Bl of ‘fare

Kroch Library’s menu collection
is a cornucopia of culinary history

mong the many treasures in
A Cornell’s Rare and Manuscript

Collections are some 12,000 slices
of gustatory life: original copies of menus
dating from the mid-nineteenth century
onward. They come from establishments
far and wide—hometown spots to fancy
boites, tiki bars to railway cars, ocean liners
to family diners. “It’s fascinating to see the
depth and breadth,” says Lance Heidig, a
reference and instruction librarian on the
Hill who has helped faculty use the menus
in their classes. “You see restaurants across
the whole spectrum of dining out—we've
got famous places, but also chains and little
mom-and-pop shops. It's really fun to look
at these things and compare them. There’s
so much of everything, I've barely scratched
the surface.”

Housed in Kroch Library, the collec-
tion—technically several of them, some
with specific foci such as airline menus—
occupies dozens of storage boxes. Since only
a relative handful have been scanned, pars-
ing this culinary treasure trove involves
diving in and exploring. (Like the rest of
Kroch’s holdings, the collection is open to
the public, at least in normal times; due to
COVID safety regulations, access to the
reading room is currently limited to
members of the Cornell community who
are participating in surveillance testing,
and advance reservations are required.)
“Menus can help answer so many ques-
tions, because they contain so many
layers of data,” says Katherine Reagan, the
Ernest L. Stern Curator of Rare Books &
Manuscripts, noting that they’ve informed
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research by historians, designers, journal-
ists, economists, and more. “They are
advertising, so they need to catch the
customer’s eye with an appealing design
and enticing descriptions. They preserve
evidence of what people ate and what
foods were popular. They allow research-
ers to trace the rise and fall of certain food
trends, or when the culinary traditions of

‘Menus can help answer so many
questions,’ says curator Katherine
Reagan, ‘because they contain so
many layers of data.’

other regions and cultures of the world first
appear in America and in what form.”
About half of Kroch’s menus—some
6,000—stem from a collection origi-
nally amassed by hospitality legend Oscar
Tschirky and donated to the Hotel school
following his death in 1950. Known as
“Oscar of the Waldorf,” Tschirky served
as maitre d’hotel of New York City’s
Waldorf Astoria for an astounding half-
century, from 1893 to 1943. (“Few ever
knew his surname,” the New York Times
said in his obituary, “but three generations
of travelers and diners-out were flattered
because their opulence, their social posi-
tion, or their public standing entitled them
to call this former busboy Oscar, and bask
in the expansiveness of his famous genial
smile.”) The rest come from a variety of
sources, including a collection begun by the
Hotel school in 1930 and contributions by
alumni who've amassed them during their

travels around the country and the globe:
while the bulk are from North America,
there are also menus from through-
out Europe and as far away as Japan and
New Zealand. “It’s a hidden gem—it’s not
talked about as much as it should be,” says
Heather Foulks Kolakowski ‘00, a Hotelie
who’s now on the faculty as a lecturer in
food and beverage management. “It’s really
interesting to go and see the menus, not
only from a culinary standpoint but also
from an anthropological one. The histori-
cal context is really cool—how preferences
and tastes change, and also how terminol-
ogy and phrases that were commonplace
in the late 1800s or early 1900s are not
common now.”

As examples of dishes that once popu-
lated menus but have fallen out of favor,
Kolakowski cites terrines and aspics, as
well as “offal” like chicken livers and sweet-
breads; in more recent decades, she notes,
Chilean sea bass was widely popular on
seafood menus, but nowadays the species is
considered endangered. Kolakowski gets a
particular kick out of the prices on century-
old menus, with elaborate feasts available
for what would now be the cost of a latte.
“But I guess it’s all relative,” she says with
a laugh. “Back in the day it was probably a
very expensive meal.” A fan of Cornell’s
menu and cookbook collections since her
undergrad days, Kolakowski has used the
Kroch holdings as a teaching tool in her
classes. “The composition of a menu is core
to a restaurant,” says Kolakowski, who also
holds a degree from the Culinary Institute
of America. “What you choose to sell ties>
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JET AGE (top and above): Dining on Pan Am during the golden era of
air travel in the 1960s. Previous page: From a hotel in Japan, 1960.
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in to how your kitchen is set up, how the
food is presented on the plate to the guest.
The menu sets the operational standards
for a lot of aspects of the restaurant, but
it also sets the ambience and expectations
that guests have when they come in—the
type of paper you use, the colors. Is it in a
binder? Does it have pictures? Does it have
wine pairings? Does it talk a little about
the history of the restaurant? All of those
things really add to the guests’ experience.”

While many of the menus in the
collection are from long-gone local estab-
lishments, others represent well-known
eateries or chains—from the mass market
to the height of elegance. There are exam-
ples from IHOP, Chili’s, Long John Silver’s,
Olive Garden, Pizza Hut—and from L.A s
famed Brown Derby, La Tour d’Argent and
Maxim’s in Paris, and numerous iconic
NYC spots, from the 21 Club to the Russian
Tea Room to Tavern on the Green. “We
talk about chefs like Escoffier and Paul



Bocuse, and they seem like these mythi-
cal figures,” says Aaron Adalja, an assistant
professor of food and beverage management
at the Hotel school who has also used the
menu collection in his classes. “But when
I can show students a menu from Bocuse’s
iconic restaurant in France—when they see
that manifested physically—it really drives
home the idea of how these chefs shaped
modern cuisine.”

As Adalja and Kolakowski both note,
among the most striking items in the
collection are menus from Windows on
the World, the famed restaurant atop the
North Tower of the World Trade Center
that was destroyed in the September 11
terrorist attacks. Kolakowski has vivid
memories of dining there as an undergrad
during a class trip for a course in restaurant
entrepreneurship—yet as Adalja observes,
“there’s an entire generation of students
who don’t know about Windows on the
World because they were born after 9/11.

But it’s not only important because it was
at the top of the World Trade Center; it was
incredibly significant in cuisine because it
set so many standards in fine dining.”
Reflecting both Tschirky’s interests and
the Hotel school’s pedagogy, the menu

‘The menu sets the operational
standards for the restaurant,’ says
Professor Heather Kolakowski 00,
‘but it also sets the ambience and
expectations that guests have.’

collection also includes numerous examples
from hostelries around the world—not only
for regular meal service but for banquets
(some of them eye-popping in their Gilded
Age opulence) honoring people and organi-
zations. There are menus from Hotel Ezra
Cornell, the school’s annual student-run
hospitality conference, as well as those that
reflect a bygone era of elegance in travel,

including luxe repasts on the Union Pacific
Railroad, Pan Am, and Cunard’s White Star
Line. And as Heidig points out, the collec-
tion is still being added to; one alum, Paul
Fishbeck 56, has been annotating and
sending in menus from his global travels
for decades. “What we have in Rare and
Manuscript Collections are the raw materi-
als of history,” Heidig observes. “They have
questions embedded in them, and they’re
just waiting for researchers to come and
find the answers. And these are living,
growing collections. We're documenting
the past, but we're also documenting the
present.”
A sampling of Kroch’s many menus

appears on the following pages.

Do you or someone you know have a collection
of menus that might be of interest to Kroch?
While space is limited and the archives are unable
to accept every offer, they welcome inquiries about
potential donations at rareref@cornell.edu.
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DELUXE AND SIMPLE (clockwise from top left):
Windows on the World, the elegant restaurant lost on
9/11; a 1922 banquet in Cleveland; hotel cocktails,
1949; kids’ cuisine at an Ohio hotel, circa the 1960s.
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VARIED TASTES (this page, clockwise from top
left): A ribbon detailing the fourteen sumptuous
courses at an 1851 banquet at New York City’s
Astor House; dinner in 1930s Los Angeles;
vintage “table tent,” source unknown; Big Red
alumni bash, 1902. Opposite page, top left
and middle: California seafood, 1972. Top
right: Breakfast at the Condado Beach Hotel in
San Juan, Puerto Rico, 1952. Bottom: Meaty
offerings at a mid-century Arizona steakhouse.
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SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE (this page,

left and above): San Diego drive-in, 1940s.
Right and below: Classic Greek diner,
Manhattan, 1971. Opposite page, top left and
bottom: Copacabana nightclub, mid-century
Manhattan. Top center: Chicago hotel bar,
mid-century. Top right: New York World’s Fair
restaurant, 1964.
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NATIONAL TOUR (this page, clockwise from top left):
Many choices at IHOP, circa the 1960s; an Ohio
seafood restaurant from mid-century; a famed New
Orleans fine dining establishment (still open today) in
1952; lunch at the Waldorf, 1893. Opposite page, top
left: Breakfast at a Maine lodge in 1951. Top right and
bottom: New York City’s legendary Russian Tea Room.
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