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Caltech's kosher kitchen serves up Orthodox success
By Andrew Bridges, STAFF WRITER

PASADENA -- To add a twist to the questions traditionally asked during a Passover Seder, why is Caltech different from many other universities?
Because the school is one of only a handful on the West Coast to have a fully operational kosher kitchen catering to a coterie of Orthodox Jewish students and faculty.
The tiny kitchen may not boast a health department letter grade, but the $70,000 facility does have the Rabbinical Council of California's stamp of approval.
That has allowed chef Joel Weinberger to prepare and serve glatt, or certified, kosher lunches and dinners since it opened with little fanfare last fall just in time for Rash Hashanah.
"Everyone I talk to says it's a small miracle," said Barry Simon, head of Caltech's mathematics department and an Orthodox Jew.
The kitchen, equipped with everything new from stoves to pots, is also accepted as hallal-- meaning it meets Muslim dietary requirements as well. Weinberger posted a letter attesting as much from The Islamic Center of Southern California on March 30.
"It's two birds with one stone." said David Tytell. a senior planetary sciences major who helped start the project.
Nine students -- six Jewish, three Muslim -- regularly participate in the kosher food plan, which is available at no extra cost. Students may also go kosher just for the holidays, including Passover, which started at sundown on March 31.
The tiny kitchen may not boast a health department letter grade, but the $70,000 facility does have the Rabbinical Council of California's stamp of approval.
Caltech administration officials scrambled to set up the kitchen last summer, after a promising freshman candidate inquired about the availability of kosher food on campus.
"If this was the only thing to inhibit her from attending Cal-tech, it merited our attention," said Charlene Liebau, the university's admissions director.
Finding room for the roughly 70-square-foot facility was the least of Caltech's worries: it's tucked away in a partitioned corner of the main kitchen.
Locating someone to supervise the strictly kosher operations, however, was a concern.
"It really is a question of a very complex code of what foods are permissible or how they are prepared," Rabbinical Council member Rabbi Yitzchok Adlerstein said of the dietary restrictions outlined in the Talmud. "You need someone in the kitchen who is reliable and can be trusted to adhere to those rules."
Rather than hire one person to cook for nine students, Caltech doubled up.
"What saved the day was the vegetarians on campus -- what was realized was we could use the same cook," Simon said.
Weinberger's main duty, is cooking for the kosher and hallal students, but he is also sous chef for campus vegetarians and vegans, who eat no animal-derived foods.
The vegans, in fact, are easily accommodated: Weinberger uses no dairy, products at all which would otherwise have to be handled separately from the meat. Even the tubs containing what looks like cream cheese in the kitchen's refrigerator actually bold tofu.
A fax machine sits in one corner to field special requests from students.
"It all creates a little community," Weinberger said. "They need this kitchen to be here, so they're much more responsive."
To ensure things are up to snuff, a rabbi makes monthly inspections. Disposable plates and silverware are used as well to prevent mixing. Meals come wrapped each with a small seal of approval from the Rabbinical Council.
The kitchen did more than convince one promising freshman to come to Caltech: It may prove a valuable tool to entice future students as well, who otherwise might consider attending larger Eastern universities with established Jewish student centers, Adlerstein said.
"It will make it more attractive for Orthodox students and probably for hallal students in the constant tug of war between Caltech and MIT," he said.
