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CLOCKWORK DINERS






Some people crave variety in their dining routines; others go to the same place every day and eat exactly the same thing, perhaps so they can stay focused on matters loftier than choosing a restaurant or agonizing over menus. Here are five renowned creative individuals and their highly predictable eating habits.


» Almost every morning for 15 years, the painter Lucian Freud had breakfast at Clarke’s restaurant in London’s Notting Hill – often returning a few hours later for lunch. He would arrive at 7.30am with his assistant David Dawson and consume saucer-sized pains aux raisins or Portuguese custard tarts with extra-milky coffees (referred to by staff as “Mr Freud lattes”). After innumerable hours sitting in her restaurant, Freud invited owner Sally Clarke to his Victorian townhouse a few doors along on Kensington Church Street to sit for a portrait. He painted her three times, the final work interrupted – along with a decade and a half of loyal custom – by Freud’s death in 2011.


» Five evenings a week, artists Gilbert & George walk nearly 2½ miles from their home in Spitalfields, East London, to dine at the Turkish restaurant Mangal 2 on Stoke Newington Road. They were attracted, they say, by the posh tablecloths and testicles (koç yumurtasι, or “lambs’ testicles”, a speciality of the house).


» The novelist Patricia Highsmith ate the same thing for virtually every meal: bacon and fried eggs. She began each writing session with a stiff drink – “not to perk her up”, according to her biographer, Andrew Wilson, “but to reduce her energy levels, which veered towards the manic”. Then she would sit on her bed surrounded by cigarettes, coffee, a doughnut and an accompanying saucer of sugar, the intention being “to avoid any sense of discipline and make the act of writing as pleasurable as possible”.


» In the 1960s, the pianist Glenn Gould ate almost exclusively at a diner named Fran’s near his apartment in Toronto, turning up at 2am or 3am and always ordering the same thing: scrambled eggs, salad, toast, juice, sherbet and decaf coffee.


» The Swedish filmmaker Ingmar Bergman always ate the same lunch, according to actress Bibi Andersson, who starred in many of his films. “It doesn’t change. It’s some kind of whipped sour milk, very fat, and strawberry jam, very sweet – a strange kind of baby food he eats with corn flakes.”



SWEET PASTRIES OF THE WORLD






…and their key ingredients.




Cannoli (Italy)


Ricotta
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Mooncake (China)


Red bean paste
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Danish (Denmark)


Butter
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Pastel de nata (Portugal)


Custard


[image: illustration]







Baklava (Turkey)


Syrup or honey
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Kolompeh (Iran)


Dates
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Joulutortut (Finland)


Prune jam
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Éclair (France)


Chocolate/coffee mousse
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Conchas (Mexico)


Cookie dough
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NATIONAL APPETITES






Finland consumes more coffee per capita than any other country on earth: the average Finn gets through 1,252 cups a year (or 3.43 cups a day). Here are the biggest consumers of 16 other gastronomic goods.










	Food/drink


	Country


	Annual consumption per capita







	Meat


	Australia


	90.2kg/198¾lb







	Fish


	Maldives


	181kg/399lb







	Olive oil


	Greece


	17.9kg/39½lb







	Wine


	Vatican City1


	54.3l/115pt







	Rice


	Myanmar


	227kg/500½lb







	Onions


	Libya


	33.6kg/74lb







	Potatoes


	Belarus


	183kg/403½lb







	Eggs


	Japan


	18.9kg/41¾lb







	Beer


	Czech Republic


	143l/302pt







	Sugar


	USA


	46.1kg/101¾lb







	Bananas


	Uganda


	191kg/421lb







	Cacao


	Switzerland


	9kg/19¾lb







	Cheese


	France


	25.9kg/57lb







	Milk


	Finland


	361kg/796lb







	Tea


	Turkey


	3.2kg/7lb







	Alcohol


	Belarus


	17.5l/37pt








1 See here for an investigation of this curious statistic.


RESTAURANTS IN ODD LOCATIONS













	Redwoods Treehouse, New Zealand


	In a tree







	Fortezza Medicea, Italy


	In a prison







	New Lucky Restaurant, India


	In a cemetery







	El Diablo, Lanzarote, Spain


	On an active volcano







	Ithaa, Maldives


	5m (16ft) under the sea







	Dinner in the Sky, Belgium


	Suspended from a crane







	Miners’ Tavern, Poland


	125m (410ft) down a salt mine









INGENIOUS DISHES OF THE 21ST CENTURY






Molecular gastronomy, a term rejected by almost everyone it’s applied to, refers to a scientific approach to food preparation and is synonymous with the highly technical cooking of chefs like Ferran Adrià and Heston Blumenthal. It also implies a spirit of playfulness: dishes are designed to surprise and delight – and often the thing on your plate is not what you think it is. Consider these four examples.


Green Apple Taffy Balloon – In 2012, Grant Achatz at Alinea in Chicago challenged his chefs to create a dessert that would float. His deputy, Mike Bagale, discovered a way of inflating a flavoured sugar solution with helium gas. The result was drawn to the table on a string of dehydrated apple, whereupon the diner would pop the balloon with their tongue and suck out the helium, with consequences for vocal cords as well as taste buds.


Artichoke Rose – The most labour-intensive dish on Ferran Adrià’s 2009 menu at elBulli, in Spain, was a composite rose that looked and tasted like it was made of sliced artichoke leaves but was in fact composed of organic rose petals. The petals, a digestible variety from Ecuador, had to be picked and separated, blanched three times, put in a pressure cooker, unfurled, pressed to dry and finally arranged in three concentric circles on the plate. This last stage alone took up to ten minutes per dish.


Hot & Iced Tea – One of the plainest-looking courses at Heston Blumenthal’s Fat Duck in Bray, England, is also one of the most startling: a cup of tea that’s both hot and cold. Nothing visible separates the two vertical halves; the magic is achieved by means of gelling agents that keep the hot and cold liquids from mingling. To disguise the gels, the chefs use malic acid to trigger saliva, making the tea feel thinner in the mouth than it actually is.


Bread of the Forest – On the 2013 menu at Narisawa in Tokyo, the bread course turned up at the start of the meal as a piece of uncooked dough. Left to prove during the appetisers – rising out of its glass tube like a time-lapse mushroom – it was then transferred to a pre-heated stone bowl, covered for 12 minutes and served hot.



THOUSAND-YEAR SHELF LIVES






Forget your mature cheddar, aged beef or 18-year-old whiskey. These foods have been around longer than Christianity and are (possibly) still edible, should you be brave enough to take a bite…


3,000 years old – Pots of honey, still perfectly edible, found in Ancient Egyptian tombs. Honey is said to have an eternal shelf life due to its acidity, lack of water and the presence of hydrogen peroxide. The Ancient Egyptians used it as a sweetener, a gift for the gods and an ingredient in embalming fluid.
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4,000 years old – The world’s oldest noodles were unearthed during an archaeological dig on China’s Yellow River in 2005. The 50-cm (19½-inch)-long yellow strands – made with grains from millet grass rather than wheat flour – were found in a pot that had probably been buried during a catastrophic flood.
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5,000 years old – Bog butter unearthed in County Offaly, Ireland, in 2013. Butter from cow’s milk was buried in bogs as a means of preservation, protection from theft or perhaps as divine gifts. After thousands of years in the ground, it has the appearance of paraffin wax, a crumbly consistency and the smell of pungent cheese, with gamey, mossy and funky flavour notes.
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36,000 years old – During the excavation of a frozen Steppe bison carcass near Fairbanks, Alaska, palaeontologist Dale Guthrie and colleagues stewed and ate neck tissue while prepping the bison for display. The meat, according to Guthrie, was tough and had – unsurprisingly – a strong aroma.



THE FIVE-SECOND RULE






It’s a recurring area of fascination in modern science. If food falls on the floor and you pick it up within five seconds, is it safe to eat? According to Jillian Clarke, a University of Illinois intern who set out to answer the question in 2003 – receiving an Ig Nobel prize for her efforts (see Absurdist moments in Food Science) – it generally isn’t. She dropped cookies and gummy sweets onto tiles inoculated with E. coli for five seconds apiece and found that in all cases the food became contaminated. She also discovered that people are more likely to retrieve cookies and gummy sweets from the floor than broccoli and cauliflower – surprise surprise – and that the rule dates back to Genghis Khan, for whom the grace period extended to 12 hours.


Since Clarke’s investigation, further research has either confirmed her findings – Dr Ronald Cutler from Queen Mary, University of London, experimented with E. coli and pizza in 2013 and got the same results – or complicated them. Professor Anthony Hilton of Aston University in Birmingham agreed that eating food from the floor can never be entirely risk-free, but pointed out that “the nature of the floor surface, the type of food dropped on the floor and the length of time it spends on the floor can all have an impact on the number [of germs] that can transfer”. He delivered this news just as a UK survey revealed that, despite whatever risks there may be, 79 per cent of people admitted to eating food that had fallen on the floor.




A


ANOSMIA





Around 200,000 people in the UK and more than 2 million in the US suffer from anosmia: they have no sense of smell. One in 5,000 are born with the condition, but most develop it through head trauma or illness. Many people with anosmia lose interest in food, because 80 per cent of the flavour of food comes from its smell.



HOW TO BECOME AN #INSTAGRAMFOODSTAR






The Instagram king of the London food scene, Clerkenwell Boy – a 30-something Australian named Tim who keeps his full identity secret – has a knack for finding buzz-worthy dishes and making them look irresistible. Here are his top tips for a successful feed.


Find your niche – “Do you love desserts or burgers or healthy foods, Michelin-star restaurants or home cooking? Figure out what your passion is and define that space. Be consistent and stick to it.”


Take good photos – “The main thing is to have a consistent style, whether that’s super-close-up food-porn or very clean shots with natural daylight. In a dark restaurant, ask for a table by the window.”


Edit with care – “Some people use filters. I try to keep it natural, but Instagram has tools for editing your photos. You might want to make it brighter or moodier, sharpen the dish or blur the edges.”


Tag judiciously – “Some of the big Instagrammers use lots of hashtags to get more likes. I don’t use that many, only ones I think are relevant – a specific location or type of food.”


Write good captions – “…if you want to tell a story. Some people’s captions are humorous or cheeky, some are educational, some people just use emojis. I try to keep it as concise as possible.”


Time your posts – “It’s worth thinking about when you post. On Mondays most people want to eat healthily and might prefer to look at salads or smoothie bowls. Whereas on Friday, when people want to treat themselves, burgers and cocktails might work better.”


Interact with the community – “By following people who have a similar style or a feed that interests you, you start to build good connections. You can also use Instagram to put a spotlight on specific causes, like I did for the #CookForSyria campaign.”


And finally – “Don’t do it just for the likes. The most important thing is to have fun and be yourself.”



FOOD HOTSPOTS: THE MUSIC HANGOUT






Dooky Chase’s Restaurant, New Orleans – “I went to Dooky Chase’s to get something to eat/ The waitress looked at me and said, ‘Ray, you sure look beat’.” This is Ray Charles memorializing one of his favourite New Orleans haunts in his 1961 version of Louis Jordan’s Early In The Morning. Charles wasn’t the only jazz legend to frequent this Treme institution: it also attracted the likes of Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Nat King Cole and Sarah Vaughn, who was a big fan of the stuffed crabs. The restaurant opened in 1941 and flourished under Edgar Lawrence “Dooky” Chase Jr, the jazz-playing son of the original owners, and his wife Leah, who is still running the kitchen today at the age of 94. During the Civil Rights Movement, the restaurant was one of the only public places in New Orleans where African-Americans could meet and discuss strategies. More recently, having weathered Hurricane Katrina in 2005, it has hosted presidents George W Bush and Barack Obama, whom Leah reprimanded for attempting to put hot sauce in his gumbo soup. If you’re going, try the gumbo, a favourite of Duke Ellington’s, or the red beans as ordered by Ray Charles.


Tom’s Restaurant, NYC – Though its exterior is forever linked with the TV sitcom Seinfeld, this Greek-American diner at 2880 Broadway was immortalized in a song by Suzanne Vega who, in Tom’s Diner (1982), drops in for a coffee, skims the newspaper and watches the world go by.


Bar Italia, London – A great late-night coffee shop in Soho, run by the Polledri family since 1949, described by Jarvis Cocker of Pulp in the 1995 song Bar Italia as a place “around the corner in Soho/ Where other broken people go”. It’s actually a much more lively hangout than the lyric suggests.


Café Momus, Paris – The setting for Act 2 of Puccini’s opera La Bohème, where Alcindoro gets landed with an unwelcome bill, this café was a literary hub in the 19th century. It occupied the ground and first floors of a building on rue des Prêtres-St-Germain-l’Auxerrois, now a hotel called Le Relais du Louvre.



BEST IN THE WORLD!






Making definitive statements about the world’s best things, be they restaurants, cheeses or cookbooks, is a pretty silly activity, but it can be fun to play along. Drawn from recent polls and individual authorities, this list should not be considered 100 per cent scientific.










	Restaurant


	Eleven Madison Park, New York, USA







	Bar


	Dandelyan, London, UK







	Cookbook


	Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Simone Beck, Louisette Bertholle and Julia Child







	Pizza


	Pepe in Grani, Caiazzo, Italy







	Burger


	Superiority Burger1, New York, USA







	Patisserie


	Dominique Ansel, New York, USA







	Sushi


	Sushi Saito, Tokyo, Japan







	Steak


	Dons de la Nature, Tokyo, Japan







	Fish & chips


	Kingfisher Fish & Chips, near Plymouth, UK







	Whisky


	Booker’s Rye 13 Year Old







	Bar of chocolate


	Bonnat Chocolat’s Selva Maya







	Beer


	Westvleteren 12 (Saint Sixtus Abbey)







	Cheese


	Tingvollost’s Kraftkar, a Norwegian blue







	Gin


	Hernö Old Tom








Sources: The World’s 50 Best Restaurants 2017 (1,040 voters); The World’s 50 Best Bars 2017 (476 voters); 1,000 Cookbooks (400+ voters); Where to Eat Pizza, Phaidon 2016 (1,077 voters); GQ magazine 2015; TW50BR 2017; Asia’s 50 Best Restaurants 2017 (318 voters); Elite Traveller magazine; National Fish & Chip Awards 2017; Jim Murray’s Whisky Bible 2017; International Chocolate Awards 2016; RateBeer.com 2016 top 20; World Cheese Awards 2016; World Gin Awards 2017 (best contemporary gin).


1Rather controversially, the burger in question is vegetarian with a vegan version available.




B


BOTRYTIZATION





The condition of being infected with a beneficial form of Botrytis cinerea, a grey fungus on wine grapes. In the right conditions, “noble rot”, as it is known, can yield grapes that produce a fine sweet wine – aszú from Tokaj-Hegyalja in Hungary/Slovakia and Sauternes in France are famous examples.



THE FATHER AND SON WHO ATE EVERYTHING






The Victorian geologist and palaeontologist William Buckland (1784– 1856) was famed not just for digging up dinosaurs and casting a light on the far-distant past, but also for his eccentricity and boundless appetite for new experiences. A committed zoophagist, Buckland was on a mission to eat his way through the entire animal kingdom. Among the many odd things he is said to have ingested, here are some of the oddest.










	Hedgehogs


	Mice on toast







	Roast ostrich


	Common mole







	Porpoise


	Bluebottle1







	Crocodile steaks


	The mummified heart of King Louis XIV of France2







	Cooked puppies








His son Frank (1826–80), though not as eminent a scientist as his father (he was more successful as a popularizer of science than a practitioner), was no less committed to the zoophagic cause. His own eating highlights included:










	Elephant trunk


	Sea slugs







	Porpoise head


	Earwigs







	Giraffe neck


	Curassow







	Rhinoceros pie


	Horse’s tongue







	Boa constrictor


	Panther chops








1Buckland said that mole was the worst thing he’d ever eaten until he tried bluebottle.


2This contentious fact comes from the autobiography of Augustus Hare: “Talk of strange relics led to mention of the heart of a French King preserved at Nuneham in a silver casket. Dr Buckland, whilst looking at it, exclaimed, ‘I have eaten many strange things, but have never eaten the heart of a king before’, and, before anyone could hinder him, he had gobbled it up, and the precious relic was lost for ever.”



FIREWATERS OF EUROPE






i. Bagaço (Portugal) – Grape-based spirit sold legally at 37–52 per cent ABV (alcohol by volume), but more potent if homemade. Drunk neat or added to espresso to make café com cheirinho – “coffee with a little scent”.


ii. Aguardiente (Spain) – Spain’s firewater is usually distilled from grapes (in which case it’s called orujo) and contains over 50 per cent alcohol, though herbs and coffee can also be added to the mix.


iii. Poitín (Ireland) – Traditionally distilled from potatoes in a little pot, hence the name. Outlawed for centuries, it was finally legalized in 1997, though at much lower ABV. Said to curdle milk if unsafe.


iv. Filu ‘e Ferru (Sardinia) – A colourless spirit distilled from grape skins. The name (“iron wire”) refers to the marker that illicit distillers would supposedly use to mark their underground stashes.


v. Hjemmebrent (Norway) – Means “home burned”, though there’s a version called ni seks (“nine six”) which refers to its 96 per cent ABV. Usually potato based. Often mixed with coffee or apple juice.


vi. Pálinka (Hungary) – Any Hungarian can bring fermented mash to a professional who will legally distil this fruit-based spirit (plum, apricot, strawberry and so on), though many still do it at home.


vii. Pontikka (Finland) – This homemade vodka has been banned since 1866, though it still gets made in small quantities. Kitee in the east is known as “the moonshine city of Finland”.


viii. Šmakovka (Latvia) – Just one of many words for moonshine in Latvia (others translate as “women’s tears” and “the sobs of the ditches”). Made from ingredients such as potatoes, corn and peas.


ix. Šljivovica (Serbia) – Plums are plentiful in Serbia (450,000 tons produced annually) and 70 per cent of them end up in plum brandy, the national drink. Most villages around the country have private stills.
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x. Chacha (Georgia) – Wine is big in Georgia, so it makes sense that its (legal) moonshine is mostly grape based, though chacha can also be made with figs, oranges, tangerines or mulberries.




C


CHICKEN-OF-THE-WOODS





The mushroom Laetiporus sulphureus – better known as chicken-of-the-woods – isn’t easy to find in shops and restaurants, but hard to miss if you wander past one in the forest (in Europe or North America in late summer or autumn). Vibrant yellow-orange, it clings to the sides of trees in a shelf-like arrangement. Some people are allergic, and it shouldn’t be eaten raw, but fry it up and your bravery will be rewarded with a striking meaty flavour, tinged with lemon, that accounts for the mushroom’s unusual name.



TASTES LIKE CHICKEN






Some years ago, an American academic named Joe Staton attempted to explain why many exotic meats taste like Gallus gallus domesticus, the domestic chicken. He proposed an answer – all chicken-flavoured creatures share a common tetrapod ancestor – and listed a number of meats that fall into this category, including:










	Alligator


	Snake







	Iguana


	Snapping turtle







	Rabbit


	Bullfrog







	Kangaroo


	Two-toed amphiuma








Should you need inspiration to pursue the enquiry further…


» Chef Stephen Stryjewski of Cochon in New Orleans fries alligator tenderloin in a buttermilk batter and serves it with chilli garlic mayonnaise.


» Riffing on the Chinese-American classic General Tso’s chicken, blogger Jamie Carlson marinates snapping turtle in soy and cornstarch and stir-fries it with chilli, ginger and onion.


» Matt Fitton at the Playford Hotel, Adelaide, serves kangaroo tartare with crème fraîche, coal oil and native leaves.


» In The Lady’s Assistant for Regulating and Supplying Her Table (1787), English writer Charlotte Mason includes a recipe for viper broth. “Take a large fowl, draw it, take out all the fat and the breast-bone, fill the body with parsley, a handful of pimpernel, and a head of endive; put these into three pints of Water, with a little salt and pepper; stew it on a slow fire, and let it instill till there is only a quart left; then kill a viper, skin it and take out the entrails, cut the flesh into small pieces, put it with the broth, with the heart and liver cut across, two blades of mace, and a bit of cinnamon; cover it up and let it boil till it is reduced to a pint; by this time the flesh of the viper will be consumed then, strain it off and press it very hard. It will serve twice.”
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...DOES NOT TASTE LIKE CHICKEN






Not all exotic meats call to mind Gallus gallus domesticus, however. Here are seven seldom-eaten creatures and the familiar foods to which they’ve been compared.


Butterflies – In an interview, author and keen lepidopterist Vladimir Nabokov confessed to eating some of his catches in Vermont. “I didn’t see any difference between the monarch butterfly and the viceroy,” he said. “The taste of both was vile… They tasted like almonds and perhaps a green cheese combination.”


Bat – Atlas Obscura reporter Lynn Freehill-Maye tried curried fruit bat at a restaurant in the Seychelles, where it is considered a delicacy, and likened it to extra-tough duck.


Muskrat – One participant at the annual Muskrat Dinner in Michigan, USA, compared the cooked flesh of this semi-aquatic rodent to strong, dark turkey meat.


Puma – During his voyage on the Beagle, Charles Darwin sampled iguanas, armadillos and this American big cat, which, he reported, was “remarkably like veal in taste”.


Termites – Persuaded to eat live termites from a tree trunk in a Nicaraguan rainforest several years ago, I was strongly reminded of mushrooms.


Porpoise head – The Victorian naturalist Frank Buckland made it his mission to eat as many weird things as possible (see here). In his view, the flesh of a porpoise head tasted like “broiled lamp wick”, which raises another question: how did he know what broiled lamp wick tasted like?


Toad tadpoles – For a 1971 paper testing the comparative palatability of eight species of tadpoles, US biologist Richard Wassersug gave a particularly negative review to the larval offspring of a toad. “It was one of the worst things I’d tasted,” he says. “So astonishingly bitter. A teaspoon full of Tabasco sauce might get you close.”



CULINARY TIME TRAVEL: 18TH-CENTURY BRITAIN






Annie Gray, author of The Greedy Queen: Eating With Victoria, is an historian and broadcaster who explores the history of food and dining in Britain from 1600 to the present day. Here, she time-travels to the era in British culinary history that fascinates her most, to attend a riotous dinner party.


The period


“I’ll choose the late 18th century. At that point British cuisine is developing a clear identity. You’ve got most of the ingredients of the modern world in place, things like chilli and chocolate and tea, but it’s far enough removed from the modern day that it’d be a real joy to the palate, but close enough that it wouldn’t be weird. You’re talking rich people’s cuisine, obviously.”


For starters


“I’d be having a three-course meal with cheese. I would start with soup and fish and then fancy ‘made’ dishes1 on my table, probably four or five, and I would try one of each but only in small amounts. I might have mutton chops with a sauce, or veal stew or potato pudding, or maybe a pie, or a small slow-cooked joint.”
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The second course


“Then all of that would be taken away and the handsome footman would lay out the table for my second course. Being a woman, I’d be at the end that has the chicken on it. The man at the other end would have hare in front of him, but it’s alright because I can pick and choose what I want. There’d be a lot of roast meats – very lovely, all spit-roasted rather than baked in an oven. On the table as well would be vegetables, probably cardoons, Jerusalem artichokes, asparagus, peas. And the sweet dishes would be on the table at the same time: plum pudding, a mark of Britishness, and maybe some blancmange or jelly.”


Cheese & dessert


“Then all of that goes away and in comes my cheese course. After that would be dessert, which is just palate cleansing, so I’d look for hothouse fruit, probably a pineapple2, on the table. If my host is rich enough he probably has hothouses and there might be nectarines too (if you’re rich enough, you don’t eat in season). And there’d probably be some ice creams on the table as well, water ices, hopefully a nice boozy sorbet.”
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To drink


“I should mention that everyone’s really trolleyed because there’s lots of booze. Wine if you’re rich enough, beer if you’re not. The gents will be sitting there getting buggered on punch and missing the chamber pot which is concealed behind the sideboard – there are pictures: we all know it happens.”


1 A dish of food prepared from several ingredients (such as meat, vegetables and herbs).


2 Annie: “It’s said that if a man had four horses, they produced enough manure [to help to grow] two pineapples every month of the year.”



ENTOMOPHAGY, OR EATING INSECTS






Insects are among the most efficient forms of food available: 80 per cent of a cricket can be eaten, while only 55 per cent of a pig and 40 per cent of a cow are edible.
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Crickets also require less water, land, pesticides and 12 times less feed than cattle, while providing a competitive amount of protein – 8–25g per 100g (¼–1oz per 3½oz) compared to 19–26g per 100g (¾–1oz per 3½oz) of raw beef. They emit much smaller amounts of greenhouse gases too: 80 times less methane than cows and 8–12 times less ammonia than pigs.



MORE BUG STATS



1,900 – Number of edible species of insect


2 billion – People eating insects on a regular basis


1.4 billion – Insects to every human on earth


300g (10½oz) – Average weekly household consumption of caterpillars in Kinshasa, Congo


1kg (2lb 4oz) – Amount of insects unwittingly consumed by every person on earth, including the 5 billion non-insect-eaters, each year


WHERE TO START


Grasshoppers – In Mexico, they are fried until crispy and served with chilli and lime. I’ve tried them: they’re delicious.


Ants – Roasted with salt and eaten at feasts in Colombia. Live black ants were famously served at Noma in Copenhagen.


Worms – Earthworms, buffalo worms and mealworms are all edible. Maguey worms don’t just end up in tequila bottles: they are also fried and apparently taste a little like sunflower seeds.



GREAT MEALS IN LITERATURE: BREAKFAST






When we first meet Dublin ad man Leopold Bloom in chapter 4 of Ulysses (1922) by James Joyce, we are informed that he “ate with relish the inner organs of beasts and fowls”. Joyce elaborates in exquisite detail:


He liked thick giblet soup, nutty gizzards, a stuffed roast heart, liver slices fried with crustcrumbs, fried hencod’s roes. Most of all he liked grilled mutton kidneys which gave to his palate a fine tang of faintly scented urine.


It’s kidneys that Bloom has in his mind as he prepares to have breakfast on 16 June 1904, the epic day on which the novel unfolds. As it’s a Thursday, however – “not a good day either for a mutton kidney over at Buckley’s” – he decides to buy a pork kidney instead.


Leaving the house, Bloom walks to Dlugacz’s butchers where, in the window, “A kidney oozed bloodgouts on the willowpatterned dish: the last.” It costs him threepence. He slides the “moist tender gland” into a side pocket, takes it home and drops it into the hot pan, letting the bloodsmeared paper fall to the cat. Then he gets distracted by his wife Molly – who wonders, moments later, if she smells something burning in the kitchen…


Pungent smoke shot up in an angry jet from a side of the pan. By prodding a prong of the fork under the kidney he detached it and turned it turtle on its back. Only a little burnt. He tossed it off the pan on to a plate and let the scanty brown gravy trickle over it. Cup of tea now. He sat down, cut and buttered a slice of the loaf. He shore away the burnt flesh and flung it to the cat. Then he put a forkful into his mouth, chewing with discernment the toothsome pliant meat. Done to a turn.


See also…


» Patrick Bateman’s bran muffin breakfast in American Psycho (1991) by Bret Easton Ellis.



THE GREAT WINE FORGERY






In 2006, a record $24.7m of vintage wine from a single cellar was sold at auction in New York. The owner of the cellar was one Rudy Kurniawan, a 29-year-old Indonesian who had cropped up on the LA wine scene in the early 2000s boasting an excellent palate and seemingly limitless cash to spend on the world’s most sought-after bottles (his thirst for Domaine de la Romanée-Conti wines earned him the nickname “Dr Conti”). When he began selling his stock, other collectors were astounded by his steady supply of ultra-rare vintages (he sold the billionaire Bill Koch a jeroboam of Château Mouton-Rothschild 1945, later revealed to be a fake, for $48,259). It took a while before anyone began to question him publicly: one key challenger was the Burgundy winemaker Laurent Ponsot, who discovered Kurniawan was selling vintages of Domaine Ponsot wines that had never been produced.


Eventually, in March 2012, the FBI raided Kurniawan’s house in Arcadia, Los Angeles County, and found fake labels, corking tools and empty bottles soaking in a sink. Using extensive tasting notes, he had been mixing cheaper (but still good) wines to approximate much more expensive bottles. Sentenced to ten years in prison, Kurniawan was the first person ever to be convicted of wine fraud, though far from the first to deceive a bunch of wine connoisseurs with inferior product.


OTHER GASTRONOMIC IMPOSTERS


Red snapper – A 2013 study found that 38 per cent of all US restaurants made false claims about the fish on the menu. Red snapper is one of the most mislabelled. “Just don’t ever order red snapper,” advised one expert, “in more than 94 per cent of cases, you’re not getting the real thing.”


Olive oil – Many olive oils claiming to come from Italy merely passed through that country en route to your cupboard. In 2015, seven major Italian companies (including Carapelli and Bertolli) were accused of passing off inferior olive oil as “extra virgin”. In other cases, olive oils were found to have been diluted with vegetable oil and coloured with beta-carotene.
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