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EDITOR’S NOTE

A Tale of Two Corned
Beef Sandwiches
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AS THE YEARS TICK BY, IT’S HARD TO REMEMber just how this ridiculous conversation came
about. It’s harder still to rationalize why two buddies would engage in a shoving match over such
an easy decision. But the more I think about it,
and regardless of my personal preference, I can
relate to — if not outright understand, let alone
condone — why Dave and Greg almost came to
blows over a corned beef sandwich.
Of course, where we’re from, and back in
those days, corned beef was a serious business.
Where you bought your corned beef said a lot
about what type of person you were. We approached our sworn allegiance to who had the
best corned beef sandwich with the same zeal as
we approached our love of Indians baseball. For
in our part of Cleveland, you were either a Jack’s
man or a Corky & Lenny’s man. Sure, there was
Slyman’s on St. Clair Avenue and their 3/4-pound
sandwich, but that was a businessman’s hangout,
and it was all the way downtown. Plus, none of
us could eat that much corned beef anyway. Just
like a caste system, we ate where our parents ate,
and our grandparents before them. Some family
loyalties fell along geographic lines, while for others, it was a matter of taste. But when you grew
up in Cleveland in the 1980s and ’90s, your deli
preference was very much a part of your identity.
Sounds funny, right? Just try telling a Corky’s
customer that Jack’s has a better corned beef,
and vice versa. Or just try telling Alvie Markowitz, the owner of Jack’s (and Jack’s son), that
the neighborhood deli is going the way of the
A&P. “The deli experience is unique,” he says.
“Home-cooked foods from scratch, friendly service, family oriented: It’s unique. Just stop by for
the best-tasting corned beef in all of Cleveland,
Ohio, and you’ll see.”
It’s a sentiment echoed by crosstown rival
Kenny Kurland, owner of Corky & Lenny’s (and
Corky’s son). All except for the “best-tasting
corned beef in all of Cleveland, Ohio” part. Kurland said that all these years later, people will still
come up to him and proclaim Corky’s faithfulness; that they’d sooner cheat on their spouse
or steal from their kids than eat at Jack’s. “And
we also have more square footage,” he quips.
The thing is, though, in deli circles — while it
might seem like the Corned Beef War is in high
gear, especially because the New York deli is
becoming a dinosaur and this new generation is

more about the idea of being health conscious
and less about the bragging rights that come
with eating a sandwich the size of your face —
Kurland and Markowitz’s sparring is just that. This
isn’t full-blown combat. This is a dance around
the ring with padded gloves and headgear. For
even though I broke up a fight between Dave
and Greg some 15 years ago, and even though
I’d just as soon eat sand than eat at the deli that
Greg chose, truth be told, Kurland and Markowitz
are the best of friends. When one runs out of a
certain ingredient, he borrows from the other.
If one’s bottom line is hurting, the other offers
support. Historically, long before Jack’s opened
in 1980, a young Markowitz worked at Corky &
Lenny’s, which opened in 1955. Heck, he even
married Lenny’s daughter!
This sort of camaraderie, served with a plate
of dill pickles — and plenty of kibitzing on the
side — is the essence of the deli experience. It’s
also why the story you’ll find on page 44 is so
tragic. This is a call to action, folks: Save your
local deli. Bring the kids and eat a corned beef
sandwich, lest they grow up missing an integral
part of an American experience.
As for Dave and Greg, they never did come to
blows — not over corned beef, anyway. And even
though I’d eat at Dave’s choice of deli eight times
before I’d eat at the other guy’s, I’m not saying
which is better. Go to the delis in your community
and decide for yourself.
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