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If you’re in the mood for truly great french fries in New York, you go to Pommes Frites. 

The narrow, alley-like shop that serves only Belgian-style frites – twice-fried potatoes in red-

checkered cones, with an extensive menu of sauces to douse them in – has become a Manhattan 

institution for residents and tourists alike. When she founded the place in 1996, Suzanne 

Levinson, a cheery 45-year-old Bronx native, never envisioned that her restaurant would become 

as famous as it has. But, fifteen years later, she’s still tackling 4 a.m. lines – and questioning the 

morals of selling double-fried fries to an already-obese American public. 

 

Tell me the story of Pommes Frites. 

I was a student traveling through Europe – how many millions of years ago? – in the early 

nineties. I stumbled upon a Belgian frites shop where they sold Belgian fries, like you found on 

every street corner in the Netherlands and Belgium, and I thought, Wow, this is a great, great 

idea – so scrumptious! Then, it occurred to me that we have all these street foods in New York 

City, but we didn’t have the Belgian frites shop. Years passed, and it was always in my mind… 

So I left my job that I really, really loved, and I settled on the spot at Second Ave. I had no idea 

that, here we are in 2011, and we still have lines out the door at 4 a.m..  

 

For you to specialize in one kind of food for the past 14 or 15 years, you must really love it. 

What is it about frites that you find so appealing? 

Well, I hate to say it, but I grew up on McDonalds. Laughs. I’m not a foodie. I’m not into fine 

dining or anything like that. I’m just a simple kind of girl, and I just fell in love with the concept.  



 

Your sauce list is quite enormous and very creative. Where do you get the inspiration for 

your different sauces? 

They’re mayo-based, and you’ll find that in the sauces you find in the Belgian frites shops that 

pommes frites is modeled after. I’d say that 60-70% of the sauces that we opened the shop with 

we still have. My partner [Omer Shorshi] is really the creative one behind the sauces; I’m more 

of the entrepreneurial development side of the business.  

 

I saw that you got an ‘A’ from the Department of Health. Do you think that the new letter-

grade system is a good one? 

Being a small business owner, I completely agree that the Department of Health serves a good 

purpose; I can’t imagine what would go on in restaurants without them. But, at the same time, 

it’s a system that can be manipulated.  They’ll come in and fine you for something we think is 

completely ridiculous – like the spring on the door, or one can that’s been slightly crushed from 

delivery –  and you can get these tremendous points against your shop. Your ‘A’ can go down to 

a ‘B’ for things that you just can’t control every minute of the day. I think they do serve an 

excellent purpose, but at the same time, they can really ruin a business because their tactics 

sometime can be very, very tricky and unfair.  

 

So you think the way they’re doing it now isn’t necessarily consistent? 

Yeah, I think aspects of it are unfair. You know, one inspector will have one perspective, and 

another inspector will have another perspective. One inspector will have one set of rules, and 

another inspector will have another set of rules. So it’s fairly inconsistent. 



 

Back in 2008, New York ruled that trans fats had to be removed from all city restaurants. 

Did that affect Pommes Frites? 

Even before they created a law, Pommes Frites had been using zero trans fats from two or three 

years into the business. So no, it did not have an impact on our business whatsoever. And I agree 

– when I first started Pommes Frites, I was sort of like, “Ah, french fries and mayonnaise for 

everyone!” But after being in this business for so long, and slowly becoming a little more 

educated… you really have to do it in moderation. So, do I really get thrilled when kids come in 

and order these huge cones of fries? No, not really. I always tell my staff: minimize the portions, 

split it up into a whole bunch of cones if they’re ordering a lot, tell the parents that you can just 

get a large order and split it up between the family. Because it truly is unhealthy, there’s no 

question about it. There have been times where I just wanna step away from the business; I say 

“What am I doing, serving deep-fried fries to the public?” And I hope that people are coming in 

and controlling how much they eat at Pommes Frites, to be honest with you. 

 

Do you think that the government should regulate what people eat? 

I do, I do, I really, really truly do. So many people are uneducated about what they put into their 

bodies. You can be so well-educated – I mean, my dad is a Harvard graduate,  but we grew up on 

McDonalds. I think there is some substance in it for sure, to educate the public and tell them to 

stay away from these types of fats, and you’re much better off eating fruits and vegetables. 

Because what do I feed my kids? Of course, fresh fruits and vegetables, as opposed to fried 

foods.  


