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The showstopper of the evening—the “ta-da!” course—was no doubt meant to be the lobster. The waiter presented it with a flourish, in a shiny copper vessel on a pillow of tangled seaweed, atop gleaming coals. The concept (there’s always a narrative) was an homage to the New England shore dinner. The dainty lobster nuggets that landed on our plates were succulent indeed, and yet… well, I was still marveling over the previous course, the ecstatic silkiness of thin-shaved scallops marinated in leek and potato. Another new wine was being poured, and, perched on our banquette—more like theater seats than the setting for a romantic tête-à-tête—my husband and I were still trying to figure out which of the bevy of servers was officially “our” waiter. We were on gourmet overload.


Granted, I knew what I was getting into. I asked for this for my Christmas present, after years of jonesing to try out Eleven Madison Park. We’d been saving it for a special event, and then realized the meal itself should be event enough. We lucked out, as it happened; only a couple months later, the restaurant closed for renovations, coincidentally (or not?) just after it won the 2017 title of Best Restaurant in the World. And while I secretly hoped that the storied Dream Weaver (see Best Food Writing 2016) would deliver some soupçon of special treatment, I respect the fact that we got NO extra treatment that night. My husband and I had an exquisite meal. We came home with EMP’s trademark jars of granola, just as promised. Done and done.


And yet…


I asked myself, am I too jaded to be thrilled by an experience like this? I’m not a professional dining critic; I cook at home more often than I eat out. While I’ve been editing this culinary anthology for eighteen years, I don’t exactly haunt New York City’s dining hotspots. So when I finally do visit a temple of gastronomy, I should be easily wowed, right?


Or is it because I don’t dine out for a living that I can’t completely enjoy an experience so over-the-top expensive? In today’s politically charged economy, do I really want to embrace the dining habits of the 1 percent?


Truth to tell, if I could point to one transcendent meal I’ve had this year, it would probably be a one-pot dish I cooked last summer, a real clean-out-the-refrigerator special. That night, I threw together a random bunch of vegetables with the right spices and a long slow simmer—and the result was orgasmic (and alas, irreproducible). I sat in my own kitchen and marveled at how the marriage of ingredients worked. No recipe, no meal kit, no Food Channel video—just a knife and a pot and a low flame. Magic.


That high-low dialectic—that contrast between gourmet palates and elemental appetites—informs Best Food Writing 2017. Because here we are, in 2017, struggling to define our national food conversation. In some weird way, all bets are off. While restaurants at the culinary forefront generate plenty of buzz, the chatter around artisanal and casual and regional restaurants is more robust than ever. Trophy dining has somehow mutated, with under-the-radar finds scoring more cachet than the entrenched four-stars. Meanwhile, even though home cooking is said to be in serious decline, the domestic kitchen has been cast as a battlefront, with no-fuss convenience warring with the imperative to show off mad culinary skills. After all, if Gwyneth Paltrow can do it so effortlessly, why can’t we?


In an era where the 24-hour news cycle keeps our heads spinning, culinary trends change so often, and so quickly, it’s hard to keep up. Avocado toast supplants pork belly, which supplanted kale; the meal-in-a-bowl will soon enough go the way of foraging and foams. Consider some of the fringe-ier elements profiled in “The Way We Eat Now” (starting on here): The meatless hamburger (J. Kenji Lopez-Alt, here) and kelp greens (Rowan Jacobsen, here).


On the other hand, heightened political sensitivities make food justice more relevant than ever, from Jane Black’s profile of a chef bringing whole-food dining to an underprivileged community (here) to Greg Rosalsky’s breakdown of the glaring price gap between the haves and the have-nots of New York City’s restaurants (here). The vexed topic of cultural appropriation has roiled the food world this year, just as it has in the fields of film and literature. In “Whose Food Is It, Anyway?” (beginning on here), the debate over America’s ethnic cuisines ranges far and wide, including African-American cooking (John T. Edge and Tunde Wey, here), Mexican-American cooking (Gustavo Arellano, here), and Asian-American cuisine (Luke Tsai, here, and Tim Carman, here). Sometimes it seems there’s quicksand everywhere.


Why should things be so tricky? Food, after all, is one of our most basic needs; the simple act of breaking bread together has always bound families, friends, communities. But over the past decade, our food choices have also become a matter of personal identity. From Appalachian down-home meals (Ronni Lundy, here) to Vietnamese pho (Rachel Khong, here) to South Carolina barbecue (Kathleen Purvis, here), several writers in this year’s book drill down on the food traditions they hold dear. And if these foods provide roots, it’s only natural to try to bring them along when we’re transplanted to another time and place. Witness Julia Moskin’s attempt to re-cast the chicken potpie of her childhood (here), or Joe Yonan’s repurposing of his mother’s Texas Salad (here)—and John Kessler’s dogged quest for authentic Southern eats after being uprooted from Atlanta to Chicago (here).


Not so many years ago, the badge of foodie sophistication was a global outlook, a world traveler’s ease with foreign cuisines. Nowadays, you score bragging rights for how well you’ve navigated the regional American food map, the blue highways of local dining. Several of this year’s writers do a deep dive into the essence of their hometown food culture, trying to pin down why Nashville hot chicken (Danny Chau, here), Maryland crab (Bill Addison, here), the Reuben sandwich (Elizabeth Weil, here), Seattle teriyaki (Naomi Tomsky, here), or San Francisco Mission burritos (John Birdsall, here, and Anna Roth, here) so potently convey an ineffable sense of place.


Meanwhile, the essays in “Personal Tastes” (beginning on here) focus on the central role food played at crucial points of the writers’ lives. It might be the birth of a child (Eric LeMay, here), the death of a beloved parent (Bethany Jean Clement, here) or grandparent (Elissa Altman, here), or the emotional limbo of a child lost in a family crisis (Floyd Skloot, here). And then there’s Paul Graham’s book excerpt (here), a poignant elegy of sorts for food itself, or at least a certain type of food he can no longer eat.


Of course, gifted chefs have always been able to buck/drive the trends, as amply demonstrated by the pieces in “Someone’s in the Kitchen” (beginning on here). Here, you’ll read about newcomers like Kyle and Katina Connaughton (profiled by Tienlon Ho, here), scene-setting star chefs like Sean Brock (profiled by Brett Martin, here), and past masters like Michel Richard (memorialized by Todd Kliman, here). But these days, it’s not all about the culinary elite—so why not revise our view of TV personality/chef Guy Fieri (Jason Diamond, here)? In our drinks section, “Down the Hatch” (starting on here), there’s a similar underlying sense that all bets are off, with the craft beer scene getting downright weird (John Wray, here) and the wine scene going off script, with stratospherically priced bottles now being poured by the glass (Ray Isle, here). Anything goes.


Which brings me back to the gifted chefs and high-end wines of Eleven Madison Park. That evening, I didn’t fully appreciate the ultimate act of hospitality—the fact that the tab had already been paid by credit card weeks ago, tactfully bypassing the awkward ritual of check-paying and gratuities. (We couldn’t have figured out which waiter to tip, anyway.) I also wasn’t aware that the EMP geniuses were also soon to open the much lower-priced Made Nice, a casual counter-service spot with the same creativity and focus on quality. Another act of hospitality.


So maybe our national food conversation is simply evolving, moving past that contrast between high and low cuisine. Rather than a face-off, perhaps we can see it as a dance. We all eat differently on various days of the week, after all; we each love different foods, for different reasons. Sharing the hospitality of the common table is what’s important, even if we order different dishes. With that in mind, I value the wide range of voices in this year’s book, piping up not only from hefty cookbooks and photo-rich magazines, but from scrappy websites and blogs, from local papers and regional magazines. More and people are finding their voices at the table—let’s welcome them all.
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The Benefits of Eating Without a Map



BY KEITH PANDOLFI


From SeriousEats.com
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Through various senior editor stints at Saveur and Serious Eats, NYC-based food writer Keith Pandolfi has plenty of “insider” knowledge of elite dining scenes and hyper-connected gourmet trends. But sometimes, as he muses here, it can be liberating to go off the grid.




A few weeks ago, an old friend who was traveling to New Orleans for the first time emailed to ask me for restaurant and bar recommendations. I sent him my usual list—some personal favorites from the time I lived in the city, pre-Katrina, from 1998 to 2003: Willie Mae’s Scotch House, Restaurant August, Molly’s at the Market, and Dante’s Kitchen—as well as newer places that have opened since I left for New York, like Cochon, La Petite Grocery, and MoPho. I told him to go to Shaya and Domenica, because everyone tells everyone to go to Shaya and Domenica these days, though I haven’t been to either. I strongly advised him to grab a Grasshopper at Tujague’s, and a Sazerac at The Roosevelt, then I reluctantly hit send.


The reason I say “reluctantly” is because I really didn’t want to send him any recommendations at all. Instead, I wanted to send an email back that read something like this: “Go anywhere that looks good to you. Then let me know what you find.” In other words, discover your own places to eat. Eat without a map.


It’s something people just don’t do anymore.


Thanks to social media platforms like Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and Yelp—as well as the countless magazines, TV shows, and websites dedicated to food (this one included)—we are constantly being told where to eat. We can find out what the hottest restaurant in San Francisco is by simply Googling “What’s the hottest restaurant in San Francisco?” There are hundreds if not thousands of city guides, top-10 lists, best-restaurants-in-America lists, and best-restaurants-in-Dayton-Ohio lists to abide by, whether we’re traveling to a city for the first time or going out to dinner in our own hometowns. It takes just a click or two to find someone’s take on the best hot chicken joints in Nashville, the best chowder houses in New England, or the best deep-dish pizza in Chicago. It’s all so easy, so convenient. But are we missing out on something?


I’ve spent a good part of my career working as a writer and editor for various food magazines and websites. Part of my job is to tell people where to eat, and where to eat well. That’s not a bad thing. I take a certain pride in letting people know, for example, that one of the best dishes in Manhattan is the estrella pasta coated with sautéed chicken livers at Justin Smillie’s Upland; that any visitor to New Orleans would be a fool not to tuck into a meat-bomb pho of tripe, pork shoulder, chicken thighs, and smoked greens at MoPho; that one of the best fish dishes in the Boston area is the swordfish pastrami at Puritan & Company.


But, while I’d like to think all the virtual ink we food writers spill on great restaurants, talented chefs, and go-to food destinations benefits everyone, practically guaranteeing you’ll never have to endure a bad meal again, I also worry that it takes some of the fun and the adventure away from traveling and eating. That it detracts from your own sense of discovery; your ability to throw caution to the wind. To make the best out of an ordinary meal at an ordinary restaurant. To screw up. Or to find something truly special—completely on your own.


If I’d been honest with that friend of mine, I would have told him that the best meal I ever had in New Orleans was at a restaurant that I would never in my life recommend to him, or anyone else for that matter. It was eaten in 1998 at a tourist trap just off Bourbon Street (I’d give you the name, but it never occurred to me to write it down). It was only my second time in the city, my first visit as an adult, and all I remember about the place is that it was mostly empty, that a kind old man in an old polyester tuxedo led me to my table. And, while the food was nothing more than passable, I’m still thinking about it 18 years later.


Part of the reason I remember that place so fondly is that it’s the first place where I ever ordered red beans and rice, a dish, I would later learn, that’s a staple of the city’s traditional cuisine. A dish that, years later, would make me weep when I tasted it at a Katrina fundraiser in New York just weeks after the storm had passed. The beans at that restaurant were undercooked, and the rice was overcooked, and there were specks of spicy andouille sausage that I will never forget because they were the first specks of spicy andouille sausage I ever tasted. Yes, the restaurant was a solid C+ at best. One star. Maybe one and a half. I remember looking out the window at a crumbling French Quarter building across the street. I remember that it rained. I fell in love with New Orleans over that crap-ass meal. And I wanted my friend to fall in love with New Orleans over a crap-ass meal, too. I just wanted him to discover that meal on his own.


These days, whether I’m traveling for work or for pleasure, I try to make a point of spending at least a day or two doing cold visits to places I know absolutely nothing about. Sometimes it’s a bust. Other times, it’s just fine. But sometimes, I get my mind blown. Take, for instance, the gumbo fries I wolfed down late one night in Memphis a few years back. I had just arrived with a fellow food-writing friend of mine, and we were dashing around the city, frantically looking for good places to eat. We were Googling and texting people. We were searching the websites of the very publications we worked for, hoping for guidance. At some point, we gave up and settled on what looked like a touristy nightmare on Beale Street, called Blues City Cafe. Sitting in the booth, I glanced at the menu, smirking at one of the items. “They have gumbo cheese fries,” I said, laughing. “And yes, I’m getting them.”


Who the hell would ever think to pour seafood gumbo over cheese fries? Well, the folks at Blues City Cafe (which I later found out was once a branch of the famous Doe’s Eat Place in Greenville, Mississippi), that’s who. And, holy shit, were they good. The steak fries were golden brown and slightly crunchy, just thick-skinned enough not to disintegrate beneath the heavy weight of the gumbo ladled over them. There was ranch dressing on the side! Digging into the dish, I lifted up what I now consider the Holy Trinity of late-night dining—a forkful of French fries, gumbo, and gobs of stretchy melted cheese. My friend snapped a photo of me, looking perplexed as I dug in, a picture that remains on my Twitter profile to this day, because that dish signified everything I love about being a food writer. It signified the discovery of absolute perfection in the places where you least expect it.


Those gumbo fries reminded me that it pays to take a chance now and then. If not, we’ll all just end up writing about the same dishes everyone else does—the same places. The same chefs. Sometimes I fear that’s already happened.


Traveling without a map has also made me realize that there is really nothing wrong with a mediocre meal every once in a while. In fact, once the expectations of a great meal are lifted, it’s possible to enjoy that meal even more. Recently I visited Los Angeles for a culinary awards ceremony, along with some of my favorite writers in the business. All of them had strict itineraries to visit every buzzy, of-the-moment restaurant they could. On a shared cab ride from LAX to our hotels, I listened as two of those writers ran through a laundry list of restaurants they needed to visit.


“Are you going to Gjelina? You definitely need to go to Gjelina.”


“I’m meeting so-and-so at Petit Trois for breakfast tomorrow. Are you in?”


“Are you coming to Osteria Mozza tonight?”


“What about Night + Market Song Saturday? Will you be there?”


I was overwhelmed. Still, I went to almost all of these places, and while they were spectacular, I will save my praise and superlatives for another time. (Note: A solo breakfast over a crusty baguette and a café au lait at Petit Trois is among the most subtly beautiful experiences on earth.) What I want to talk about right now, though, is what was no doubt my favorite meal in Los Angeles. Yes, it was at a place I’d never heard of before; a place that didn’t look the least bit promising, a place where the food was, like the children of Lake Wobegon, simply “above average.” The most surprising part? It was at a Best Western.


After two days of palate-pleasing, gut-busting meals at God knows how many of the city’s finest eateries, I decided to have a quiet supper at the diner located on the first floor of the Best Western where I was staying. Socially anxious by nature, I was in the mood to be alone. And I wanted to eat at a place where I wouldn’t feel the pressure to be wowed by a plate of wilted water spinach or sour fermented pork sausage. I didn’t have the mental energy to tweet about my croque monsieur, or Instagram a plate of oysters. I know what you’re thinking. Tough life, right? I get it. Still, travel can be tough for the medicated.


While I expected little more than a hotel lobby–style restaurant, with bad carpeting and equally bad food, the diner was surprisingly cool-looking for a hotel chain. It had stone walls; schoolhouse lights; a long, Edward Hopper–style counter; and plush, 1960s-era leather booths. Sitting down in one of those booths with a pile of magazines, I ordered a chicken po’ boy with trepidation, since, to me, a po’ boy isn’t a po’ boy unless it’s made with Leidenheimer’s French bread from New Orleans. Probably more of a chicken sandwich, I thought to myself. But I was wrong.


When it arrived at my table, the po’ boy was piled high with blackened chicken, crisp lettuce, and some damn fine-looking tomatoes. Biting into it, I recognized something familiar. Really familiar. That crunch. That pull. It was Leidenheimer’s bread! It turns out that the chef had grown up in New Orleans. It turns out that the restaurant was pretty well known, too, having been featured in the final scene of the movie Swingers. So good was the po’ boy that I almost—almost—Instagrammed it. But, while scrolling through filters, trying to decide between Juno and Amaro, I decided against it.


Instead, I chatted up the waiter. We talked about po’ boys and New Orleans, why Los Angeles is a wonderful city, and why I should pack up my wife and kid and move there lickety-split. She said she thought she knew me, even though I was sure we’d never met before. Once I was finished, I stayed for a while, reading some magazines and drinking some coffee. I kept getting texts from my friends. They were headed to Venice for dinner at Gjelina, and asked if I wanted to join, but I told them I’d already eaten. If I’d told them I’d already had dinner at the Best Western, I’m sure they would have laughed, wondering why I’d wasted a meal. But nothing was wasted at all. I was content eating at a place no one had told me about. I was happy to be discovering something on my own. Because, when it comes to dining experiences these days, that’s a pretty rare thing.













The Curious Appeal of “Bad” Food



BY IRINA DUMITRESCU


From The Atlantic
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In today’s Instagrammed, Yelped, blogged-to-exhaustion foodie world, perfection seems to rule. Or does it? Canadian essayist Irina Dumitrescu (a professor of medieval literature at the University of Bonn) homes in on the defiant online rise of junk food and ugly food photos.




We live in a time of food perfectionism. Experts shout culinary commandments from every direction: Daily meals, they say, must be ethically sourced, organic, raw, gluten-free, meat-free, dairy-free, protein-rich, low-fat, low in sodium, carbon neutral, dirt-encrusted, pre-soaked, and fair trade. It can be hard to keep track of all these contradictory gastronomic rules. On the one hand, cooking should be simple and traditional, something our great-grandparents could recognize. On the other, food should be chef-inspired, executed with masterful knife skills in a professional-grade kitchen. One should eat with family, clinking wine glasses over a long table in a Tuscan garden. One should eat alone, undistracted, carefully controlling for portion size. We ought to eat like cavemen: nuts, roots, and seeds. We ought to eat like spacemen: foams and sous-vide. And by no means should anyone eat sugar, because sugar is poison and grandma is trying to kill us with those cookies.


At the same time, there appears to be growing interest in food that breaks rules. On blogs, in Facebook groups, in listicles and Tumblrs, people are celebrating “bad” food—dishes that are disastrous, unattractive, or just unhealthy. Some poke fun at the mishaps of chefs, bakers, and cookbook authors, like the website Cake Wrecks, with its pictures of tragically ambitious professional cakes. Other online collections, like the Gallery of Regrettable Food and Vintage Food Disasters, are filled with scans of disgusting-looking concoctions from old cookbooks. Websites like Someone Ate This celebrate the failures of home cooking in triumphantly unappetizing photos. Even Martha Stewart, who made a generation of homemakers feel inadequate, has been tweeting revolting photos of her meals, to general delight and horror.


Why has bad food become so popular? Didn’t Julia and Alice and Jim and Marcella teach modern home cooks to draw on the best that continental cuisine had to offer, to buy fresh, local ingredients and treat them with respect? Which part of the culinary revolution was it that led to deep fried lasagna rolls or Mac n’ Cheetos? At a time when blogs, YouTube videos, and specialized cookbooks can help even a novice produce respectable results in the kitchen, why are folks turning to 1960s recipes to make jellied chicken and Busy Lady Beef Bake? Often, the more stomach-turning the dish, the more gleeful the prose about it, as if making terrible food somehow maintained the noble tradition of human ingenuity and experimentation. Once, humanity asked if it could walk on the moon. Now, it aims to re-create the nightmare of Tuna and Jell-O Pie.


The current Rabelaisian relish for outrageous food is, at least partly, a playful rebellion against the excesses of gastronomic prescriptivism. After decades of being warned against butter, salt, coffee, chocolate, wine, and anything else that makes life on this miserable planet worth enduring, food lovers learn that they are healthful after all. (In fact, it was the foods people replaced them with—margarine, energy drinks, artificially sweetened desserts—that were deadly. Oops.) In the face of rapidly changing scientific recommendations, it feels liberating to throw caution to the wind and deep fry a Big Mac—or to at least fantasize about doing it.


Then there are aesthetic standards. It’s one thing for magazines and cookbooks to have polished photography and food styling. They are professional productions, and most reasonable people do not expect what they cook in their home kitchen to turn out looking exactly like it did in Bon Appetit. But food blogs, Instagram, and Pinterest are also filled with glossy, sunlit photos of organic mason-jar meals and caramel-drizzled cupcakes. Theirs is a dark beauty. They suggest that home-cooked food could look that luscious, that perfect, given a little care and knowledge.


In most cases this is impossible. The majority of people who cook do so under limiting conditions: tired after a day’s work, in haste, on a budget, to please a child’s picky palate, using leftovers, with processed ingredients, without the special oil or herb that would have required a trip to a distant supermarket. They serve their meals on actual plates, not on slate slabs or rustic chopping boards. Their food is tinged yellow or blue depending on the light bulb they eat it under. Real homemade food often looks like failure, but it’s not. Feeding yourself or others is a success, an act of love, even when the meal resembles unappetizing brown mush. This is why it’s sometimes necessary to celebrate culinary disasters. They reveal the reality of cooking: tedious but necessary chore, creative outlet, daily ritual.


There’s also something deeper to the current fascination with bad food, whether it’s unhealthy, inelegant, unpopular, or just plain ugly. Food serves a variety of purposes, only one of which is nutrition. Shared meals strengthen communities, while food restrictions serve to keep groups of people apart. Culinary preferences signal one’s class, ethical stance, or outlook on the world. The foods we eat, and especially the ones we talk about eating, tell others how we understand our bodies: sensitive or resilient, hardworking or overflowing, rebellious or disciplined. In short, food offers ways of telling stories about who we are and where we come from. And bad food does this better than good.


Jay Rayner, the Observer’s restaurant critic, recognized that terrible food makes for good narrative when he collected his harshest reviews into a slim volume titled My Dining Hell. Excellent restaurants are all alike, he points out in his book, a curse for the critic forced to find fresh ways of describing a yawningly pleasant experience. It is indeed easy for descriptions of good food and happy culinary memories to become cloying, as so many food blogs prove. How many more scrumptious, luscious desserts, or meltingly tender meats can readers stand to hear about? How many more inspirational grandmas, tending to the stove? Badness, on the other hand, is specific and endlessly varied. There are so many culinary catastrophes, each one with its own individual meaning.


In the kitchen, it’s easy to founder in telling ways, with ingrained habits leading to strange fusions and awkward flavors. When I was growing up in Toronto, my mother would occasionally try her hand at a Chinese stir fry. Despite the Food Network’s best efforts at instruction of the masses, her stir fries always tasted suspiciously like the Romanian food we usually cooked. No amount of soy sauce could take them out of the Balkans. One day I visited a friend whose Indian-born mother announced she would make us—what else?—a stir fry. I laughed when I tried the result, a sauté that ever so slightly resembled a curry. In their enthusiasm for the new, our mothers drew on the old: the familiar spices and techniques that gave their cooking an accent.


Even more revealing are the intentional monstrosities: those dishes eaten alone, late at night, generally in front of a screen. Or perhaps with a relative or friend who shares the same predilection. I recently asked my friends about the meals they eat when nobody’s looking, their secret gastronomic loves. The answers came fast and thick—people like to confess to odd proclivities—and I began to notice a few patterns.


Many of my friends’ guilty cravings are for wallops of predictably intense flavor: Nutella or peanut butter eaten straight from the jar, ketchup on everything, endless applications of Vegemite. They admit to loving processed food: Cheez Balls, Fun Dip, Froot Loops, Little Debbie Tree Cakes, instant mashed potatoes with bacon and cheese eaten dry from the packet. They like the intensity of burnt toast, popcorn, even chocolate, and the kick of weird combinations, like Doritos dipped in soft-boiled eggs. These are foods that speak of abandon, of a sensibility beyond diets and refined taste. One woman wrote that she loved drunk food—cheap, greasy pizzas, street meat—because it reminded her of eating what she wanted without guilt.


The vast majority of responses were also connected to childhood memories, usually carb-rich: macaroni and cheese (processed, not home-made), ramen (preferably the cheap kind), Wonder bread sandwiches filled with potato chips, sugar, or nonpareils. Men, in particular, seemed to have a talent for pleasing kids and grandkids with strange improvisations when women are out of the house. Respondents told me about the toast with cinnamon and sugar dad made for breakfast, or the mashed potato sandwiches with mint sauce that were a grandfather’s specialty.


Most interesting, and most varied, were foods that people associated with the places they came from. I do not know if fried bologna and ketchup sandwiches are really “a Buffalo NY thing,” as one woman insisted, or if Hormel Vienna Sausages on white bread with mustard are typical to Mississippi. What struck me was that people held on to the memory of these simple sandwiches as a marker of home. A German friend recalled pressing a Mars bar into a hot bread roll bought from the local bakery, and inhaling the gooey treat in seconds. A friend from Russia thought back to the raw onion salad, dressed only with mayonnaise, she made for herself when there was nothing else to snack on.


By now it should be clear that there is, in fact, no such thing as “bad” food. There’s only food someone else considers bad. People craft identities and relationships through such differences in taste: In college, two friends and I took advantage of a local store’s six-topping special to develop a pizza we considered divine. It featured chicken, roasted red pepper, hot peppers, feta, pineapple, and extra cheese, and when other students came to our dorm room to bum a slice, they left after one look at the pie. Naturally, “The Pizza” became a great source of bonding, a meal only we three could love.


What’s more, so-called bad food is often intensely good. Martha Stewart defended her hideous food tweets by saying the meals were delicious, and she was right: Ugly pictures are a reminder that food can taste wonderful and be deeply nourishing even when it’s not styled for a photo shoot. How a dish looks tells us little about how it tastes, especially since the long cooking that produces complex flavors often also results in uncomely brown mush. On the other hand, food that’s bad because it breaks rules can offer an unexpected thrill. In The Language of Food, the linguist Dan Jurafsky explains the fad for bacon ice cream as a pleasurable violation of American food conventions—pork should be in the main course, and dessert ought to be sweet, so combining them feels rebellious and fun. This kind of playful fusion is trendy, but it’s also, as Jurafsky points out, how culinary innovation happens.


It’s a cliché by now that food is culture. But it needs to be added that much of what is important about culture lies in marginal cooking. People so often look to the highs to understand their relationship with food, but they also need to look to the lows—this, I propose, is what lies behind the fascination with food that breaks rules. Weird food is so often personal, the result of home cooking and experimentation in the kitchen. Bad food speaks to individual tastes, to the awful combinations people invent and eat when they’re on their own. Junky, sweet, and processed treats recall the freedom enjoyed as children. And unorthodox food can reflect our identities and histories: from the pig parts that our ancestors set in jelly to the meatloaf only mom could burn right.













Let It Bleed (Humanely)



BY J. KENJI LÓPEZ-ALT


From SeriousEats.com
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Author of the indispensable kitchen bible The Food Lab: Better Home Cooking Through Science, Kenji López-Alt—Serious Eats’ chief culinary adviser—is known for his meticulous deconstructions of classic recipes. Today’s challenge: deconstructing a recipe of the future, for a meatless hamburger.




I’m not vegetarian or vegan, but I’m a big fan of veggie burgers, particularly those that taste like, well, vegetables. I’ve even written a couple of recipes of my own. But veggie burgers that try to imitate the taste and texture of meat? No thanks, I’ll pass.


At least, that’s what I used to say. The last few years have been exciting times for veggie burgers, with two extraordinarily well-funded companies—Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods—releasing plant-based burgers that they claim not only smell and taste like meat but look, handle, and cook like meat as well.


If you shop in the vegan section of your supermarket, Beyond Meat is a familiar brand name. They seem to be leading the industry in currently available faux-meat products, with a line of chicken strips, crumbles, burger patties, and frozen meals. Though not widely available across the country just yet, their Beyond Burger, a pea protein–based patty, was the first consumer-market-ready vegan burger patty to “bleed” like real meat,* thanks to the magic color of beet juice.


Back in June, Eater posted a summary of the reactions from various other food websites that had gotten their hands on a box of patties and tasted them. From their report, it sounded almost too good to be true. “Nobody could believe how good it was.” “It was tasty and juicy, unlike most veggie burgers which can often taste closer to cardboard than beef.” “Undeniably fresh.” The Impossible Burger has been getting similarly positive reviews.


I’m always skeptical of these kinds of early reviews; it’s easy to be wowed by a first-of-its-kind product, and, to be frank, I tend to want to taste something for myself before I believe the hype. Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve managed to have both of them multiple times.


Let me say this right off the bat: These things are a big step up from previous faux-meat burgers, though they still have a way to go before they’re going to fool anyone who eats meat critically on a regular basis. Tasted on their own, they have their problems, but served the right way—cooked and topped—they become more successful.


Why Plant-Based Meat?


The question comes up frequently in vegan message boards and conversations: Why plant-based “fake” meat? If you like vegetables, shouldn’t you just eat vegetables? Five years ago, when I first started exploring and writing about vegan food, I even said the same thing, in my article “Say No to Faux.” But over the years I’ve changed my mind, and have come to realize that there are plenty of convincing arguments in favor of plant-based products mimicking meat.


Many vegans, for instance, are vegan for ethical or environmental reasons: They believe that killing animals for food is wrong or bad for the environment, therefore they choose to eat plants. But many ethical vegans still enjoy the taste of meat and crave it. Plant-based alternatives are a good way to satisfy those desires while still staying true to basic principles.


The world population is also expanding, and as the economies and middle classes of mega-populated countries, like China and India, continue to grow, so does their taste for meat. Livestock farming is an inherently inefficient form of production, using massive amounts of energy and land and producing waste (cattle are one of the largest producers of greenhouse gases*). Feeding that hunger for meat is going to be impossible without some major technological or logistical breakthrough. Many, including Bill Gates (who has invested in both companies) and food writer Harold McGee (who advises for Impossible Foods), believe that plant-based meat substitutes are going to cover at least part of the growing meat gap.


The math is convincing. According to Impossible Foods, an Impossible Burger uses 95% less land and 74% less water, and creates 87% less in greenhouse gas emissions, than a beef burger of equal size. And, of course, most important for vegans, it uses 100% fewer cows.


The Tasting


My sister happens to live in Boulder, Colorado, one of the test markets for the Beyond Burger patties, so I had her send me a few boxes of them on dry ice—they cost $5.99 for two patties, with an insane amount of cardboard and plastic packaging. I defrosted them and cooked them in a number of different ways, including as thick patties, smashed on a griddle, and grilled outdoors.


Until recently, you could find the Impossible Burger at only a single location: Momofuku Nishi, in New York City. Recently, its availability was expanded to three new West Coast locations: Jardinière and Cockscomb in San Francisco, and Crossroads Kitchen in Los Angeles. I was invited to attend an opening-night tasting event with all three West Coast chefs present, which included a multicourse Impossible Burger meal consisting of sliders, tostadas made with crumbled Impossible Burger, meatballs, and an Impossible Burger tartare made by Chris Cosentino. Company-sponsored events are not the best way to get a fair taste of a new product, so I also ordered a couple of burgers at the bar at Jardinière the following night.


Here’s what I thought.


Aroma and Flavor: With both burgers, it’s important to note that doneness seems to have a major effect on flavor, even more so than with real beef. I initially made the mistake of following the package instructions and cooking a Beyond Burger all the way to 165°F. The flavor and fat got cooked out of it, and I ended up with a veggie burger patty that tasted not much different from the dry, insipid vegetable protein–based patties that have been on the market for ages. Cooking to medium-rare, though, produced much better results. The same was true of the Impossible Burger.


My theory is that when you cook one of these burgers rare, the flavorful juices stay inside, covering up the flavor of the wheat or pea protein the patty is based on. Cook it too long and those juices run out, leaving you with only the textured proteins, the flavor wrung out of them like water out of a dish sponge.


There are no two ways about it: In its raw state, the Beyond Burger does not smell good. The phrase “smells like dog/cat food” is often thrown around as a dysphemism, but in this case, it is literally true. Raw, the Beyond Burger smells like cat food. Thankfully, most of the more offensive aromas dissipate as it cooks, leaving behind only a faint meatiness, with the underlying pea protein peeking through. The Beyond Burger is similar to Beyond Meat’s previous pea protein–based burger, the Beast Burger, which makes sense: Aside from a bit of extra fat in the Beyond Burger (in the form of coconut oil—an important addition, on which more later), the ingredients are quite similar. The flavor of pea protein is a little tough to describe if you’ve never had it. Not unpleasant, but not particularly beef-like. The burger packs an umami punch from yeast extract, and also has that faint, inescapable aroma of coconut.


The Impossible Burger does a much better job of imitating the aroma of beef, thanks in part to heme, an iron-based cofactor that’s found in all sorts of living organisms but is particularly common in animals. It’s abundant in myoglobin, the pigment found in red meat. Researchers at Impossible Foods discovered that by adding heme to their plant-based burgers, they could capture a lot of the aromas we associate with meat. They call it their “magic ingredient,” and, combined with yeast extract, it does seem to do a pretty good job. Sniff an Impossible Burger patty and you’ll find it smells remarkably like beef. (Or, at least, it smells like beef raised on a steady diet of coconut.)


When cooked, it fares better, too, with a mineral, meaty flavor—so long as you keep it medium-rare, as it was served at the launch event. The second time I tried it, at Jardinière, the burgers came cooked gray through and through, and tasted unmistakably and overwhelmingly like wheat, with barely any beefiness.


In both cases, adding flavorful toppings, like cheese, pickles, and condiments, helps a great deal, distracting from the subtle background flavors that whisper “This isn’t real beef” to you as you chew.


Fattiness: One other factor affected both burgers. There’s a critical difference between beef fat and the refined vegetable fats used in these patties. Both burgers are packed with fat—20% for the Beyond, 15% for the Impossible. That’s about the same amount as what you’d find in a good beef patty. But not all fat is created equal. Beef fat is highly saturated, which means that it tends to be solid at room temperature, melting only as you cook or chew it. Most vegetable fats—including the canola oil used in the Beyond Burger—are liquid at room temperature. The coconut fat used in both burgers melts at a much higher temperature, though not quite as high as the fat in beef.


And it gets more complicated. Real beef fat is actually a blend of many different fats that melt at different points, which means that as you chew a real burger, some of the fat is completely liquefied, some is soft and tender, and some is still firm and waxy. This is an important feature, and critical to the way we perceive juiciness and meatiness. Refined vegetable fats have a single melting point. They go from solid to liquid pretty much all at once. Rather than the true juiciness of beef, you get more of a greasy feel.


Again, proper cooking is key to keeping that fat semisolid and the burger feeling juicy. The fat in the Impossible Burger is better distributed than the fat in the Beyond Burger. It’s incorporated in discrete chunks that melt into pockets of juice as the burger cooks, very much like in a real beef hamburger. It still has the same problem of single-melting-temperature fat, but the distribution (and a higher proportion of solid coconut oil) makes this much less noticeable.


Texture: The Beyond Burger is made of a pea protein isolate, canola oil, and coconut fat, bound with starch, gum arabic, cellulose, and methylcellulose. In its raw form, it has the texture of lean, very finely ground beef, though it’s a little greasier and slicker-feeling. When it’s cooked, the exterior crisps and browns in a way that isn’t particularly beef-like, but is pretty tasty nonetheless. The pea protein has a chewy, meaty texture that’s a little bouncy and elastic compared to real beef. Thankfully, the patties hold together very much like real beef, avoiding the mushiness that plagues many veggie burgers.


While the Beyond Burger errs on the side of being too elastic, the Impossible Burger’s wheat protein–based patties go in the opposite direction. They bind together better than most veggie patties, but are a little bit looser than true ground beef. Like loosely packed beef burgers, Impossible Burger patties run the risk of falling apart and out of the bun as you eat. I’d recommend ordering them with cheese (or vegan cheese) as a mortar to hold them together. That said, the wheat protein pieces have a more realistically beef-like texture than the pea protein. In the context of a medium-rare slider, if I pinched my nose to avoid any slightly off aromas, I could convince myself that I’m chewing ground beef. That’s more than can be said of the Beyond Burger.


How They Cook: The Beyond Burger cooks pretty much like any ground meat. You can form it into patties of any shape and size, you can fry it, you can grill it, you can smash it, you could probably even cook it sous vide (though I didn’t try). It doesn’t brown in quite the same way that real beef does—the patties come out much crisper and crunchier on the exterior—but if you have your favorite burger technique down, the Beyond Burger should work for it. (I did not try crumbling it.)


Impossible Burger meat is not available to the public, and I didn’t have the forethought to try pocketing some of the raw tartare that was served at the dinner I attended, so unfortunately, I haven’t had a chance to work with it. But by chefs’ accounts, it behaves just like beef..…


Nutrition


Nutrition-wise, both burgers are comparable to a beef patty. The Beyond Burger has 22 grams of total fat and five grams of saturated fat per quarter pound, while the Impossible Burger has 17 grams of total fat but a whopping 15 grams of saturated fat! That’s a full 72% of your daily allowance. No wonder it tastes so juicy. The Beyond Burger also has 20 grams of protein, while the Impossible Burger has 28 grams.


This high fat content translates to a familiar feeling of burger bloat after you’ve finished eating. I wanted to do nothing more than sit on the couch and faux-meat veg out after eating them, though that feeling was stronger with the Beyond Burger. These kinds of effects are very hard to measure in an objective way, so take all that with a grain of salt.



Ingredients


Beef has one ingredient: beef. To achieve similar texture and flavor, these veg-based patties need quite a few more. But bear in mind that while the labeling system here in the US is designed to be very informative, one consequence of it is that ingredient lists can also be frightening. There are a lot of words on the faux-meat-burger labels, and many of them are probably unfamiliar to you, but it’s not particularly useful to ponder them too much. For what it’s worth, they are all found in nature.


The Beyond Burger: pea protein isolate, expeller-pressed canola oil, refined coconut oil, water, yeast extract, maltodextrin, natural flavors, gum arabic, sunflower oil, salt, succinic acid, acetic acid, non-GMO modified food starch, cellulose from bamboo, methylcellulose, potato starch, beet juice extract (for color), ascorbic acid (to maintain color), annatto extract (for color), citrus fruit extract (to maintain quality), vegetable glycerin.


The Impossible Burger: water, textured wheat protein, coconut oil, potato protein, natural flavors, 2% or less of: leghemoglobin (heme protein), yeast extract, salt, soy protein isolate, konjac gum, xanthan gum, thiamin (vitamin B1), zinc, niacin, vitamin B6, riboflavin (vitamin B2), vitamin B12.


Beyond the Impossible


I’m incredibly impressed with both of these burgers. They’re marvels of modern science that make me optimistic about the future of our food system and our ability to sustain our growing demand for meat. But given the shortcomings of current technology, they both fall, to a greater or lesser degree, within the uncanny valley. That is, they are similar enough to real beef to make you think, “Oh, I’m eating beef!,” but just far enough away from it to make you think, “Hmm, something is not quite right here, but darned if that isn’t delicious.”


If you’re a vegan or vegetarian who hasn’t eaten meat in years but misses it, your cravings will be easily satisfied. If you’re an omnivore who has been considering cutting down on your meat intake (yay!), then either one will help get you there. And even if you’re a hard-core meathead who simply can’t live without the taste of real meat, well, these might just fool you from time to time.





* Okay, smarty-pants, we all know that real ground beef doesn’t technically bleed, and that what you’re really looking at is myoglobin, the red muscle pigment, as opposed to hemoglobin, the blood pigment. Got that out of your system? Let’s move on.


*Note: This article previously stated that cattle are the largest producers. Among livestock, they are the largest producers, but this is not true when other industries are factored in.















Seaweed Dreaming
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Journalist Rowan Jacobsen has a clear and present focus—the intersection between environmental science and food sustainability. In a world of dwindling resources, what are our best options? Here, he takes us on a thrilling marine foraging adventure, asking: Is kelp the new kale?




On a gray dawn in October, a half mile off a small Maine island far from shore, Micah Woodcock and I found ourselves bobbing in a rowboat precisely where they tell you not to go in boats.


That, in fact, was how Micah had described his foraging strategy to me: “Look at a chart, look for trouble, go there.” All around us, the teeth of ledges rose in and out of the water with the swell. The water was the color of slate. The sky was spitting a 50-degree rain into a 50-degree sea. Micah expertly sidled the rowboat up to a ridge that breached the sea for a few hundred yards and said, “Get out.”


I stared at him in disbelief, teeth chattering. Here? Now?


“Get out fast,” he said. “I can’t get any closer.”


And so I and my wet suit flipped ourselves out of the boat and into the churning, neck-deep water. Micah tossed me an inner tube with a laundry basket jammed into the middle and handed me a fillet knife. “You should find lots of kelp along this ridge,” he told me. “Try to cut it cleanly. I’m going to work a little farther out.” As he rowed away, he glanced back at me. “Don’t drop the knife.”


Right. Iron grip on the knife, I scooched along the underwater shelf, the inner tube tethered to my wrist by a rope, hopping with each wave to keep from going under. Long, leathery things wrapped themselves around my ankles. They felt like eels, but I hoped they were kelp. Timing the trough between waves, I leaned down and grabbed one. Yep, kelp. I slashed at it with my knife, narrowly missing my leg, and tossed the slippery fettuccine into my basket. Then a wave picked up the basket and tossed it into my face. Don’t drop the knife.


I spotted Micah, who is very tall, very thin, and very 27, way out on a submerged ledge, wearing snorkel gear and cutting kelp. He has the beard and wide eyes of a Byzantine saint, and he seemed to be walking on water. He brought up lovely, wide, 6-foot strands and quickly filled his basket. I, meanwhile, was fighting to wrestle my 4-foot kelp into the basket without spilling the basket, losing the knife, or getting smashed into the rocks. I was working so hard to stay on my feet that I barely noticed the rain and the icy sea. The boulders behind me were draped in slippery brown seaweed and glowing pink lichen, the waves burst with white foam, and the spruce trees on Micah’s distant island were backlit by the dawn, and it occurred to me that of all the ways I’d ever imagined to make a living, this might be the hardest and the most beautiful. And I began to understand Micah Woodcock.


Micah is one of Maine’s handful of harvesters of wild seaweeds—or sea greens, as I’d taken to calling them, to differentiate from the piles of sea compost I’d always avoided on the beach. It’s an extraordinary lifestyle. During the eight-month harvest season (even Micah won’t go out in winter), he lives in a simple cabin on a tiny island off Maine’s midcoast. It’s one of the ledgiest sections of shoreline, which is doom for boats but heaven for seaweed, which needs to attach to rock near the surface, where the light is. Most days, he visits the surrounding ledges and islets at low tide, fills his boat with seaweed, returns to the island, and hangs his harvest on clotheslines to dry (wet seaweed quickly spoils). There, blowing in the wind like a load of dark stockings, it loses all its slime and 90 percent of its weight in a few hours and becomes as stiff as shoe leather. Once a week, he packages it, hauls it to the mainland in his lobster boat, and delivers it to customers by hand or by mail. “It’s an unbelievable amount of work,” he admitted. “I had no idea what I was getting into.”


While there are no slackers in the seaweed guild, some harvesters prefer the species that can be picked on land at low tide. But Micah likes to live his life in the crashing interface of land and sea. “A lot of edible seaweeds only grow in places that are turbulent,” he said. “If sugar kelp is growing in a harbor or another place without much flow, you get much wider, weaker plants. But in a place like a reversing falls, where there’s a lot more current, you get stronger, longer, skinnier plants. I like them better. They’re more vital.” Digitata and alaria, two kelp species, grow at the lowest point of the low-tide line on ledges; to harvest them, Micah sometimes has to ride big breakers over the ledges to get his boat into the more protected spots.


Why do such a thing? I wondered that more than once as the waves swept me and my basket off the ledge. I wondered it some more as we filled Micah’s rowboat with hundreds of pounds of kelp and alaria and returned to the island in the rain. I wondered it again as we hauled baskets of seaweed from the landing up to a little barn and hung it inside to dry. And I was still wondering as we peeled off our wet suits and stoked the fire in the cabin and set the coffeepot to perk and my shivers slowly subsided, until I realized I was having a really good time. What could be better than a morning of hard work in a world primeval? Micah agreed: “I love how ancient these species are. How resilient they are. How they grow in places where nothing else can survive. It’s such a beautiful, rarely seen world.”


At the moment, the modern world’s attention is fully on sea greens. Kelp is the new kale. Dulse is the new bacon. Which makes Maine the new California, because the great sea greens flourish on the Atlantic coast north of Cape Cod. “All the commercial seaweeds are cold water–loving seaweeds,” Shep Erhart, founder of the country’s largest sea greens company, Maine Coast Sea Vegetables, told me. “We’ve got a lock on it.” Indeed, as we toured his brand-new plant in Hancock, about 20 miles northeast of Micah’s island, we were in the Fort Knox of American seaweed. Women with band saws were cutting 10-foot-long pieces of dried kelp into bag-sized strips as a fine salt mist filled the air. Pallets of applewood-smoked dulse and Kelp Krunch energy bars sat on loading docks. There were bags, capsules, and shakers of nori, alaria, dulse, Irish moss, bladderwrack, and sea lettuce, all from the Gulf of Maine and the Bay of Fundy. Shep kept letting me smell things, coaching me through the differences. “Nori’s mild but nutty. Digitata tastes the sweetest. Alaria has an almost Soave quality to it.”


The plant was so new you could smell the paint. You could also smell the skunky funk of dried seaweed infiltrating every corner. For decades, Shep ran everything out of an ever-expanding “rabbit warren” of lofts, barns, and temporary buildings. Now a balding and bushy-browed gnome nearing retirement and slowly handing over the reins to his daughter Seraphina, he finally has his dream facility.


With 20 full-time employees, Maine Coast Sea Vegetables is the primary buyer of American sea greens. In 1971 Shep and his wife, Linnette, began harvesting alaria, which they’d realized was a local version of the expensive Japanese wakame they were buying for their macrobiotic cooking, and started selling it to their friends, then to a few stores, then to national distributors. Pretty quickly they learned it made far more sense to process and distribute the stuff than to plunge into the waves after it, and today they buy from 50 wild harvesters and process 100,000 pounds of seaweed each year. Now that seaweed has broken out of the hippie aisle and gone mainstream, they hope to sell a lot more than that. Seaweed’s rising popularity stems in part from its new “superfood” status—it is astoundingly rich in vitamins, minerals, fiber, and omega-3s—and in part from its having gourmet cachet in a culture obsessed with exotic, wild, and regional ingredients.


If there’s an “it” seaweed, it’s dulse. “It’s getting very, very popular,” Shep said, popping open a bag so that the rich applewood smoke smell filled the room. “You can eat it right out of the bag.” We did. It resembled wrinkled red cabbage leaves and chewed like salty salmon skin—definitely not bacon—but after a few seconds it dissolved like taffy, leaving me craving another mouthwatering hit. “It’s a great snack. It’s not for sissies, but once you get into it, you get hooked.”


Most of the world’s dulse comes from Grand Manan Island, a 21-mile-long island in the Bay of Fundy seemingly designed for dulse. Its 300-foot cliffs shade the intertidal plant, which can bleach and toughen in the sun, and the Bay of Fundy’s famed 30-foot tides create a vast amount of intertidal real estate where it can grow. Locals on Grand Manan eat dulse like popcorn. For decades it’s been sold in small paper bags on the ferry, in gas stations, at roadside stands, and even as bar snacks.


Now that the rest of us have discovered dulse (or “Columbused” it, as Micah puts it), not even Grand Manan can produce enough to keep up with demand. “Supply is a big issue right now,” Shep admitted. “We’re not going to get enough dulse for the fourth year in a row. And I’m going to have a hard time getting enough kelp this year.” Even in Maine, there are only so many places with the right combination of rock, current, and accessibility, and everyone involved is worried about overharvesting seaweeds that serve as prime habitat for many other species.


“Sustainability is a key issue,” said Shep. “This is one of the few fisheries that still has a chance at sustainability. All the other ones have pretty much shot themselves in the foot.”


Up to now, the grassroots nature of the seaweed industry in Maine has kept it in check, according to Micah: “With seaweed, the harvesters have a big stake in the long-term sustainability of it. It’s all very obvious. We all know who’s harvesting where, and we give each other area to work. It’s culture and tradition, like with lobstering. And that’s a huge part of sustainability. You need to have strong communities and people who are invested in the long-term health of the places where they live.”


Yet no amount of rules or community self-monitoring can solve the new imbalance between supply and demand. If Maine sea greens are to feed the nutrient-starved children of America, we need a lot more than the wild can provide. That’s why virtually all fingers in the industry point toward aquaculture as the future of sea greens. And in Maine, if you follow those fingers, they lead to Sarah Redmond.


On a January morning that made my fall dip with Micah feel like a day at Club Med, I hopped into a skiff with Sarah and sped out to a square of sea in Frenchman Bay marked by four orange buoys. Nothing else was moving on the bay. We were just a few miles up U.S. 1 from Maine Coast Sea Vegetables, which was not entirely coincidental: Shep was once Sarah’s partner in this farm. The snowy bulk of Cadillac Mountain loomed above Bar Harbor and the breeze froze our cheeks until we could barely speak, but it felt clean and bracing on the water. I could see lines running between the buoys about 5 feet beneath the surface. Sarah hooked one and pulled it up. A curtain of footlong baby kelp plants hung from it, dripping diamonds in the winter light.


“Aren’t they beautiful!” said Sarah, who when I met her was the seaweed aquaculture extension agent for the University of Maine; today she’s a full-time seaweed farmer. A brown-eyed bundle of seaweed fervor, Sarah could make a sea greens fan out of a polar bear, but she was right: They were beautiful. And they were beautiful because they were supple, and shiny, and alive. The winter landscape was barren, but this kelp was burgeoning. Sarah had planted it in the fall, and it was just getting started. As the daylight increased in February and March, it would take off, growing several centimeters a day. By the time it was harvested in spring, each strand would be about 10 to 15 feet long and weigh about 10 pounds per foot. Unburdened by gravity or root systems, seaweed grows at a rate no terrestrial crop can touch, even in winter, and that has a lot of people very, very excited about farming it.


To say that seaweed aquaculture is the greenest form of farming on earth does not do it justice. It is so much greener than anything else that it needs to have some new color invented for it. It makes something from nothing, pulling excess carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus from the water and assembling it into nutrient-rich organic vegetables. That gives it a negative carbon footprint. More seaweed, healthier planet. A seaweed farm can produce twice the protein per acre of a soybean farm and 17 times that of a livestock farm. And it does it all without any inputs of energy, fertilizer, or water.


Many experts believe seaweed farms could feed the world using a fraction of the resources used by agriculture. The industry in the U.S. is growing, but it lags far behind that of other countries. Most of the seaweed consumed here comes from Asia, where seaweed aquaculture is a $5 billion industry.


At UMaine, it had been Sarah’s job to change that. “Stuff is happening so fast it’s hard to keep track,” she said. “There are farms up and down the coast. Tons of people are excited about doing this in Maine.” Surprisingly, she’d been deluged with requests from fishermen who had either given up on cod or were looking to do something in the off-season. “Fishermen already have boats, they already have knowledge of the water, and they’re into it.”


What they don’t have, yet, is a system. No one is waiting on shore to buy, dry, or distribute the seaweed they grow. Shep is looking into it, but for now his customers are attached to the robust flavors and perceived mojo of wild product. And even if the system were in place to get it to market, farmed Maine seaweed would still have to compete with cheap Asian seaweed.


Sarah was quick to point out the mismatch: “We have some of the best seaweed in the world! Asian seaweed can’t compete with ours. There’s a huge flavor difference. I didn’t like seaweed at first, because my only experience was with Asian seaweed, which tastes fishy. Ours always tastes fresh and clean.”


The difference, Sarah said, is that a lot of Asian seaweed is being grown in some grim industrial waters. But the market has not learned to differentiate.


Perhaps Maine seaweed needs a makeover, I suggested. And then I proposed the term “sea greens,” which was exactly the wrong thing to say to Sarah Redmond, seaweed evangelist. “I’m not on board with that,” she said as she glared at me and chewed on fresh kelp, her nose and cheeks frosty pink. “It’s seaweed! Be proud of it! It’s amazing!”


Sarah might be the only person in the country who grew up wanting to be a seaweed farmer. “I’m a plant person,” she shrugged. “I like growing things. I spent a lot of time at the shore as a kid. Seaweed attracted me.” She enrolled as a graduate student under Charles Yarish, the University of Connecticut professor who is America’s leading expert on seaweed aquaculture. At UConn, she designed the seaweed seeding system used by the entire New England industry. Its simplicity is hugely appealing: When a kelp plant is ready to produce spores, in summer, you put it in a tank of water with some thin line. The spores attach to that line; when they’ve matured into juvenile plants, you wind this “seed” line around a rope and suspend it from the ocean surface. The plants do the rest.


Sarah graduated from UConn in 2012 and was immediately hired by the University of Maine to develop seaweed aquaculture in the state. In her labs at UMaine’s Center for Cooperative Aquaculture Research on Taunton Bay, she produced spools of seed line and gave them away to new kelp farmers.


Sarah dropped the kelp line back into the water and we moved on to a line draped in alaria, the fernlike cousin to wakame. We nibbled on it as I stuffed a mesh bag to take home, freezing my hand in the process. It was tender, slender, and spunky, the Audrey Hepburn of salad greens. It had an addictive crackle and a lively green-tea flavor.


If these were the wimpy plants Micah disdained, well, I guess that made me a wimp too. I realized that in my seaweed travels I had accidentally recapitulated the Fall of Man, from Micah’s prelapsarian wild forests to Sarah’s convenient kelp plots. And as profound as dreamtime with Micah had been, it was Sarah who would be feeding The Future.


If The Future was willing to eat it. Of that I still wasn’t sure.


Two days later, The Future came stomping into our mudroom after school, ravenous, and regarded the bowl of seaweed I set before him with suspicion. The Future is 17, his name is Eric, and after school he’s in no mood to be trifled with until copious carbohydrates have been consumed.


“Dulse,” I said, before he could ask. Then I gave him the spiel about the Grand Manan islanders and popcorn.


He flicked a piece into his mouth, chewed, swallowed. “Good,” he said. Then he polished off the bowl.


OK, I’d figured dulse might be easy. The real test would be dinner, a full-on seaweed smorgasbord. When I consulted my new seafriends about recipes, I heard a lot of the same suggestions.


“Kelp is really good in heavy, hearty, pot-roasty dishes,” Micah said. “I cut it up dry with scissors and add the pieces to any savory liquid dish and cook it for 30 minutes or five hours. You want to have either nice tender pieces, or you want it to dissolve. In the middle you get sea-monster gooeyness.”


“We love seaweed!” said Andrew Taylor, the chef at Portland’s wildly popular Eventide Oyster Co. “Kelp makes its way into almost all of our stocks, soups, and sauces. It provides a wonderful depth of flavor to everything you put it in.”


A flavoring, in other words, which is the same thing Shep told me. “It’s just a no-brainer. Anything you’re cooking in water, you put some kelp in that broth. It has that umami taste, plus all this rich mineral content, plus polysaccharides that give a little body to your soup.”


Honestly, if every hockey mom in America started making her soup broth out of Maine seaweed, it would use everything the farms can grow and we could all declare victory. But I wanted seaweed to be more than the bouillon cube of the 21st century. I wanted it to be… food.


So I fried some nori in oil until wicked crisp. If dried dulse was the popcorn of the future, this was clearly the potato chip.


I tossed the alaria in sesame oil and rice vinegar and made a superb, if not terribly creative, seaweed salad.


I concocted a soba noodle soup flecked with bright green bits of alaria and enriched with a kelp broth. Who would object to such a thing? Certainly not The Future, who cleaned two bowls.


And for my pièce de résistance, I boiled a tangle of kelp noodles, drenched them in olive oil and garlic… and quickly threw them out. I felt like Captain Nemo battling the giant squid. A lot of people would like kelp to be the new linguine, but for now it just isn’t.


Still, I thought my success rate was pretty high, and I felt confident that seaweed was more than a trend. I asked Eric how he felt about it.


He shrugged. “Just like any other… land weed.”


“Shouldn’t we call it sea greens?” I tried, ever hopeful.


He grimaced as though I’d asked him if he wanted to go to a James Taylor concert with me. “It shouldn’t have to masquerade as spinach.”


Right. “So, to you, it’s just food.”


“Yup.”


“And it’s good?”


“Yup.”


“Would you say really good?”


Another shrug. “Good enough.” And then The Future grabbed the bag of dulse and went up to his room to check his Tumblr feed.
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