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Introduction


Ever since Neanderthal Man first discovered that the flesh of animals, birds and sea creatures had the potential for making a more substantial meal than leaves and berries and also went much better with a nice Merlot, the culinary world has produced some staggering creations which could best be described as ‘acquired tastes’.


The Roman Empire was built on such delicacies as boiled flamingo, grilled cow’s womb and calf brain custard while a favourite roast dish in Tudor England was cockenthrice where the head and upper body of a pig was carefully stitched on to the lower body and legs of a turkey. Meanwhile in Switzerland it used to be traditional to eat cats at Christmas, giving rise to the Swiss saying ‘A pet is not just for Christmas – if you’re lucky there’ll be some left over for Boxing Day’.


When the Prussian Army encircled Paris in 1870, cutting off food supplies, as many as 70,000 horses in the city were slaughtered for their meat. Champion racehorses did not survive the chop either and when the supply of horse was exhausted, chefs got creative with vermin and pets.


 


One Latin Quarter menu offered:


Consommé de cheval au millet
(horse soup with millet)


Brochettes de foie de chien à la maître d’hôtel
(dog liver)


Emincés de râbles de chat sauce mayonnaise
(sliced saddle of cat with mayo)


Epaule de filet de chien sauce tomate
(shoulder of dog in a tomato sauce)


Civet de chat aux champignons
(cat stew with mushrooms)


Côtelettes de chien aux petits pois
(dog chops with peas)


Salmis de rat à la Robert
(rat stew)


Gigots de chien flanqués de ratons avec sauce poivrade
(dog leg with a pepper sauce and rat garnish)


Plum pudding au rhum et à la Moelle de Cheval
(plum pudding with horse marrow sauce)


 


As the siege entered a third month at the end of the year, hungry Parisians turned their attention to the city zoo where the animals were no longer able to be fed. Antelope, camels, yaks and zebras were the first to be killed and even the zoo’s two elephants, Castor and Pollux, ended up at the dinner table. A butcher named Deboos paid 27,000 francs for the pair and went on to sell the various body parts for up to 14 francs a pound with the trunks fetching as much as 45 francs a pound. Unlikely as it may seem, someone had obviously tasted elephant before and considered the trunk to be a delicacy. However, the general impression was distinctly underwhelming. One diner complained that his slice of elephant was ‘tough, coarse and oily’ and not a patch on beef or mutton. It was with some irony therefore that elephant meat was declared to be totally forgettable.


A few zoo animals were spared. Monkeys were considered to be so close to humans that eating them would be akin to cannibalism; lions and tigers were too dangerous to approach and kill, and the hippopotamus escaped because the price of 80,000 francs demanded for it was too expensive for any butcher. Thus a Christmas menu in an upmarket Parisian restaurant for the ninety-ninth day of the siege offered such mouth-watering festive dishes as stuffed donkey’s head, elephant consommé, roast camel, kangaroo stew, antelope terrine, bear ribs, and wolf haunch in deer sauce. Fortunately the establishment still had some expensive wines in the cellar to mask the taste.


Today there are dozens of traditional local dishes adding weight to the old adage that one man’s meat is another man’s poison. Those with an adventurous mindset and a robust life insurance policy can eat yak penis and tuna eyeball (China), the still-beating heart of a freshly killed snake (Vietnam), sheep’s head (Norway), raw puffin heart (Iceland), fried tarantula (Cambodia), duck embryo (Philippines), boiled gannet (Scotland’s Western Isles), bull’s testicles (United States) or mouse kebabs (Malawi), perhaps followed by some live maggot-infested cheese from Sardinia and washed down by a bottle of Ttongsul, a Korean wine made from human faeces.


So why not try some of the unusual and often challenging recipes listed here? If only to ensure that certain dinner party guests will never visit again.




 


 


Disclaimer: The author absolves himself of all responsibility should anyone preparing any of the dishes featured in this book end up dissatisfied, divorced or in A&E. Recipes have been reproduced faithfully according to their sources, so both metric and imperial measurements are used.




APPETIZERS
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Duck embryo


PHILIPPINES


______


Unsuspecting diners about to tackle balut for the first time might be forgiven for thinking they are breaking into a Kinder Surprise. But instead of a toy, this egg houses a more grotesque surprise – a partially developed duck embryo, which you are then expected to eat straight from the shell. In the Philippines, balut has graduated from street food to haute cuisine, although it is frequently also used as a hangover cure. Perhaps the theory is that if anything is likely to dissuade you from getting drunk in future, it is the prospect of having to eat balut afterwards.


The fertilized duck eggs are stored in baskets in the sun so that they stay warm. After nine days, they are held up to a light to check that there is an embryo inside. If there is, then approximately eight days later they are ready to be eaten. Filipinos believe balut to be at its best at seventeen days old because it is ‘wrapped in white’. At that stage the chick inside the egg is not quite old enough to have grown a beak, feathers or claws, and its bones are underdeveloped. However in Vietnam, where the dish is equally popular, they prefer to wait for another few days until the chick is actually recognizable as a baby duck and has bones that will be firm but tender when cooked. When eating balut in Vietnam, try not to think about the beak sticking in your throat.


Balut is the dish that keeps on giving. It comes in four parts – the yolk, the amniotic fluid, the albumen and, of course, the embryo itself. There are a number of different ways to consume boiled balut, few of which do not require keeping your eyes closed. Balut connoisseurs recommend first making a small hole in the rounder end of the shell, then breaking through the membranes and drinking the warm broth-like fluid that surrounds the embryo, as this is said to be the tastiest part, before tackling the chick itself. Others choose to begin by scooping out the yolk, veins and all. Depending on the age of the egg, the white albumen at the bottom of the shell may be tough and rubbery, although if you have managed to get this far you will probably not be overly concerned.


For those with strong stomachs, a Filipino restaurant in New York stages an annual balut eating contest at which the winner has been known to down 27 in five minutes. The runner-up was literally spitting feathers.


INGREDIENTS


[image: Illustration] 1 fertilized duck egg
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[image: Illustration] Chopped garlic
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METHOD


Hard-boil the duck egg for 20–30 minutes and crack open part of the shell with a spoon. Remove the section of shell and devour the contents. Alternatively you may prefer to extricate the baby bird and dip it in salt or a warm garlic and vinegar sauce. Either way, you’re still eating a duck fetus.


Recipe: www.travelchannel.com
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Still-beating snake heart


VIETNAM


______


Whereas the world’s leading restaurants are rated by the number of Michelin stars they have, certain establishments in the Le Mat district of Hanoi are best judged on the number of snake bites on the waiters’ arms and legs. For this is ‘Snake Village’ where cobra is the dish of every day and the fewer the bite scars on the waiter’s body, the better the chances are that your meal will have died a relatively swift death. Conversely, if the waiter has a couple of fingers missing, it might be advisable to search elsewhere.


Ever since the release of the Leonardo DiCaprio movie The Beach in 2000 popularized the drinking of snake blood among young people in search of the ultimate travel experience, it has apparently become a rite of passage for western backpackers visiting northern Vietnam – and with the added twist of also eating the dead snake’s still-beating heart. Indeed many of Hanoi’s hostels offer special excursions where tourists can watch in a mixture of disbelief and apprehension as their waiter kills and guts a snake – usually an angry, hissing cobra – at their table. Sometimes the snake’s venom is removed beforehand, thus denying the creature a realistic chance of retribution, but other waiters prefer to drain it into a bottle after the reptile has been beheaded. This is a wise precaution as chefs have been known to be killed by a bite from the severed head of a snake as long as twenty minutes after it has been cut off. The venom can then be drunk as it is only poisonous when taken intravenously. At least that’s what they tell you.


Customers are invited to select their own snake for consumption but many are happy to leave the choice to the waiter. In Le Mat, recommending a good snake comes as naturally to a waiter as recommending a good wine. One blogger described the whole experience thus: ‘When you’ve selected the tastiest-looking snake, the host will pull it out of the cage, throw it on the floor and start poking it with a stick. If it starts hissing like a punctured tyre and tries to kill everyone in the room, you’re good to go.’
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The dish acquires its unique appeal from the fact that a snake’s heart often continues to beat for several minutes after death and the waiters pander to the visitors’ sense of bravado by telling them that consuming snake heart is ‘good for big willy’. Then again, virtually every product in south-east Asia is claimed to enhance virility. However, animal welfare authorities in Vietnam unsurprisingly consider the practice to be barbaric and point out that it is not even a genuine Vietnamese tradition but rather one that has been created pretty much solely for the tourist industry.


The one consolation is that no part of the snake goes to waste. After swallowing the beating heart, the remaining courses are marginally more palatable – snake soup, roast snake ribs, snake spring rolls, snake meatballs, fillet of snake, snake tail with crispy lemongrass and crispy fried snake skin. Inevitably it is said to taste like chicken.


Eat your heart out.


INGREDIENTS
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METHOD


Insert a knife just underneath the snake’s head, cut it off and drain the venom if necessary. Slit the snake open lengthways, scoop out the heart and eat it while it is still beating. It is probably best to swallow the heart in one firm gulp instead of chewing on it, as the latter course of action would only serve to remind you of what you are actually doing. They say you can feel the heart beating as it slides down your throat. This is not a comforting thought. Should you require a drink to accompany the snake heart, it is recommended that you squeeze the snake’s blood and gall bladder into two glasses of rice wine and down those. The glass with the blood remains red while that with the bile from the gall bladder turns an alarming shade of green. For a full-on experience, you can put the snake heart in the same glass as the blood or the bile. Fortunately the rice wine is so strong that it tends to overpower the taste of snake innards. Even so, before attempting this local delicacy it is probably best to be considerably more inebriated than the average newt.


Calf brain custard


ANCIENT ROME


______


This recipe for savoury custard originally appeared in the Apicius Roman cookbook, believed to have been compiled between the first and fourth centuries AD. At least three famous foodies of the time bore the name Apicius, leading to confusion as to which (if any) was responsible for the collection. A number of sources cite Marcus Gavius Apicius, a renowned gourmet during the reign of Tiberius (AD 14–37). Pliny stated that Apicius was a particular champion of flamingo’s tongue. According to legend, Apicius spent his entire fortune on food before taking his own life because he was down to his last 10 million sestertii and feared that he would eventually run out of money and face starvation. Stylish to the last, he took poison at a banquet specifically arranged for his exit.


Since the Apicius cookbook contains recipes for thrush, dormouse and sow’s womb, calf brain custard was in no way considered extreme. Adopting the maxim that you are what you eat, many Romans believed that eating brains would enhance their intelligence. To this end, the emperor Heliogabalus had 600 ostrich brains prepared for one banquet, presumably having first managed to extricate them from the sand. The Romans loved the bitter taste of rose petals and also considered them to be an aphrodisiac. So a combination of sex and brains proved irresistible to Roman chefs, especially those who had been hired to do the catering for an orgy. Ninety per cent of Roman recipes featured garum, a pungent relish made from the guts of fish that had been left to ferment in the sun for three months. Garum was also used to treat everything from dog bites to chronic diarrhoea and even to remove unwanted body hair and freckles. It was nothing if not versatile. Since garum is sadly no longer available you will need to substitute it here with a strong fish sauce.


Heston Blumenthal is not one to shy away from a culinary challenge, but when he prepared calf brain custard for his 2009 TV show Heston’s Roman Feast, the kindest thing he could say about the concoction was that it tasted nowhere near as bad as it smelled.
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INGREDIENTS
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[image: Illustration] 1 glass of raisin wine
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METHOD


Remove the white areas at the base of the rose petals, put the remainder of the petals in a mortar, pour on the fish sauce and pound to crush the petals. Strain the liquid through a colander or sieve. Skin and remove the sinews from the calf brains and chop the brains into small cubes. Crush the pepper, pour the rose liquid over the brains and pound again until all the meat is ground to a pulp. Break and beat the eggs, add the wine and the raisin wine plus the oil. Grease a dish, pour in the mixture and cook for 30 minutes at 350°F (180°C). Season with pepper and serve. Hold your nose and your nerve.


Recipe: Cooking and Dining in Imperial Rome by Apicius


Tuna eyeball


JAPAN


______


If you have ever felt guilty about being a carnivore, tuna eyeball probably isn’t for you. Unfathomably large and dark, it can be found staring eerily back at you in most Japanese stores for less than a pound and the prospect of picking it up with chopsticks and holding it your mouth can turn even the strongest stomach. Sold surrounded in fish fat and severed muscles, it has a rich, fatty flavour, although the wall of the eyeball possesses a distinctly rubbery texture. If you can get past the fact that you’re eating an eyeball, it’s actually not too bad.
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