably abundant and safe.

but his other projection has also been borne out. Perhaps 
more than ever, urban residents are taking it upon themselves to 
fill the holes they perceive in city services or to establish alto
gether alternative systems that address needs more efficiently, 
more responsibly or simply with more flair. From hotticket, 
topsecret supper clubs to illegal compost piles decomposing 
in undisclosed locations, the urban underground is creating a 
metabolic rhythm of its own. As these unauthorized ventures 
fill the negative space between food safety regulations, health 
codes and zoning laws, they trace the limits of a city’s control 
and illuminate a free market of covert entrepreneurs.

bEADED CAMOFLAUGE
In the Marigny district of New Orleans, adjacent to the Ninth 
Ward, there are no grocery stores. The old Robert Fresh Market 
has sat rotting since Hurricane Katrina, making this neighbor
hood a certifiable food desert. but the Marigny community is 
alive and well, and in the spirit of the city’s musical identity, 

neighborhood businesspeople  
are improvising.

At Mardi Gras Zone, a cos
tume supply store for the city’s 
annual celebration, beads and 
masks have been moved to the 
mezzanine. On the main level 
of this store, food is the stock
intrade. Racks stacked with 
crackers, potato chips, salad 

dressing, canned 
soups, cereal and all 

manner of basic sustenance lie in 
the shadow of the items that previously kept 

this store afloat.
 As its name suggests, the costume store is zoned for cele

bratory accessories, not food, and the owners are theoretically at 
risk of being shut down. but while supermarket executives play 
out turf wars in the wild west of postKatrina New Orleans, Mardi 
Gras Zone continues to fly under the radar, feeding an entire 
community behind the mask of the city’s most famous party.

THE GREAT GIVEbACK
Nance Klehm likes to talk shit. She’ll talk shit about the failings 
of urban policymakers or the ageold systems that flush clean 
drinking water down our toilets by the gallon. Most of all though, 
Klehm likes to talk, literally, about shit.

It’s not an easy topic for most people. While wastefulness 
may meet with casual disapproval, waste itself—particularly 
human waste—is downright untouchable. Municipal systems 
are designed to bolster the walls of our comfort zones by swiftly 
ferrying unwanted material out of sight and out of mind, which of 
course is also largely in the interest of public health. but as cities 
grow and resources dwindle, Klehm argues that we need to start 
looking through the muddy currents of our waste stream for the 
potential gold they contain.

In 2008, dissatisfied with conventional urban sanitation 
methods, Klehm started a human waste composting service. She 
called it “Humble Pile.” For twenty months, she and a cohort of 
willing urbanites in Chicago used fivegallon buckets to collect 
their yellow and brown ore. by adding sawdust to each new layer 
of the pile, they created minicomposting toilets that emitted 
relatively little odor, and Klehm helped maintain fresh house
holds by collecting the full buckets regularly.

Soon enough, Klehm accumulated 1,500 gallons of human 
night soil, which she composted in a secret location. by the  
time the decomposition was complete, the black gold tested 
free of coliform bacteria, meaning it would be a safe medium for 
growing vegetables. Everyone who lent their waste to Klehm’s 
renegade experiment had their goods returned in the form of 
nutrientrich topsoil, delivered by bicycle in a handsewn yellow 
bag emblazoned with the words “The Great Giveback” in  
brown lettering.

Klehm wants to see cities close the loop on their citizens’ 
excrement, turning human waste into fertilizer for growing food. 
“Urban policy lacks the underpinning of true systematic think
ing,” she says. “Cities understand their water systems, waste 
systems, industrial systems, food systems, education systems, 
etcetera, as independent systems that only peripherally interact 
with one another.”

Until she finds a way to overcome safety regulations, dispel 
fears about filth and disease and break down the cultural taboos 
around bodily functions, she’ll keep talking shit to anyone who 
will listen.

ILLEGAL CHEESE
A few decades ago, a clandestine exchange on an East Village 
street corner likely signaled the pulse of a destructive under
ground economy fueled largely by drugs. Today, these secretive 
handoffs often feed a different sort of addict: the foodie early 
adopter.

One of the preferred dealers among this burgeoning cli
entele is Ronnie, a former investment banker who now hawks 
homemade grilled cheese sandwiches. Hungry office workers 
send him their orders by text message; he cooks their sand
wiches in his apartment, located well outside the purview of city 
health inspectors, and before the sandwiches have time to get 
cold, he personally delivers them on his bike.

“This would almost only work in Manhattan,” he says.  
“There are a few reasons: the population density, the myriad 

bureaucratic and financial hurdles to opening up a legitimate 
place and the culture where people are obsessed with knowing 
about new trends before any of their friends.”

If the Department of Health could find his kitchen, Ronnie 
says, they’d shut him down—a fate that already befell Dr. Claw, a 
muchloved brooklyn underground lobster roll dealer. Operating 
a legal food business out of a home requires permits and licens
ing, special kitchen equipment and food safety certificates, and 
Ronnie doesn’t plan to jump through the hoops. “For now, the 
underground nature is one of its big selling points. It’s not only a 
great grilled cheese, it’s also a fun experience.”

THE CAFFEINATED bOOZE DEFENSE
Vancouver, british Columbia, has a reputation for environmental 
awareness and progressive politics. It is, in fact, the birthplace 
of the term “ecological footprint.” So when Matthew Kemshaw, 
the Urban Agriculture Coordinator for the Vancouver Environmental 
youth Alliance, decided to build compost piles in his organization’s 
community gardens, he didn’t encounter objection from local 
authorities—he ran into trouble with his neighborhood rodents.

The rats’ love of kitchen scraps rapidly proved problematic, 
but rather than give up on composting, Kemshaw devised a more 
innovative solution. “I’d heard that coffee grounds were less of 
a temptation than food waste,” he explains, “so I set up bins in 
the coffee shops I pass on my way to work, and I started collect
ing their grounds in my bike trailer.” To this aromatic blend he 
added beer mash donated from a local brewery and used card
board boxes from regional food distributors. Six months later, he 
reports, “it turned into beautiful soil.”

While Kemshaw singlehandedly relieves numerous local 
businesses of their byproducts, the city still does not offer a 
comprehensive pickup service for residents’ organic waste. 
Singlefamily homes can participate in curbside compost, but 
apartment dwellers—of whom there are many in Vancouver— 
are stuck between a worm bin and a garbage can.

Tantalizingly, about sixty miles south in Victoria, a renegade 
enterprise called Petal to Pedal runs a closedloop service to 
help wouldbe composters live up to their potential, picking up 
kitchen waste by bicycle, turning it into compost in neighborhood 
yards and redistributing the soil to the original donors.

Top: The Great Giveback; photo by Nance Klehm
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by Geoff Manaugh 

and Nicola Twilley

Hundreds of tons of bushmeat—defined by 
the bushmeat Crisis Task Force as “any wildlife species, 

including threatened and endangered, used for meat includ
ing: elephant; gorilla; chimpanzee and other primates; forest 
antelope (duikers); crocodile; porcupine; bush pig; cane rat; 
pangolin; monitor lizard; guinea fowl; etc.”—are smuggled each 
week through international airports such as ParisCharles de 
Gaulle, Chicago O’Hare and New york’s JFK. The destination: 
local dinner plates.

In a July 2010 raid on an African antiquities store located on 
Chicago’s west side, monkey heads and dead cane rats were 
seized by agents of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. “In a 
brown cardboard box labeled ‘blue brand Spread for bread,’” 
the Chicago Tribune reported, “agents found 14 cane rats 
impaled on sticks, six monkey heads, numerous impaled mice 
and a pitviper skull.” In the process, the raid uncovered just  
one hub of “a robust but underground business: illegally smug
gling meat to Chicago residents hungry for a taste from their 
African homelands.”

In Paris, exotic and illegal culinary imports such as “smoked 
anteater” have been popping up in neighborhood markets. In 
the city’s northerly 18th arrondissement, for instance, “every
one knows bushmeat is sold,” a local butcher named Hassan 
Kaouti explained to the “Huffington Post” earlier this year, “and 
they even know where to buy it.” One shop owner, identified as 
Madame Toukine, “receives special deliveries of crocodile and 
other bushmeat each weekend.”

The demand for bushmeat is not solely motivated by Prous
tian nostalgia; in fact, many of the seized delicacies are required 
for cultural and religious ceremonies. but while immigrant groups 
within the U.S. and Europe form complex underground meat 
distribution networks, back at its source, the bushmeat trade is 
enmeshed in its own ecosystem of pressing issues. These include 
the proliferation of illegal firearms, poaching in natural parks, 
native habitat loss, the extinction of already endangered species 
and even the potential seeds of a global pandemic.

In a 2010 report issued by the Wildlife Conservation Society, 
bushmeat imported as food was revealed to harbor a host of 
zoonotic diseases, including Ebola and simian foamy virus. This 
latter realization has rung alarm bells in the halls of the Centers 
for Disease Control, who now fear that the next AIDS might arrive 
on U.S. shores through these underground networks of unregu
lated meat exchange.

In many ways, these shadow meat economies provide an 
unsettling parallel to the diseased and dangerous state of the 
United States’ existing, FDAapproved industrial food system. 
Nonetheless, in bushmeat, the forces of global trade and the 
threat of a future outbreak unexpectedly align in the guise of 
culinary tradition and cultural continuity, turning food into a 
potential epidemiological vector that transmits from rainforest 
to plate.

Is This A 

Bodega?

Screenshots of the bodega verification 

interface

Map showing the locations of all the businesses 

whose status as a bodega is in doubt (light gray) 

and all verified bodegas (dark gray) in NYC

grocery shopping, whereas the brooklyn bodega fits more easily 
within the deli/convenience store model.”

In any case, once a bodega has been verified, it is marked 
with a red dot on Sisson’s map and is given its own homep
age. As the map grows—the outlines of Manhattan are already 
clearly visible—it will provide a fascinating visual representation 
of bodega density and distribution across the city. As Sisson 
described it, “It’s another way of seeing the city—like a differ
ent wavelength.” Intriguingly, this new perspective is not only 
crowdsourcing the very definition of a bodega, it is also present
ing them as a linked, citywide network, in direct contrast to most 
New yorkers’ microfocus on the individual inventorial particulari
ties of their local stores. They are all different, and yet Sisson 
reminds us that, on some level, they are also all the same.

These contrasts—between the specific, grounded space  
of the bodega and the bird’seye view of the Internet, for example, 
and between the physical reality of buying milk, cigarettes 
or candy on the corner versus the abstraction of online expe
rience—are at the heart of Sisson’s project. by giving each 
neighborhood bodega its own permalink—an equally specific 
virtual address to match its street location—The bodega List 
throws into sharp relief the increasingly fluid boundary between 
our online and offline worlds.

After all, what happens to the lived experience of the bodega 
when someone sitting in front of their laptop in Sydney or Los 
Angeles—curiously, the sources of a sizeable minority of Sisson’s 
web visitors—can “tour” the bodegas of New york, hopping from 
Gowanus to Murray Hill via the South bronx, a nonlinear, single
player adventure through the fabric of the everyday? What does 
a bodega—part neighborhood store cupboard, part streetscape 
décor and part intergenerational community hub—gain or lose in 
the translation from bricks and mortar to html?

And perhaps more importantly, what is the point? At my local 
bodega, 528 East Eleven Deli Corp, opinion was mixed as to The 
bodega List’s utility. The owner, an older Hispanic man, seemed 
dubious, carefully disclaiming any responsibility for his bode
ga’s home page. His son, watching videos behind the counter, 
thought that it was pretty cool that the store had a homepage, 
but that it would be even cooler if you could order sandwiches 
online. A middleaged woman buying a pack of American Spir
its seemed genuinely excited about the idea, imagining that the 
owner could put his family’s pictures up online, with some back 
story or maybe a blog. And when I showed the homepage to a 
young woman in office clothes buying a quart of milk, she sighed 
before saying, “Well, why not?”

Taped-Up Toilet; photo by Nance Klehm
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by Nicola Twilley

Jonathan Gold is a legendary food writer and 

restaurant critic, the first of his profession 

to win a Pulitzer Prize. He is based in Los 

Angeles, where he writes for the LA Weekly, a free 

independent tabloid, although he spent two years 

at the turn of the millennium in New York as the 

restaurant critic for Gourmet. In his hands, the 

job of the restaurant critic consists of equal 

parts urban exploration and anthropology, drawing 

on obsessive research and rigorous eating 

to find a city’s truly great, if 

somewhat obscure, edible 

experiences.  

 

I asked him how he explores and understands Los 

Angeles through food, as well as how his writing 

helps redefine it. His responses—and his verdict  

on New York’s restaurant scene—appear below.

 
 
 

 
 

REVIEWING THE REVIEW— 

AN INTERVIEW WITH  

JONATHAN GOLD
EXPANSIONARy CARTOGRAPHICS

“I think a lot of what I’m doing is building a mental map of Los 
Angeles. When I started out, the food map of Los Angeles—in 
fact, the geography of Los Angeles for anybody who didn’t actu
ally live in an outlying neighborhood—extended from downtown 
to Santa Monica. L.A., in most people’s minds, was limited to this 
crescent on the Westside.

“If I’ve done anything in my twentyfive years of restaurant 
reviewing, I’ve pushed people’s mental maps of Los Angeles 
outward. When I was at the [Los Angeles] Times in the nineties, 
there was always a joke in the newsroom that there were huge 
parts of the city that would only make it into the paper if there 
was a gang killing—or if I found some place to eat.

“Nowadays, nobody would dream of writing about Chi
nese food without writing about the giant Chinese community 

stretching through the San Gabriel Valley for twenty miles, from 
Monterey Park all the way to Pomona. And when people are talk
ing about Mexican food in Los Angeles, they have to consider 
odd places like bell and Southgate.

“I’ve always thought I should get some kind of medal of 
commendation from the city council of San Gabriel. I think I’ve 
probably done more for that city than…[laughs] well, quite a lot 
of people!”

EDIbLE ANTHROPOLOGy
“I don’t try to be a champion of overlooked cuisines or neigh
borhoods—I just like finding stuff out. There’s a great detective 
aspect to what I do.

“I try to drive down all the major thoroughfares in L.A. 
County at least once every six months, although it probably ends 
up being more like every year. because I know the streets pretty 
well, and I’m driving around pretty much all the time, I know 
when a new place has opened. I’ll be driving, and I’ll notice that 
a liquor store has opened, so I’ll stop and go in and see that as 
well as all the standard stuff, they sell three things from Laos. 
I’ll go back a year later, and there’s a little counter that sells Lao 
noodles and some groceries. Then I go back a year after that, 
and there’s a tiny café next door.

“It’s not my intention, but you certainly could track where 
people are coming from and where they’re moving to largely 
based on what I’m doing. Sometimes it’s totally fascinating. I’ll 
go to somewhere that people think of as a black neighborhood, 
and I’ll poke around a little bit—by going to restaurants, sure, but 
also by going to grocery stores and by talking to people and by 
looking at the churches. And I’ll find out that most of the people 
in the neighborhood are from Mississippi, but they’re from one 
specific town there, and that many of them, or their parents or 
grandparents, followed a preacher out there during the Great 
Migration and constructed a sort of miniMississippi village right 
there in South Central Los Angeles. And they brought their local 
specialties with them.”

MyTHICAL RADAR
“Some people think I have a supernatural ability, so if I’m put 
down in a city like Seoul or Guadalajara, they could just follow 
me, and I’ll automatically go to the best restaurants.

“Sorry, but I don’t have any special radar.
“I can tell if what I’m eating is good, and I can tell if it isn’t, but 

I can also tell you that in Los Angeles—which is a city I know really 
well—I have found a surprising number of the places that I like 
best when I decided to methodically eat at every restaurant on a 
particular street or in a particular mall, in order to find out what the 
great ones were. There is no substitute for rigorous eating.

“That said, it’s a little weird how much research I do. 
Sometimes I feel like I’m cramming for a final exam. I read 
everything—newspapers, blogs, magazines, pamphlets, books...
Google Translate is my best friend, even though it’s horrible. you 
can’t really ask for tips, because people’s tastes are so...differ
ent. Just because somebody lives in a place doesn’t necessarily 
mean they have good taste in food. Chinese people go to some 
absolutely horrendous Chinese restaurants.

“Like many critics, I am one of the people of the book.”

RESTAURANT SMACKDOWN: N.y.C. VS. L.A.
“Los Angeles tends to be more fragmented than other cities. We 
don’t tend to go out much, things are really far apart, we tend 
to entertain in our backyards, and there is nothing like the sub
way—as fervently as I wish that such a thing did exist—where 
people have to bang into one another. The result is a sort of insu
lar regionality that sets L.A. apart.

“What I mean is that, sure, there’s a Filipino neighborhood 
in New york, there’s a Korean neighborhood in New york, and so 
on—but you can discover all of this stuff by taking the 7 line. So 
although the Filipino restaurant that opens up on the 7 line may 
be by Filipino people for Filipino people, they quickly develop 
some kind of expectation of what people in the neighborhood 
who are not Filipino want and expect from their food. That means 
that there’s a lot of secondguessing. Restaurant owners want  

to please. They want people to be happy, and so they adjust  
their cooking.

“Meanwhile, in Los Angeles, there are something like nine 
hundred restaurants in Koreatown, of which there are probably 
only forty that nonKoreans go to. The other ones have no English 
signs and no English menu, and the people in them generally 
don’t know what you’re doing there. They specialize in one dish, 
and they’re not going to change that dish for you, because that’s 
the nature of their niche in the restaurant culture. I don’t use the 
word authentic, because I think that it’s loaded in so many ways, 
but it is a different experience.

“What L.A. sucks at is super highend French restaurants. 
Those are traditionally the best restaurants in town everywhere 
else. I think this is partially because [Wolfgang] Puck was so suc
cessful in the early 80s. The restaurant that everyone wanted to go 
to was Spago, and Spago served pizza, pasta and salads at prices 
that were definitely expensive for pizza, pasta and salads but still 
pretty low. So people were paying thirty dollars a head for din
ner at Spago, where they were as happy as a clam, and then they 
didn’t want to spend a hundred dollars at a place where they’d 
have to wear a tie and feel stiff and uncomfortable all evening.

“The thing that defines New york’s dining scene is the con
centration of wealth. In order to have a French restaurant of the 
quality of, say, Jean Georges or Daniel, you need to have a cou
ple of things. First of all, you need to have people who recognize 
what they’re eating—who have either traveled enough or read 
enough or thought enough to realize why what they’re eating is 
so good. you need people who know what good cooking is, and 
you need people who have the money to pay for it. When I put 
together the first list for Gourmet of the best fifty restaurants in 
America, if I was being totally honest about it, probably forty of 
them would have been in Manhattan. It’s a marvelous thing.”

oNGoING MoNTHLY ExPENSES
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Wine 
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$95,377
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STArT UP CoSTS

dESIGN, CoNSTrUCTIoN & ff&E 

Construction & demolition  

design 

Kitchen Equipment 

restaurant furniture 

Bar Equipment 

Bar furniture

rEAL ESTATE & LEGAL 

Liquor License and fees 

rent 

(six mos. during planning & construction)

SofT CoSTS 

Marketing 

Training 

opening Bar & food 

dishware 

Linens Service 

Uniforms 

opening Cash & Emergencies 

Security deposit 
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GrANd ToTAL

$775,000 

$155,000   

$125,000   

$200,000 

$20,000 

$60,000 
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$78,000 
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$58,125 

$31,000 

$50,000 

$3,000 

$3,500 

$25,000 

$124,000 

$200,000

$2,149,125
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food 

Wine 

Spirits 

Beer

MArK UPS 

Average food Mark Up 

Average Wine Mark Up 
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Average Beer Mark Up

 

$165,000 

$55,000 

$41,250 

$13,750

 

17.75x 

5.00x 
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1.80x

STATS & ASSUMPTIoNS

Total Square footage 

Allocated Kitchen Back of House Space 

Seats (including dining & bar) 

Location 

Construction Costs 

design fees out of Construction Costs 

Marketing 

Average Number of Years to Break Even 

front of House Staff 

Back of House Staff 

Administrative Staff 
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3100 sq ft 

900 sq ft 

100 total 
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$250/sq ft 

20%  

5% of sales 

2 years 

10% sales 

15% sales 

7.50% of sales 

$10/sq ft 

$1500/sq ft

BUSINESS PLAN FOR 

RESTAURANT ‘X’

BrEAK EVEN

Start Up Costs ($2,149,125) + Monthly Cash Expenses 

($108,911 x 2 years = $2,613,864) = $4,762,989

$57.25 average cover/person x 800 covers/week x  

52 weeks x 2 years = $4,762,989

CoMPArISoN of A 2-STAr frANK BrUNI rEVIEW 

(NUMBEr of MENTIoNS)

CASE STUdY 1: doUBLE CroWN (dC) 

STATUS: IN oPErATIoN SINCE 9/2008 

rEVIEWEd: 11/26/2008

CASE STUdY 2: BAr MILANo (BM) 

STATUS: CLoSEd; 4/2008–02/2009 

rEVIEWEd: 07/02/2008

dESIGN

dC 
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dC 
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dC 
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WINE LIST

dC 
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dC 

BM

oVErALL MENU

dC 
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dC 
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food

dC 
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SErVICE

dC 
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dC 
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oVErALL NEGATIVE CoMMENTS

dC 
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oVErALL NEUTrAL CoMMENTS

dC 
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11 of the 50 restaurants have closed as of this publication date

no stars: poor 

1 restaurant

no stars: satisfactory 

2 restaurants

5 restaurants3 restaurants

frank Bruni New York Times restaurant reviews for 2008 

ToTAL: 50 reviews

0%

22% 

11 restaurants

28% 

14 restaurants

38% 

19 restaurants

2% no stars: poor 

1 restaurant

8% no stars: satisfactory 

4 restaurants

2% no rating 

1 restaurant

58% of cost mentioned in 

review ($1,309,661)

42% of cost not mentioned  

in review ($948,375)

Based on opening costs +  

1 month operating costs ($2,258,036)

Graphics and analysis by Krista Ninivaggi 

data supplied by Christina Zeigler and  

Marion Emmanuelle



by rebecca federman

While one would be hardpressed to find a salad or casserole 
named after military weaponry, the French 75—a tonguetingling 
concoction of champagne, gin, lemon juice and sugar—is an 
offering found on many a cocktail menu. It was, in fact, named in 
tribute to a 75mm quickfiring gun used widely during  
World War I.

Commemorative cocktails 
are born out of an 
incredible  

assortment of historical events, from monumental achievements 
and epic heroes to fleeting trends and otherwise insignificant 
peculiarities. The poetic bartenders (or publicists) who imag
ined the mixed drinks described below were commemorating, in 
liquid form, a host of special events, people, places and innova
tions. And, yes, even the occasional scandal.

The rather delightful result is that even the most news
averse barfly can keep uptodate on current events, from union 
strikes to space travel, simply by sampling fresh additions to the 
cocktail menu.

THE FIRST JAPANESE DELEGATION
In David Wondrich’s “Imbibe!,” a fascinating portrait of the nine
teenthcentury bartender Jerry Thomas, Wondrich specifically 
calls out Thomas’ recipe for the Japanese Cocktail as “a fine 
example of yet another Cocktailnaming gambit, the commemo
rative Cocktail.” The story, as Wondrich tells it, began in 1860 
when the first Japanese delegation to the United States ended 
their tour in New york. Of the many esteemed guests from Japan, 
one became more infamous than the others. Tommy, as he was 
commonly referred to in the American media, was an English
speaking member of the Japanese delegation whose fondness 
for both pretty women and booze formed the subject of several 
newspaper articles. Wondrich deduces that since Tommy and 
company were staying at the Metropolitan Hotel, just one block 
from the bar where Jerry Thomas was mixologistinresidence, 
the bartender created a drink in their honor—or lack thereof.

by Krista Ninivaggi and Nicola Twilley

In 1965, nearly seven years before anything 

resembling Houilhan’s, Bennigan’s, Chili’s, ruby 

Tuesday or Applebee’s came into existence, Alan 

Stillman was a young man living in Yorkville who, 

in his own words, was “looking to meet girls.” The 

bar/restaurant he founded, T.G.I. friday’s, began 

as the first neighborhood establishment to cater to 

both men and women alike—with the express motive 

to unite the two. forty-five years 

later, Stillman’s singles bar 

in Manhattan’s Upper 

East Side has 

metamorphosed almost beyond recognition, fathering 

a landscape of casual dining franchises that 

redefined the American idea of the restaurant. for 

the New City reader, Stillman told us how to create 

a cocktail party in public, the origins of the 

door line and his inadvertent stint as hamburger 

provider to broke airline stewardesses.

New City Reader         What’s the story behind T.G.I. Friday’s?

Alan Stillman                I lived on 63rd Street between First and 
york. Easy access to the 59th Street bridge meant you could get 
out of New york quickly, so in that two or three block neighbor
hood, there was a pile of airline stewardesses—and for whatever 
reason, there was also a whole bunch of models. basically, a lot 
of single people all lived between 60th and 65th and between 
york Avenue and 3rd Avenue. It seemed to me that the best way 
to meet girls was to open up a bar.

NCR         Where were those people hanging out before you 
opened your bar?

AS         At the time, it was all cocktail parties. What would happen 
is that on Wednesday and Thursday, you’d start collecting infor
mation—things like, “On Friday night at 8 o’clock at 415 East 63rd 

Street, there’s going to be great party run by three airline stew
ardesses.” Then somebody else would say, “Well, I got a good 
one—it’s going to be run by one of the baseball players at his 
apartment.” you built up a cocktail list, and you bounced 
from one place to the other. The cocktail parties 
were wild, by the way. but there was 
no public place for peo
ple between, 
say, 

twenty
three to thirtyseven 

years old to meet.

NCR         What about other 
bars—places like P.J. Clarke’s?

AS            P.J. Clarke’s was 
there—it had been in existence 
forever—but it wasn’t a meeting 
place. It was a guys’ beer
drinking hangout. There were 
very few women there. That was 
pretty typical of the New york 
bar scene at the time.

The other thing is that my 
timing was exquisite, because I 
opened T.G.I. Friday’s the exact 
year the [birth control] pill was 
invented. I happened to hit the 
sexual revolution on the head, 
and the result was that, without 
really intending it, I became the 
founder of the first singles bar.

NCR         Explain how you went 
about recreating that cocktail 
party atmosphere in a public 
space.

AS            All I really did was 
throw sawdust on the floor and 
hang up fake Tiffany lamps. I 
painted the building blue, and 
I put the waiters in red and 
white striped soccer shirts. If 
you think that I knew what I was 
doing, you are dead wrong. I 
had no training in the restaurant 
business or interior design or 
architecture—I just have a feel 
for how to use all those things to 
create an experience.

At the time, T.G.I. Friday’s 
was pretty sophisticated for 
a hamburger and french fry 
place—apparently, I invented 
the idea of serving burgers on a 
toasted English muffin—but the 
principle involved was to make 
people feel that they were going 
to someone’s apartment for a 
cocktail party.

The food eventually played a larger role than I imagined it 
would, because a lot of the girls didn’t have enough money to 
stretch from one pay check to the other, so I became the pur
veyor of free hamburgers at the end of the month.

It took off extraordinarily quickly. In the first six to nine 
months, T.G.I. Friday’s got written up in Time, Newsweek and the 
Saturday Evening Post. Then Maxwell’s Plum opened up across 
the street, which was another singles bar. It was really quite a 
phenomenon.

I believe that the first line in the history of bars, restaurants 
and discos may have been at T.G.I. Friday’s. Inside of three 
months, we had to hire a doorman. One night I was tending bar, 
and he walked up to me and said, “Listen, there’s a dozen people 
standing outside, and we have no tables and no room at the bar. 
What do you want me to do?” And I said, “Why don’t you just tell 
them to wait, and when someone comes out, you’ll let them in.”

Next thing you know, I came out from behind the bar to get 
something, and I looked outside, and there were forty people 
standing in line. The next week we ended up buying velvet ropes. 
There was no such thing like that anywhere else. you would either 
have a reservation at a fancy restaurant, or you would just go into 
a bar or diner—nobody would wait in line for food and drink.

NCR         What else did you have to introduce or change in those 
early months?

Japanese Cocktail
(from Jerry Thomas’ bartender’s Guide, as reprinted in David 
Wondrich’s “Imbibe!”)

— 1 Tablespoon Orgeat syrup
— 1/2 teaspoon bogarts bitters
— 1 wine glass (2 ounces) brandy
— 1 or 2 pieces lemon peel
Fill a tumbler onethird with ice, and stir well with a spoon.

ENGLAND’S INDUSTRIAL SHUTDOWN
After what the New york Times referred to as “many wearisome 
days of fruitless squabbling,” on May 3, 1926, roughly three mil
lion members of England’s largest labor union, the Trades Union 
Congress (TUC), went on strike in support of british coal min
ers whose pay was being decreased despite increased working 
hours. The strike included workers in England’s transportation 
and building trades; iron, steel and metal workers and workers 
in the paper and printing industries. A nationwide shutdown was 
only narrowly averted by the efforts of volunteer workers. The 
TUC finally called off the strike on May 12, 1926.

AS            We had to change the way we ran the place 
completely. It was a long bar with bar stools, and I don’t think 
anyone expected people standing four deep behind the stools. 
Straightaway, we went from one bartender to three. The waiters 
couldn’t get through the aisles because of the crowds, so we had 
to adjust where the seating was. We had to change the menu to 
be able to get food out of the kitchen more quickly.

Inside eighteen months, two more places opened up within 
a block. by the summer of 1965, the police had to come along, 
put up barriers and close First Avenue between 63rd and 64th 
Streets on Friday night from 8 p.m. until midnight, because there 
were so many kids going back and forth between these bars that 
the cars couldn’t get through. We’d moved the cocktail party into 
the streets.

NCR          you opened up twelve T.G.I. Friday’s in total. How did 
you make the transformation from bar owner to businessman?

AS            The original bar was two years old, and it had national 
recognition at that point. Somebody came in and said, “I’m from 
Memphis, Tennessee, and I own a shopping area down there 
with room for one of these. Will you sell me a franchise?”

I have to admit that I didn’t know what the word franchise 
meant. So I said, “If you have the money, I’ll show you how to do 
it, and we’ll split it 50/50.” We shook hands, and a year and a half 
later, we opened up a T.G.I. Friday’s in Memphis. People started 
coming in there from Little Rock and Nashville, and soon more 
guys walked in wanting to partner with me, and before I knew it, 
I had five or six T.G.I. Friday’s around the country. It wasn’t pre
planned at all.

by 1971, the economy was very bad. At the time, we had a 
dozen Friday’s, and we were trying to open up three more. by 
then, everyone was chasing us. There was Somebody Tues
day’s and bennigan’s and this, that and the other thing, and you 
needed big money to do it right. I didn’t want to sell out, but I 
didn’t not want to either. While we were trying to raise the money 
to expand, someone came to me and offered me enough money 
[to sell]. With a million dollars at that time, you could retire and 
do nothing for the rest of your life. So I sold, got married, took a 
trip to Europe and came back with the idea for a restaurant that 
was as American in America as the French brasseries were in 
France. I founded Smith & Wollensky’s in 1977.

This interview is excerpted from a longer 

discussion, which is online at ediblegeography.com

Left: Alan Stillman in front of the first T.G.I. 

friday’s location at 63rd Street & 1st Ave, on Man-

hattan’s Upper East Side.

Strike’s Over Cocktail
(from the “Savoy Cocktail book”)

According to the note attached to this recipe, Harry 
Craddock, the head bartender at the Savoy Hotel in London,  
created this cocktail on May 12, 1926, to commemorate the end  
of the General Strike in England.

— 1/4 Lemon or Lime Juice
— 1/4 Swedish Punch
— 1/2 Gin
Shake well, and strain into a cocktail glass.

MAN ON THE MOON
On July 25, 1969, a small article ran in the New york Times 
announcing the “Moonshot,” a cocktail created by French cham
pagne and cognac producers to commemorate the Apollo 11 
flight. The publicist for the French producers—the Moonshot was 
unveiled not at a bar but at a press conference—pointed out that 
the drink is best served on the rocks, because, as he correctly 
noted, “the moon’s surface is rock.”

Moonshot
(from the New york Times, July 25, 1969)

— 3 ounces French Champagne
— 2 ounces cognac
— 3 ounces orange juice
Mix well, and serve over ice.

THE ELIOT SPITZER SCANDAL
While not a cocktail in the traditional sense, the “Client #9 Cham
pagne Oyster Shooter” appeared on the menu of the Grand 
Central Oyster bar on March 12, 2008, the same day that Eliot 
Spitzer announced his resignation as governor of New york. 
Spitzer was referred to as Client #9 in an FbI affidavit detailing 
the operations of the Emperor’s Club, a highend prostitution ser
vice that Spitzer frequented. When his scandalous assignations 
were leaked to the media, the Oyster bar was there to commemo
rate it. The price for the champagne oyster shooter was jokingly 
listed at $5,000 but actually only cost an easytoswallow $7.95.

THE LAST NEWSMAN
by Greg Seider

— 1 3/4 oz buffalo Trace bourbon 
— 1/4 oz Compass box Peet Monster Scotch 
— 1 oz Dolin sweet vermouth 
— 2 dash orange bitters 
— 1 dash Angostura bitters
Stir, and serve on rocks in rocks glass with brandied cherry 
skewered garnish.
 

Greg Seider is a mixologist & owner of The 

Summit bar, where his “Ground to Glass” 

principle and rooftop garden ensure that every 

cocktail is ultra-seasonal and fresh. Seider 

created Minetta Tavern’s much-lauded drink 

list, and before that, he made drinks for 

Mercer Kitchen, the Box and Lot 61.

A Short Nonlinear  

History of the  

Commemorative Cocktail
A Cocktail Party in the 

Streets—An Interview 

with Alan Stillman
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Above: Bartender in Catholic Sokol Club, Ambridge, 

Pennslyvania; Library of Congress Prints & Photo-

graphs division, Washington, dC



by Irene Hwang

For an outsider driving around metropolitan Detroit, it must be 
puzzling to see the frequent signs for “Coney Island:” Coney 
Island, Mega Coney Island, The Original Coney Island, National 
Coney Island, Uptown Coney Island, Los Angeles Coney Island, 
Mykonos Coney Island—and the list goes on. For most of us, 
there is only one Coney Island, and it’s situated on a peninsula 
in southern brooklyn; yet ask any Michigander about Coney 
Island’s location, and they’ll likely direct you somewhere around 
the corner.

The founding of Coney Island, Michigan, reads like a fable: 
in the early 1900s, Constantine “Gust” Keros emigrated from 
Greece to Detroit and started his first restaurant at the corner 
of Lafayette and Michigan in 1917. Since one of his first acts in 
America had been to eat a hot dog, Gust named his restaurant 
“American Coney Island,” and there served up his incarnation of 
a chili hot dog, henceforth known as the Coney Island. Over the 
next century, Gust’s “unique” success story was replayed count
less times. In Jackson, George Torodoff of Macedonia founded 
his Original Coney Island in 1914. In Flint, Simeon O. “Sam” 
brayan from Albania invented his original Coney chili topping, 
and decades later, Angelo’s Original Coney Island continues to 
serve up the same “authentic” recipe from generations past.

Composed of a grilled Vienna style hot dog in a soft white 
bun and topped with beanless meat chili, raw onions and yel
low mustard, the very anatomy of the Coney dog ensured its 
success and proliferation: Greek immigrant family builds its 
very own American dream through the reengineering of a re
invented German bratwurst and Spanish “guiso” (stew). It was 
impossible for this story to fail. The happy ending wasn’t just 
built on the hopes of Gust and his family but rather on the aspi
rations and desires of everyone. Immigration, hot dogs and the 
American dream comprised an intoxicating recipe that trans
formed an entire region.

A year after Gust founded American Coney Island, his 
brother William opened up Lafayette Coney Island right next 

door. Due to the curiosity of twinned Coney Islands on the same 
street corner, the restaurants became a destination for both 
outoftown visitors and diehard locals interested in experienc
ing the best Coney Island. In Michigan, one’s position in the 
American Coney versus Lafayette Coney debate is as defining 
and impassioned as one’s football team, and whether it’s the 
secret sauce recipe or the placement of the onions, there is no 
shortage of criteria for judging perfection and authenticity. In 
this contested space of hot dogs, it’s not factual precision that 
is at stake, it’s one’s sense of community. For a Lafayette loyalist 
such as Ralph, whose father took him to the same counter when 
he was a kid, trying an American Coney would be a profound 
betrayal and rejection of not only his family, but of himself.

The story of the Midwestern Coney Island is one of identity 
theft. What began as baptism by hot dog on the fast track to 
acceptance is now an essential component of both individual 
identity and belonging. Neither German nor Greek nor Albanian 
nor Macedonian, the Coney Island, Michigan, restaurant consti
tutes a spatial framework that is infinitely robust because it is 
infinitely American: it can absorb everyone from everywhere into 
its space, from any nation or any corner. So potent is this combi
nation of identitymaking that many locals are surprised to learn 
that there aren’t Coney Islands everywhere. At one point, Ralph 
asked, “Wasn’t the first Coney in New Jersey?”

In this teeming landscape of Coney Islands, where a mul
titude of establishments have laid claim to the supreme stripe 
of authenticity, the possibility of actually identifying the singu
lar original would signal the demise of the Coney metropolis. 
The very existence of this hot dog urbanism—its buildings, its 
avenues, its residents—rests on a perpetual cycle of assertion 
and participation. Whether the first Coney Island originated in 
the balkans or was the genius of a humble Greek sheepherder, 
the actual recipe of its construction is thankfully locked in 
safes across Michigan. If the debate were to end with a winner 
declared, Michigan would again return to a world where there  
is indeed only one Coney Island and become, somehow,  
less American.
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Text by Nicola Twilley 

drawings by Will Prince 

data supplied by Marion Emmanuelle

Invisible forces shape New york’s restaurant landscape. behind 
the scenes, convoluted yet unforgiving health codes determine 
the design of kitchens, storage and other backofhouse areas. 
Meanwhile, the frontofhouse reflects an unwritten economic 
logic. Fashions in décor and lighting are secondary to the finan
cial flows and server usepaths that influence restaurant floor 
plans. These drawings reveal the hidden information encoded  
in our dining environments.

dUCT SYSTEM

The duct system is essentially a series of ducts 

that run from the kitchen and lead directly to 

the exterior of the building, for the purpose of 

removing smoke and grease-laden vapors from the 

cooking space. There are many rules that govern the 

installation and maintenance of ventilation ducts, 

commonly called black iron. 

GrEASE rEMoVAL dEVICES

Grease removal devices can take many forms, 

including grease filters and residue traps in 

grease ducts. There are a multitude of laws that 

regulate the clearances, cleanouts and termination 

locations of grease ducts, many of which can be 

found again in Section 506 in Chapter 5 of the 

Mechanical Code.

ExHAUST SYSTEM

All commercial cooking equipment that, through 

their use, produces smoke or grease-laden vapors 

must be accompanied with an independent exhaust 

system. A Type I hood serves cooking appliances 

that produce grease or smoke, such as griddles, 

fryers, boilers, ovens, ranges and wok ranges. 

The inside lower-edge of a canopy-type commercial 

cooking hood must extend a horizontal distance of 

at least 6 inches beyond the cooking surface edge 

on all open sides. Vertically, the front lower lip 

of the hood must be no more than 4 feet above the 

cooking surface.

American and Lafayette Coney Island hot dogs
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as formed by 2008 NYC Construction Code, New York 

City fuel Gas Code & New York City Mechanical Code

CooKING LINE

ExPEdITINGfood PrEP

rEfrIGErATIoN

dISHWASHING

L TYPE roofToP VENT
TYPE 1 ExHAUST Hood

SUPPLY AIr dUCT

GrEASE TrAP

HIGH ENd dINING

Examples: Gramercy Tavern, 

Nobu 57, Balthazar 

features: private dining, 

reservations only, bar 

area for walk-ins 

Size: 7500Sf capcity 200 

places (reservations) 110 

(walk in)

BrASSErIE

Examples: Schiller’s, double Crown, Peels, delicatessen 

features: large bar area, reservations not needed, private dining 

Size: 4800Sf capcity 180 places

Invisible 

Forces Coney Island, 

Michigan



by Nicola Twilley

fishwrapper n. colloq. 
(depreciative) a newspaper or printed 

matter lacking in quality or lasting worth, 
considered useful only for wrapping fish.

2004 “Shaun of the dead” “We’re not big fans of the 
local fishwrapper, are we, Mary?”

Newspaper—the physical object itself—is multifunctional. 
It is absorbent, an excellent insulator and for something so 
inkstained and grimy, uncannily suited to polishing glass. 
Perhaps most importantly, newspaper has a long and honor
able tradition of being used as a wrapper for food.

In early twentiethcentury New york, “The Oxford Com
panion To American Food And Drink” reports Eastern 
European Jewish immigrants used newspaper to wrap their 
lunchtime bagels, knishes and fish (in this case, herring) for 
safe transport to the sweatshop. Until outlawed by health and 
safety regulations, the classic british takeout dish of fish ‘n’ 
chips was always served in a tight newspaper parcel; indeed, 
since the printing industry switched to soybased inks, some 
chippies have adopted the practice once again. Today, in 
the markets of Kabul, bundles of Sadae Azadi—“The Voice 
of Freedom,” NATO’s flagship propaganda newspaper—are 
snapped up by snack stand owners, who find its premium 
white paper absorbs grease more effectively than native 
news stock.

Although the term “fishwrapper” is used disparagingly to 
criticize the forgettable nature of much journalism, the use of 
newspaper as food packaging facilitates one of life’s great

est pleasures: reading while eating. And 
in an age of increasingly polarized media, 
the chance encounter with an alternative 
point of view over a serving of battered 
cod could be the closest many people get 
to genuinely inclusive debate.

developed by 
Geoff Manaugh and 

Nicola Twilley 
Text by Nicola Twilley 

Illustrated by Nikki Hiatt

In the eighteenthcentury Englishspeaking world, coffee 
houses were “the chief organs through which the public opin
ion of the metropolis vented itself,” according to historian 
T.b. Macauley. In addition to supplying an exotic stimulant—
caffeine—coffee houses formed the central nodes in urban 
information networks. They were among the first public* 
gathering spaces where news, ideas and goods could be 
debated, produced and exchanged.

Early newspapers such as Addison’s and Steele’s Spec
tator were born and circulated in coffee houses, while the 
New york Stock Exchange and Lloyd’s of London can trace 
their origins to the Tontine Coffee House and Edward Lloyd’s 
Coffee House, respectively. Countless civicminded enter
prises were launched in coffee houses of the period; some, 
such as britain’s RSA, whose mission is to support innovation 
for the common good, still exist today. For the past decade, 
with the advent of WiFi, the explosion of blogs and online 
news forums and traditional media’s increasing reliance on 
freelancers, independent coffee shops have again become 
places where ideas are generated, news is consumed and 
comment is free.

However, gesticulating men in wigs passing pamphlets 
handtohand have been replaced by Macdependent 
hipsters with bad posture and permanently attached head
phones. Today’s coffee shop exchanges take place online, 
invisible to the other occupants of the physical space in 
which they are produced. Meanwhile, several coffee shop 
owners have declared war on their freelancing clientele, com
plaining that they hog tables, make a single coffee last for 
hours and create an antisocial, librarylike atmosphere.

but what if there was an app that mapped each coffee 
shop’s virtual information ecosystem and transformed it into 
a visible whole?

Using the “Coffeehouse Commons”™ web or mobile 
interface, journalists and bloggers can check in to submit 
links to their content, while readers and commenters also 
log in to provide URLs for their inhouse activity. The app’s 
home page provides a constantly updated timeline of activ
ity across all coffee shops, but by checking into a particular 
coffee shop, users can explore the range of information and 
ideas that were produced, discussed and consumed within 
that space.

How would coffeehouse conversation change if it was 
reattached to the physical fabric of the city?

*Access to this “public” space was, of course, 
limited by race, gender, class and even the typical 
one-penny admission fee.
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Coffeehouse 

Commons— 

A proposal

Along these lines, artists Dawn Weleski and Jon Rubin 
have reinvented the newspaperasfoodwrapper format for 
The Conflict Kitchen, their Pittsburghbased takeout res
taurant that serves food only from countries with which the 
United States is at odds. Its first iteration, Kubideh Kitchen, 
offered the kubideh, a traditional spicy meat wrap from Iran; 
its second, due to open later this month, will serve an Afghan 
bolani. At Kubideh Kitchen, each sandwich is served in an 
editorial wrapper that reports the diverse opinions of both Ira
nians and IranianAmericans on a broad range of subjects.

To make the wrappers, Weleski and Rubin conducted 
hours of interviews. “The starting point,” Weleski explained, 
“was the questions that ordinary Americans had about Iran 
but that they were afraid to ask.” These included sensitive 
and complex topics, from nuclear power to women’s rights, 
and although “this wasn’t a scientific study,” Weleski explains 
that for controversial issues they did their best to include 
“both poles and everything in between.”

Food already and always arrives on our plates wrapped 
with layers of information, tradition and politics. The genius of 
Conflict Kitchen is to make that wrapper visible so that lunch 
can serve as the entry point for a much deeper conversation.

“The idea,” Rubin stresses, “is not to be didactic, but to 
use food as a way to admit ignorance, express opinions and 
recognize difference without acrimony.” In direct opposi
tion to what Rubin condemns as the ideological extremism 
and closed mindset of most online debate, a Conflict Kitchen 
sandwich wrapper is intended as a step toward the cre
ation of “a public place where people can talk about politics 
again—a space in which a whole range of opinions can be 
negotiated without being seen as mutually exclusive.”

The humble fishwrapper could aspire to no more noble 
purpose.

The Humble  

Fishwrapper



Chicken Itza

A  +  G  +  D Jerk Chicken County

A  +  F  +  G

A. Sidewalk Shelter

E. Projecting Signs

H. Electronic Messaging

F. Vinyl Banners

D. Architectural Artifice

G. Neon

B. Marquee

C. Light Box

Chicken Signage: A Typology

Comfort Chicken
South

Comfort Chicken 
South Central

The Spicy Strip

Comfort Chicken
North Central

Fried 
Chickenville, 
U.S.A.

Fried 
Chickenville, 
U.S.A.

Fried 
Chickenville, 
U.S.A.

Comfort Chicken
North

General Tso’s
Fiefdom

Chicken Itza
North

Chicken Itza
East

Halal Chicken
Beltway North

Halal Chicken
Beltway South

Comfort Chicken
North West

Jerk Chicken
County

Korea-hattan

Comfort Chicken
South West

The Spicy Strip

A  +  E  +  H

General Tso’s Fiefdom

C  +  F  +  H

Halal Chicken Beltway

A  +  C  +  E

Fried Chickenville, U.S.A.

A  +  D  +  E

Comfort Chicken

A  +  B  +  D

Map drawn by Evan Allen, based on data gathered by 

Naa oyo A. Kwate and Ilan H. Meyer and originally 

presented in the American Journal of Public Health. 

Story by Nicola Twilley

Naa Oyo Kwate’s research maps the urban environment in terms 
of its impact on health, with a particular focus on individual and 
neighborhood inequality. In one of her studies, Kwate, an Asso
ciate Professor in the Department of Human Ecology at Rutgers 
University, mapped the distribution of fastfood restaurants 
across all five boroughs of New york City, discovering that “the 
percentage of black residents in a neighborhood was by far the 
biggest predictor of fastfood density.”

Although it is a commonly held assumption that you find 
more fastfood restaurants in black neighborhoods because 
they are frequently also lowerincome neighborhoods—and thus 
fastfood’s target market—Kwate found that “income really had 
no relationship” to fastfood exposure. Instead, the equation is 
simple: “For low and middleincome groups, the more black 
people there are, the more fastfood there is, and the more white 
people there are, the less fastfood there is.”

The map reproduced here is drawn from another of Kwate’s 
studies, this time investigating how alcohol advertising in Central 
Harlem affects drinking behavior. Several other researchers have 
shown that there is a disproportionate amount of advertising in 
predominantly black neighborhoods compared to predominantly 
white neighborhoods. Kwate’s study not only revealed that an 
astonishing twentyfive percent of the outdoor advertising space 
in Central Harlem was dedicated to selling alcohol, but also 
concluded that exposure to these ads increased black women’s 
chances of being a problem drinker by up to thirteen percent. 
That, as she puts it, is “a really big deal.”

What’s more, Kwate noted, “apart from the density of liquor 
exposure, the messages and themes that also appeared in the 
advertising were themselves a kind of toxic exposure. A lot of 
them drew upon and reproduced stereotypes of black people—
that black men are sexual studs and that black women are 
sexually licentious and available.” Additionally, she was dis
turbed to see “in a poor neighborhood, a lot of messages saying 
that you can use alcohol as a means to achieve social mobility.”

Having mapped toxic exposures within the built environment 
and demonstrated its negative impact, Kwate’s current study 
aims to go one step further, to launch what she calls a “counter
marketing campaign.”

Her ambitious fiveyear study, funded by a National Insti
tutes of Health Innovator Award, began with a fleet of researchers 
armed with bikemounted cameras, riding around the city and 
collecting data, “not just on the numbers of things, like how many 
fastfood restaurants and alcohol ads are on every street, but also 
the way things look and the message they send by the way they’re 
constructed and maintained.” She’s currently combing through the 
footage and returning to neighborhoods on foot to track a range 
of environmental factors, from how many businesses are embed
ded with bulletproof glass to “what kinds of ideas and issues are 
present in both standard outdoor media and also ‘homemade’ 
ads—the sorts of flyers you might see posted up for jobs.”

Next, Kwate will correlate the ways in which these character
istics of the built environment and exposure to negative imagery 
affect individual health by measuring biological markers such as 
immune function in neighborhood residents. Finally, she plans 
to buy outdoor advertising space, using it to disseminate stark 
facts about racism and inequality. She will then measure her par
ticipants’ health pre and postexposure in order to evaluate the 
impact of her own intervention.

The idea, Kwate explains, is to “play off the finding that, in 
some instances, AfricanAmericans, particularly those of lower 
income, who deny experiences of racism actually have worse 
health than those who report it.” Rather than provide an uplift
ing message, she hopes her ads will sensitize residents to the 
pervasive inequalities embedded in their streets and storefronts. 
Although this countermarketing campaign is a few years away, 
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Signs and  

Whispers
El Pollo Local

Alcoholic Ecology

Concept development, maps, drawings and signage 

analysis by Evan Allen 

Initial concept, data mining and story by  

Nicola Twilley

The urban fried chicken is a migratory bird. Restaurants and fast
food outlets around the city ornament their facades with neon 
lights and vinyl letters, announcing the global origins of their 
crispycoated cuisine to passersby. Our imaginary atlas of New 
york chicken geography draws on these streetlevel annotations, 
redistricting neighborhoods according to their dominant regional 
cooking style and associated signage, in order to offer an alter
native way of understanding and navigating the chicken city.

Participants

Census Block Groups

0–5

6–10

11–16

17–23

24–36

Alcohol ad average exposure

Kwate offers an example of the kind of message she might want 
to communicate in an bus shelter ad: “Normally, this ad space 
has liquor in it.”

That said, Kwate is adamant that better regulation would 
be a more effective and tenable design intervention than simply 
changing the message. buying ad space, she notes, “costs a lot 
of dough,” but more importantly, “at the end of the day, it’s just 
still an exhortation to people to change their individual behav
ior.” Raising consciousness about calorie counts and sugary 
sodas is important, she says, but, “there’s more to this than a 
simple individual choice—the norms of your neighborhood and 
the prevalence of certain options shape what you imagine food 
or dining out could be in the first place.”

The streets of New york are talking to us. From billboards and 
traffic signals to storefronts and graffiti, we are surrounded by 
messages—an urban ecology of information.
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All-purpose grocery discount 
flyer templates provided by New 
City Reader editors Will Prince, 
Krista Ninivaggi & Nicola Twilley. 
Suitable for distribution in-store, 
as insert or via home delivery. 
Standard typographic and layout 
elements should be selected from 
available options as appropriate 
to match brand aesthetic 
and consumer demographic. 
Recommended for print use only 
on 50 lb. bright white newsprint 
stock, black or spot color only, 
no coating. Not responsible for 
any inaccuracies or typographical 
errors. For taxonomical and 
display purposes only; use at own 
risk. Effective 11/12/2010 until 
further notice.


