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To Grandpa for bringing me into the world of good eating and for Jane, who showed me that anything is possible.














Author’s Note


The names of most of the people and companies in this account have been changed, but Truffle Boy is otherwise a true account of my life as a truffle dealer.
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Some Edible Truffle Species


Tuber magnatum


European winter white truffle


Tuber melanosporum


European winter black truffle


Tuber aestivum


Summer truffle


Tuber uncinatum


Burgundy truffle


(now considered synonymous with T. aestivum)


Tuber macrosporum


Smooth black truffle


Tuber oregonense and T. gibbosum


Oregon white truffle







Other Edible Fungi


Morchella esculenta


Blond morel


Cantharellus cibarius


Golden chanterelle


Tricholoma matsutake


Matsutake or pine mushroom


Hydnum repandum


Hedgehog mushroom


Boletus edulis


Porcini, king bolete, or cèpe


Grifola frondosa


Maitake or hen-of-the-woods


Craterellus fallax and C. cornucopioides


Black trumpet


Lactarius fragilis, L. camphoratus, and L. rubidus


Candy cap


Agaricus bisporus


Button mushroom and cremini (immature), portobello (mature)



Some Psychoactive Fungi


Psilocybin spp.


“Magic mushrooms”


Gymnopilus junonius


Laughing gym


Amanita muscaria


Fly agaric






A Deadly Poisonous Fungus


Amanita phalloides


Death cap





Other Edible Wild Plants




Angelica


Beach plum


Burdock


Cattail


Chickweed


Daylily


Desert parsley root


Elderflower, elderberry


Fiddlehead


Ginseng


Hemlock tip


Huckleberry


Ice plant


Japanese knotweed


Lamb’s-quarter


Milkweed bud


Mugwort


Oyster leaf


Pawpaw


Pin cherry


Pine bud


Purslane


Queen Anne’s lace (wild carrot)


Ramps


Salad burnet


Sassafras


Spicebush berry


Stinging nettle


Sumac


Watercress


Wild asparagus


Wild fennel


Wild onion


Wood sorrel (oxalis)
















Foreword


There is an implicit presumptuousness to the writing of memoirs, especially when the person penning the tale has lived to the ripe old age of twenty-three.


If the confluence of his age and ambition is troubling to you, know that it was to me, too: when Ian first came through the doors of Momofuku Ko, I brushed him off. The food world is full of snake oil salesmen and I thought that baby-faced Ian was just a newer model. No one—no single group of people that I can generalize about—is full of more bullshit than luxury food traffickers.


The only way for Ian to prove his worth in this industry was through word-of-mouth. Like most people, when chefs see each other, we gripe about the weather and business, and we relish tales of new scams making their way around town. Tales of the barely legal truffle salesman turned from gossip into something even more rare: whispers about the quality of his product, the reliability of his prices, the fact that he showed up when he was supposed to.


Ian has the savvy to make it in this business; he’s hard as nails when he needs to be and he knows how and why to make a tough decision. But it’s his integrity that will serve him the best, and the quality that has earned him my trust. It’s so easy to take short cuts. Integrity is the thing that keeps you from doing that and is something I’ve learned through this book that he was raised with, something indivisible from who he is.


So once I knew I could trust him, I got to know him. And you know what? He’s a dork. Huge dork. A dork in the best way possible: He has a true, deep expertise in everything he sells—caviar, truffles, fish. He knows the stories that we need to sell the stuff tableside; he knows the facts of the production that help us decide what’s right for our restaurants and our customers. He’s never not had an answer for me and he’s never been wrong when I’ve double-checked him after he left the restaurant. He’s like Luxury Foods Google but with lungs and a tousle of black hair.


I am enamored with Regalis—I like that instead of the tech path, Ian is building a company the old way, through relationships and his personal guarantee, by selling real, treasured items, not some app we’re all gonna forget by next summer.


I think he can disrupt the entire luxury foods market. I think he’s gonna go far. But regardless of the success that I am sure will come his way, I will never not call him Truffle Boy.


—David Chang, 2016
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I ♥ NY


Tuber aestivum
Summer Truffle


NEWARK, JULY 2010


Twelve miles out from the Empire State Building, as you rattle across the overpass from the New Jersey Turnpike toward Newark Airport, you can look left and see a double-height warehouse with letters on its facade that spell out UNITED CARGO. The U fell off once, and every time I saw NITED CARGO, I thought about the truth of my industry, the food business. It’s benighted: dark, shadowy, shady.


That warehouse is Newark’s cargo terminal, where night flights from around the world bring goods to the Tri-state area, home to twenty million Americans with a collective economic output greater than that of all but a dozen countries. The Newark cargo terminal is a global rendezvous point for the flat-world economy, a depot for valuable commodities, a clearinghouse for perishable freight that wouldn’t withstand slower passage upon the high seas. Inside I’ve seen pallets of iPhones from China, long-stem Ecuadorian roses, Ferraris, caged live birds, whole king salmon from Alaska’s Copper River, and human corpses that arrive in giant Styrofoam coolers and are met by hearse-driving funeral directors.


I know Newark’s cargo terminal well because New York is a hungry city, and my job is to supply chefs with the exotic delicacies they use to seduce their customers. Black and white truffles, caviar, Japanese Wagyu beef, Spanish pata negra from abroad. Golden chanterelles, matsutake, and porcini foraged from the Pacific Northwest. Ramps, pawpaws, and wild ginseng harvested from the ferny hollows of the Appalachian Mountains. The kind of products I sell fly into Newark like first-class passengers, the 1 percent of the food world, and within hours they are being prepared in the finest restaurants in New York City—the Michelin-starred, New York Times–celebrated, Best Restaurants in the World list–topping showplaces run by celebrity chefs like Daniel Boulud, David Chang, and Thomas Keller.


What I sell are known in the industry as specialty foods. They represent a niche within the already small niche of grade-A, hand-selected, thoughtfully curated local/seasonal/organic/artisanal food you find on ambitious menus. The specialty foods game is fierce because the stakes are high, and New York is where you can make it big if everything comes together just right—or lose everything if it doesn’t.


At the height of white truffle season, which runs from October to New Year’s Day, I can sell fifty pounds a week. In volume, that’s nothing compared to the fifty pounds of potatoes a restaurant might use for a single meal service. But fifty pounds of truffles amounts to $100,000 wholesale. Even jaded chefs perk up when I walk in with a basket of truffles. I’m horrible for a restaurant’s food costs, but chefs will pay anything for my product. Nothing in the kitchen, with the possible exception of cocaine or twenty-year-old Pappy Van Winkle, makes a chef hornier.


Other companies will say that they have the best truffles, or caviar, or mushrooms, or olive oil, or whatever. What you need to understand is that the specialty foods market is rife with fraud. Adulteration is rampant. Counterfeiting is commonplace. Things like substituting worthless Chinese truffles indistinguishable in appearance from true European black truffles but lacking all flavor. Caviar treated with borax, which gives the beads extra pop but can melt your liver. Foie gras dyed yellow because that’s how chefs think it should look. “Italian” olive oil that is actually produced by agribusiness giants in Turkey or Greece, shipped across the Adriatic in tanker ships, funneled into pretty glass bottles, and labeled EXTRA-VIRGIN as if it came from some ancient Tuscan grove. And it’s not just a luxury-food issue. Even the most basic ingredients in your pantry are likely adulterated. Preground black pepper is doped with ground olive pits. Salt is cut with talc and other fillers. Eater beware: The food industry is like the Wild West. My goal from the start has been to change that—still is.


But that’s to come. For now my point is simply that the belly of New York rumbles mightily, and the city devours every morsel that reaches its greedy maw. Nothing is too expensive or too exotic, and my job is to scout the world for the most delicious foods known to man.


It’s also worth knowing that the first time I went to Nited Cargo to pick up a shipment of truffles from Italy, I was seventeen years old. That’s when I moved to New York with a dream. Three years earlier I had found my calling at my grandparents’ cabin in the Ozark Mountains of northwest Arkansas. That April day I walked out the back door with my uncle Jared, and he taught me how to forage for morels. The next year I learned about truffles.


Truffles, if you don’t know about them, are the ultimate mushrooms. They come out of the ground damp and lumpy, looking like clods of dirt. The French call them “diamonds of the kitchen,” because they are rare and because beneath their drab exterior they contain an inner mystery, a unique aroma that no one can fully describe. It encompasses fragrances of mushrooms and Parmesan cheese, garlic and chlorophyll, cured meats and herbs, the smells of the soil and the seasons, of intimacy and rebirth, the complex and elusive scent of human desire.


Using savings pooled from three Christmases, I bought a kilo of truffles off the French version of eBay and sold to chefs in Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. Overnight, I became a teenaged truffle dealer.


When I graduated from high school, I ditched college and moved to New York to sell truffles. I had convinced my parents to at least let me try. My dad had moved to America from India and become an entrepreneur, so he understood risk, and my mom is Texas tough. They agreed to my plan, which most parents would have shut down as a lunatic pipe dream. When I left home in Arkansas with $5,000 in my pocket, all I knew about the New York restaurant scene was what I had read in Frank Bruni’s reviews for the New York Times. I did at least have a job lined up as the North American sales director for the Italian truffle importer Tartufi Rossini.


Rossini was based in a small town outside of Perugia, in the truffle-producing region of Umbria. Between my junior and senior years of high school, I had met Ubaldo Rossini, and we started working together. That winter I sold $233,000 worth of truffles to restaurants in Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. My cash margin was almost zero because we discounted prices to move volume in my backwater market, but money mattered less to me than the truffles themselves. Ubaldo let me take my profit in black diamonds. I had truffles by the pound: to hold, to smell, to fold into ravioli bedded in foie gras sauce. Ubaldo, who was twenty-seven when we met, became my first friend in the industry. He was the guy I wanted to be back then. When he offered me the chance to move to New York as Rossini’s first employee, I jumped at it, and in July 2010, my mother flew with me from Arkansas to get me settled into my new home.


Except that my life in “New York” was actually based in New Jersey and would be for the next two years. I couldn’t afford Manhattan, even with Ubaldo chipping in one-third of the rent, and instead I settled for an attic apartment on Shippen Street in Weehawken, across the Hudson from Midtown. From the end of Shippen Street I could see where I wanted to be: somewhere in the view that stretched from Columbus Circle to Wall Street, which at dusk looked like a Woody Allen love letter to the Big Apple. The reality was that Shippen Street dead-ended above the Lincoln Tunnel, which farted out cars and fumes twenty-four hours a day. The restaurant people I eventually got to know lived in Brooklyn or the Lower East Side or in Hell’s Kitchen, the one stretch of Manhattan that hadn’t been gentrified by tattooed hipsters with financial support from home. Weehawken’s only benefit was being closer to Tartufi Rossini’s office in Newark, a city rightly known as the shithole of America.


My block looked like a blue-collar neighborhood in Pennsylvania or Ohio, and the house where I lived must have been nice seventy-five years ago. It had two full stories and an attic with a dormer window, a front porch framed by columns, and a small yard two steps up from the sidewalk. Most of the houses on the block had been split up for rentals since then, and third-hand cars lined the street. An old SUV sagged on its busted suspension, and a dented sedan’s sun visor hung down like a stroke patient’s eyelid.


My house’s pale green siding had faded to gray, and lichens crusted the foundation. Green slime spread from under the porch and filled the cracks in the concrete steps. The house trim had flaked down to bare wood, and as you opened the front door, the brass knob rattled in its mechanism. Inside the vestibule, it smelled like Roberto, my landlord—cigarettes and mothballs.


My apartment was two flights up. The first floor was rented to a couple I almost never saw, and from there a small staircase led to the attic. Years of renters had scuffed the risers and worn the nonslip strips off the treads. The attic walls slanted under the roof gables, and I could only raise my hands over my head in the middle of the room. There were two bedrooms behind hollow-core doors, one facing the street and the other overlooking the backyard. The kitchen had a smelly fridge, a cheap stove, and yard-sale cooking utensils. My bathroom was so small you could touch all four walls while standing at the sink, and the rotten trim around the shower looked like it might give up any day. I slept in the front bedroom under the dormer, and from the window, I could see the neighbor’s yard across the street. Years ago he had decorated it with a cement statue of a whitetail buck that was now missing most of its paint and all of its right antler.


On Monday morning, after my mom flew back to Arkansas, I took a bus to Newark Airport to collect my first shipment of truffles. They were summer truffles, Tuber aestivum, a wild European species that is harvested from May to August. T. aestivum has a chocolate-brown peridium, or skin, covered with pyramid-shaped warty scales. The interior, or gleba, is also dark brown, but crisscrossed with a network of white veins. Summer truffles have a relatively mild aroma compared to the more famous European winter white truffle, Tuber magnatum, and the European winter black truffle, Tuber melanosporum, but their fragrance has a unique hazelnut note. Chefs are happy to get them when the more glamorous cousins are not in season. Ubaldo had sent me forty pounds from Italy, and from the airport I caught another bus back to the office, where I sorted them by size and aroma and left them in the refrigerator overnight.


The next day I woke up early to get ready for my first day of sales, which unfortunately coincided with a heat wave. I caught the bus to my office and filled a rolling ice chest with $10,000 worth of truffles along with ice packs, a digital scale, and a new invoice book—basically a drug dealer’s setup but with better record keeping. I caught another bus to Port Authority in Midtown, and transferred to the Eighth Avenue Line to Columbus Circle. My plan for the day was to make cold calls to seven restaurants I’d nabbed from Frank Bruni’s reviews. The first was Per Se.


Imagine if a teenaged mountain climber told you that he was going to learn the ropes by soloing Mount Everest. That was me setting out for Per Se, the New York flagship from Thomas Keller, a god of American gastronomy. The restaurant has won pretty much every top award, including a three-star Michelin rating and a four-star ranking from the Times, which is how I had read about it. (In January 2016 a devastating NYT review by Pete Wells demoted Per Se to two stars.)


Bruni’s 2004 review started with a description of a $135 vegetarian tasting menu, which convinced him that Per Se was “wondrous.” (The regular tasting menu costs $325 per person today.)




The bite-size marble potatoes in the potato salad popped like grapes in my mouth, and an exquisitely balanced mustard-seed vinaigrette gave them a subtle zing.


Lobster is easy; potato salad is hard… My no-meat meal (with plenty of eggs, cheese and butter) went on to include a creamy but correctly firm risotto that was anointed with a decadently generous mound of summer truffles from Provence.… A month and a half later, I still remember.





That’s why I was now lugging my cooler out of the subway and up the steps to Columbus Circle.


The way a cold call works is that you pretend you’re doing a delivery. You make your way in through the service entrance, weave past the employee lockers, walk-ins, and storage rooms, and look for the executive chef—the second in command after the guy whose name is on the restaurant. The executive chef is also usually the guy authorized to purchase ingredients. (In some restaurants, the responsibility goes to the chef de cuisine, aka the CDC.) Top restaurants are unbelievably demanding of their suppliers, and they work with a rigorously chosen list of people who have committed themselves 1,000 percent to earning and keeping the restaurant’s trust. Of course I didn’t realize that when I walked into Per Se.


The kitchen was a multimillion-dollar chef’s playground, as sleek as an Apple store. There were expanses of pristine white tile and stainless steel, cooking ranges that could blast enough BTUs to heat the building, racks of copper pots, steam ovens, and all the assorted high-tech machinery of modernist cuisine. It was truly unbelievable how many people worked there, each one of them focused on a single element of that night’s tasting menu. They were all busy but the kitchen was eerily quiet. I looked around for the guy with the Sharpie—the executive chef—and introduced myself.


“Hi, my name is Ian and I’m a truffle dealer,” I said. “I just got a super nice shipment of truffles in. I know we don’t work together, but would you have any interest in looking at these?”


His response was something like, “No, sorry, maybe next time,” which is basically like asking someone on a date and hearing her say, “That’s okay, thanks.” I didn’t have time to ask when I should come back again, because he was already on to the next thing. I hadn’t even gotten my truffles out of the cooler.


The next restaurant on my list was Le Bernardin, the country’s best fish restaurant, which has held four stars from the Times since it opened in 1986—a record run. Bruni visited in 2005: “All of its peers can learn from its example. Le Bernardin has aged with astonishing grace.” The restaurant also has three Michelin stars.


Per Se was at Fifty-Ninth Street and Eighth Avenue; Le Bernardin was on Fifty-First between Sixth and Seventh. That’s not far, but it was too hot to walk, and I couldn’t make sense of the subway system, so I took a cab. I climbed out in front of Le Bernardin’s front door, and went around back to the delivery entrance. I found the guy in charge of the kitchen, and made my pitch. He glanced at my sweaty shirt and my cooler.


“We’ve already got a supplier,” he said abruptly. I left Le Bernardin without opening the cooler.


This wasn’t how cold calls went in Arkansas. Back home I was known as the Truffle Boy, and it seemed like the truffles sold themselves. I’m not sure if it was the novelty of a kid showing up with a cooler full of truffles, but if a chef let me open the cooler, I knew I’d make a sale or at least get into a conversation that would lead to a sale later.


Back out on the street, I caught a cab downtown to Momofuku Ko, David Chang’s revolutionary twelve-seat chef’s counter that served tasting menus in a stripped-down room in the East Village. When it opened in 2008, Bruni raved about:




… the most talked-about new restaurant this year… the intense, revelatory pleasures of its partly Asian, partly French, wholly inventive food. Under the direction of the young chef David Chang, who has been celebrated to the point of deification, Ko boldly investigates how much—or rather how little—ceremony should attend the serious worship of serious cooking.





The kitchen at Momofuku Ko was a little friendlier, but I still didn’t make a sale. The four other restaurants I cold-called that afternoon just showed me the door. I spent sixty dollars on cabs, and I hadn’t sold a thing. Sweat had soaked through my clothes hours ago. I was exhausted and anxious. As soon as I got back on the bus at Port Authority, I fell asleep. I wanted to sink into oblivion.


The air-conditioning blasted cold and damp through vents along the tinted bus window, but the glass, smeared with someone else’s hair grease, radiated heat. The bus bounced through a third world–level pothole, and I opened my eyes as we slowed at the corner of Frelinghuysen Avenue and Noble Street in Newark. My office was halfway down the block, on the other side of a methadone clinic. When my mother had seen the cracked-out weirdos hanging around, she had told me to use the next stop, about a quarter mile up the road, and then to circle back at the opposite end of the block.


As the bus heaved away from Noble Street, I pressed the yellow strip to signal for the next stop. I lugged my cooler down to the sidewalk. It was that moment when you just wake up and you go outside and your eyes are trying to adjust and the sun hits your face and puts you in this fog and you have trouble walking. I put on my sunglasses and tried to get my bearings. Across the street was Weequahic Park, Newark’s version of Central Park, with lush lawns, a jogging path, a baseball diamond, and a forest off in the distance. It looked like a safe haven from the polluted Mad Max havoc on my side of the street, where a chain-link fence enclosed a junkyard around a crane lifting cars into a crusher, like a giant insect feeding itself. I started walking toward my office; I could see housing projects farther down the road. A bunch of kids my age, dressed in white tank tops and do-rags, were riding toward me on BMX bikes.


I was worrying about the call I’d have to make to Ubaldo. I had assumed all those restaurants would buy without a hiccup. I didn’t realize that sales in New York would be so tough. The BMX kids wheeled past.


The park across the street made me think of the countryside around my grandparents’ cabin in the Ozarks. In a way, my mother’s parents, Charles and Nona Pebworth, were the reason I had moved to New York. Almost all my childhood, my family spent weekends with them, and Grandpa was the main influence in my life besides my parents. He was my link to the outdoors. Grandpa looked like a farmer when he worked in his garden wearing old denim overalls and a red bandana soaked in ice water, but he was also a creative spirit—a sculptor, rock collector, and jeweler. Both my grandparents loved cooking and entertaining, and our weekends with them revolved around food. I picked up on it early. There’s a picture of me at three years old deveining shrimp in a high chair, and another from a few years later where I’m sautéing General Tso’s chicken in the outdoor wok.


When I snapped back from my daydream about Arkansas, the BMX kids were still circling. It took me a moment to realize that they had me surrounded, like a swarm. That’s when I heard a whistle, and someone grabbed my shoulders from behind, yanking me down on my back. What happened next was chaos. I was staring up at the sky and could feel the concrete against the back of my head. Somebody pounced on my chest and pinned me with his knees. A foot pushed my face into the sidewalk and I was getting pounded by fists. Hands reached into my pockets for my wallet and phone. My sunglasses were ripped off my face. Cars raced down the street a few feet from where I lay, and I kept wondering why someone didn’t stop to help me.


“What the fuck are these?” shouted one of the kids, and I looked over to where he was digging into my cooler.


“Truffles,” I screamed at him. His face didn’t register. “Mushrooms!”


“Fuck that,” he said, and dumped the cooler onto the pavement. I watched my truffles tumble across the sidewalk, bounce into the gutter, and roll out into the oncoming traffic.


Finally a black Nissan screeched to a stop. The driver jumped out, and the kids took off on their bikes. The driver kept asking if I was okay, and I kept saying, “I’m fine. I’m fine. Thank you. I’m okay,” anything to get him to go away. I was petrified, in shock, embarrassed, and needed to be left alone. I was thankful he’d rescued me, but I couldn’t deal with talking to him. All I could think about were my truffles. They were scattered everywhere, and I stumbled around trying to find them. A bunch were smashed flat in the road. I started to cry as I walked the rest of the way to my office.


The building superintendent saw me, and all he cared about was that I not tell the other tenants I’d been mugged.


“Don’t worry, nothing happened,” he said. He went to call the police and came back with a “loan” of $200—hush money, which I accepted because I didn’t have anything left.


A few minutes later, I was in the back of the police cruiser headed to the station to file a report. I called my parents but they didn’t answer the phone.


I asked the cop if this kind of thing happened often.


“Yeah, it’s Newark,” he said and chuckled.


“Do you think you’ll find the guy?” I asked


“Eh…” he said, like it wasn’t likely and didn’t matter anyway.


Newark’s Fifth Precinct was housed in a yellow brick building with flaking slate steps, iron bars over the windows, and the year 1911 carved into the door lintel. The cop from the cruiser walked me inside and up a central staircase to the second floor, where he handed me off to two detectives. One was a white guy in his fifties, dressed in a Tommy Bahama shirt, with stubble and a pinch of tobacco in his lip. The other, wearing a tucked-in dress shirt and khakis, was black.


“So what happened?” said the white detective.


I told the story. He was outraged… at me.


“Why weren’t you carrying a knife?” he demanded, like I was an idiot. “You should have shanked the motherfuckers in the eye.”


He added a few racial slurs for effect, right in front of his partner, and I felt as if I had walked onto the set of The Wire. The detectives shook their heads at each other. I was pathetic. One asked me if I’d be willing to ID any of the kids from a database of mug shots. All I could remember about the guy who pinned me down was that he was African-American, muscular, and between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one. I thought that maybe one of the other guys had dreadlocks with orange-blond highlights.


The cops typed some search terms into their old piece-of-crap computer running Windows 95. I looked at the mug shots they pulled up, and there were literally hundreds of faces staring back at me. I went blank and couldn’t remember anything to make an ID. The cops didn’t seem to care. They typed in their report.


“Okay,” said the black detective, “we’ll get back to you.”


Obviously that was the last I ever heard from the Fifth Precinct.


Afterward I tried to call a cab from the lobby pay phone, but the dispatcher refused to send anyone to the Newark Police Department. In the end I had to go with a limo service that charged me $100 for the ride back to Shippen Street. I locked myself in my apartment and ordered Chinese delivery. During senior year of high school, I had given up soda to lose weight, but that night I sat at my table, popped a Coke and ate my General Tso’s kitchen. I didn’t leave my apartment again until Saturday.


I couldn’t believe this was the start of my dream life in New York. Even through my PTSD fog, I started to grasp how protected and naïve I had been back in Arkansas. Nothing bad had ever happened to me before.


“This was an incident,” said my mom when I got her on the phone that evening, “but it will pass.”


Looking back now, I can say that getting mugged was the day that I started to grow up. It could have been a lot worse. Later a bus driver told me that Weequahic Park was better known as “Dumpster Park,” because now and then a dead body will show up in a dumpster there.


Things have improved in the five years since I arrived in New York. I nearly lost everything more than once, but today, at twenty-three years old, I run my own company, Regalis, which sells truffles as well as wild mushrooms and other foraged edibles, caviar, specialty meat and seafood, olive oil, and an exclusive line of preserved truffle products that I created myself. Regalis services over three hundred accounts, including 80 percent of the Michelin-starred restaurants in New York. Per Se became a client. So did Momofuku Ko—and not long ago David Chang called me to propose collaborating on a line of cobranded caviar. Chefs have come to trust me.


Earlier this year, I was in Spain to source black truffles when my phone rang. It was David Bouley. Bouley, a master in the kitchen, has trained more influential chefs than I can count, a legacy of protégés that includes Eric Ripert, Dan Barber, and Anita Lo. His elegant Tribeca restaurant, Bouley, continues to thrive after almost three decades, and its most recent review in the New York Times reads like a love letter to the chef’s seductive finesse and ageless technique.


“Hey Ian, I hope you’re doing well,” Bouley said to me over the phone. “The wild watercress you brought was incredible. What else do you have? I want anything and everything. You’re doing great work. Keep it up.”


Praise. When a chef I respect is happy with my work, it’s the biggest reward I could hope for. I’m not trying to boast, but it’s hard to believe that before I moved to New York, all I had was a dream. When I first met the big-city chefs I had admired from a distance, all they had to say to me was, “Who the fuck are you?”


This is the story of how everything changed.
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Double Indian


Morchella esculenta
Blond Morel


TEXAS AND ARKANSAS, 1992–2008


My father, Abhijeet Purkayastha (pronounced pur-KAI-as-tha), immigrated to the United States from the south Indian state of Tamil Nadu. He was twenty, and it was nine months after his father, Anil Baran Purkayastha, passed away from a heart attack at fifty-five years old.


My dad came to America for his education because his prospects for admission to a good university at home were limited by a caste-based quota system. The quota made education more available for low-caste students, but it meant my father, who was a middle-class Brahmin, couldn’t secure a place in medical school.


Instead he came to Austin, where a cousin had offered him a place to stay with her family, and he enrolled at the University of Texas. From these humble beginnings, he worked his way through college with a series of part-time jobs at UT, which paid his living expenses and also qualified him for in-state tuition—the difference between $40 per credit hour and $400 per credit hour. Between work and help from his family, my dad graduated with a degree in advertising in 1985.


He found a job at McCann Erickson, an advertising agency in Houston, and on his first day, he met Lisa Pebworth, my mother. She was a white-bread Texan from Huntsville, a small town outside of Houston. The story goes that she was the one to ask my father out, and they fell in love. She couldn’t have realized it at the time, but meeting my father opened a path for her into a new culture. Learning about India eventually led her to a new, more spiritual worldview.


McCann Erickson sponsored my father for a green card, but a year after he came onboard, the agency lost several big clients and my dad lost his job. His student visa had expired by then, leaving him in legal limbo. My parents had already planned to get married, but my mom didn’t want to rush it just to secure his legal status. So my dad struggled to find menial jobs that didn’t ask for work papers. Then a few months later a friend of theirs told them that a player on his soccer team had been nabbed by INS officers and deported. My mother panicked. The next day my parents married at a suburban Houston courthouse and immediately began filling out papers for my dad’s permanent resident visa. Five months later, in April 1987, they “officially” married at a church in Huntsville, Texas, in front of 250 guests who didn’t know they had already legally tied the knot. My dad’s mother, Pramilla Mullerpattan Purkayastha, traveled from India to be there, happy to see her son after seven long years.


A few weeks before the Huntsville ceremony, there was a setback with my dad’s application for residency. Returning home to their apartment, my mom and dad had found their front door crowbarred open, and everything of value gone, including a satchel that contained my dad’s nearly completed green-card application with various important documents, which had taken months to assemble. Undeterred, they began the application process again. He became a U.S. citizen in 1996.


My mom continued to work at McCann Erickson, as much for the health insurance as for her salary. My dad took whatever jobs he could find until his green card came through. He waited tables at an Italian restaurant and managed the studio of an artist friend. Those were tough months for my parents, but already they had dreams of building something together. They wanted to start their own company.


Chennai, near my father’s hometown in Tamil Nadu, is the leather-working capital of India, and my parents decided after much deliberation to start a business to manufacture and import leather goods. In 1988, they joined forces with my dad’s brother in Chennai, my uncle Bachhu, to start a company now known as Tejada Leather. This was pre-Internet, and it took an enormous effort to communicate overseas. My parents had to drive thirteen miles to send or receive telex messages, a pre-Internet communications network that used teleprinters connected via an international exchange service. At the start Bachhu worked from home to hire subcontractors to fulfill the orders sent by my dad, and for two years my father cold-called potential clients from his kitchen table in Houston. All he had to work with was a phone, a pad of paper, and his sales pitch.


The turning point for Tejada came after my mom had an aha moment at her hair salon. The hairdresser dropped her expensive scissors, bending the tip, and put them away in a flimsy plastic sheath. My mother realized in a flash that Tejada could make something better.


That night my dad designed a leather case for scissors, and he worked the phone to pitch the idea. A Bay Area company called Cricket placed an order for twenty thousand units and wired my father an $80,000 advance. Bachhu quit his job and rented a small production office. For the next ten years, my dad and mom grew Tejada’s marketing and sales in the United States while Bachhu built a Tejada production facility in India. The company boomed and began to manufacture upscale leather goods such as belts, wallets, and bags for clients including Levi’s, Billabong, Eddie Bauer, and Diesel. My parents were doing very well.


I was born in 1992, five years after my parents married. My brother Larkin followed in 1995, the same year we moved from our first small house in the Rice Military neighborhood into a prestigious area called Memorial Park. Our house on Crestwood Drive was a modernist landmark, designed by New York architect Charles Gwathmey for Francois de Menil. (His mother, Dominique de Menil, was an heiress to the Schlumberger oil-equipment fortune and the founder of Houston’s Menil Collection, an art museum.) Our neighbors were mainly well-to-do older couples, empty nesters living in large, traditional houses. Our home, with its glass-brick walls and a pink-and-orange exterior, stood out, and my parents filled it with their collection of mid-century design and contemporary Italian furniture.


When I turned five, I began kindergarten at the Awty International School, a K–12 private school that followed the International Baccalaureate curriculum. My friend Nicky Blanco was already enrolled there and loved it. His mother had known my parents since they worked together at McCann Erickson and it was his Colombian father, Jorge, who was on the soccer field in 1986 when INS showed up to grab his teammate. Our moms were pregnant together, and they say Nicky and I have known each other since the womb.


I begged my parents to let me attend school with Nicky, and eventually they agreed. My mother had gone to public school in Huntsville, and she wanted better opportunities for her kids, as any parent would. She especially liked Awty’s focus on foreign language. The tuition was expensive, but with Tejada’s growing success, my parents were able to make it work. Their ultimate dream for me was to do well at Awty so that I could attend a good college and have a successful future.


At Awty, students choose either a French-language track or a Spanish-language track, with alternate-day classes held entirely in the foreign language. It’s the closest thing to total immersion short of studying abroad—or at least that’s what the school claimed in its marketing materials. I opted for the Spanish track.


From the get-go, I knew I was in trouble. On the immersion days, my teachers would talk in Spanish about the colors and different animals, and then give us a list of the words to memorize. At the end of the day, I knew what we had talked about but I couldn’t remember any of the vocabulary. Azul is Spanish for “blue.” I would hear it, repeat it to myself, and try to remember it, but five minutes later the word was gone. Words literally went in one ear and out the other. I had no ability to retain information, and it made me feel like I was the stupidest kid in the class. Awty’s teaching was geared toward an accelerated curriculum, and it quickly became clear to everyone that I was a slow student. I was the class idiot.


Despite that, for the first year I never got discouraged. I would wake up every day feeling like it would be a fresh start. It never was. In class I couldn’t keep up. I had to work three times as hard for a C as most kids worked for an A, with reading and spelling as the worst hurdles. I had to cheat on my first-grade spelling test, the one that had words like up. I hated getting back tests for fear of seeing another D or F, yet still they came. Eventually, all I could see was endless failure. All I could hear in my head was my own voice telling me that I was less than. In second grade, at the age of seven, I was functionally illiterate, and Awty wanted me to withdraw.


My mom looked everywhere for help and found a center that taught reading by the Neuhaus Method, an approach for dyslexic students. She would pick me up at lunchtime every day to go to the center for one-on-one instruction with a Neuhaus therapist. The best part to me was the Pizza Hut pit stop and not having to finish the day at Awty. But the supreme pizzas didn’t stop me from crying after every session. For nine months I made no progress, and skipping my regular Awty classes further alienated me from the other students. Although I was just in second grade, I decided that whatever I had was incurable. I knew I was doomed.


In addition to my reading problems, I also had a more specific learning disability. Diagnostic tests concluded that I had what’s known as a neural processing delay, a disorder that creates a lag time between what I heard and what I understood. It made learning to read especially difficult because I struggled to connect a word’s sound to its meaning. I couldn’t put the two together as a memory.


When I tried to read, my eyes would skitter over the words. If I read a sentence that said “There is a donkey on the farm” I would only see the letters D and O and think the sentence read “There is a dog on the farm.” I’d get lost and have to retrace my steps. Even today, I can read a paragraph in a book and understand every sentence. Then I look away from the page for a moment, and I can’t remember a thing I just read. I still have to put in a lot of work to learn and retain written information. I can remember conversations well, but it takes me so much longer when I read. As a kid, I was too young to really understand what was happening, and I couldn’t cope. When doing homework, I would read a passage, but when I tried answering written questions about it, I’d be like: Wait, what did I just read? I floundered.


My mother was heartbroken. Years later, she told me that my diagnosis was twice as painful because she knew her father and her brother Jared both had learning difficulties and that their lives had been shaped by their struggles. My grandfather barely made it through school and, in fact, the only reason he received a high school diploma was because he got it automatically when he enlisted in World War II. He wanted to fly planes and studied intensively for the military pilot’s exam. The high school science teacher who administered the exam refused to believe he had passed.


“I don’t know how you did it, but you’re a cheater,” he told Grandpa. “You’re a dumbass and couldn’t have gotten this grade on your own.”


In the army Grandpa discovered art, and the GI bill made it possible for him to earn a bachelor’s and a master’s degree. Art was his way out of the prison of his learning disability. My uncle Jared’s school experience was more like mine. He struggled year after year, convinced that he was dumb, and he never went to college. My mom was determined that I would not suffer the same fate. Finally through friends she heard about a public school teacher who was like a child whisperer.


“I’m not a wealthy woman and I’m not famous,” said Mrs. W to my mother at their first meeting. “But I have a gift. My gift is that I can teach children to read.”


That was enough for my mom. She switched me from the Neuhaus Center to meeting with Mrs. W in her small house near Rice University. I was too exhausted to care one way or the other. But the child whisperer did what she promised. She introduced me to books that were entertaining, like the Captain Underpants series. Slowly she reframed my idea that books were scary minefields; I learned to enjoy the words. Before long I was reading at grade level. Most importantly, she made it clear to me that I wasn’t stupid. She told me I was smart but different, something I had never heard from any teacher. Mrs. W was one of the few educators who ever had faith in me. Because she taught me to read, I believed her when she told me that my life would work out.


For the rest of my years at Awty, I continued to have setbacks and often needed private tutors to deal with my class work. My family and I adapted to my learning disability, but my school did not. I gave it my all and still never thrived. I felt conquered by my education. It was the worst feeling, and even today it hurts.


Following the September 11 attacks, the global economy faltered, and Tejada’s business shrank as retailers switched to cheaper manufacturers in China. Around that same time, lightning struck a utility pole in front of our house and blew out the transformer. A linesman sent by the utility company to repair it fell—amazingly without serious injury—when his ladder slipped. Like my mother at the hairdresser, my father found inspiration in a mishap.


He designed a safety device to stabilize ladders, calling it Grippster, and sank the family savings into development and manufacturing costs. His lucky break came when Sherwin-Williams agreed to stock Grippster in stores nationwide, but manufacturing costs spiraled and my dad couldn’t recoup the initial capital investment. Two years in, my parents realized they were going to have to sell our house on Crestwood along with their furniture collection.


My parents talked to Larkin and me about the situation and made us understand that we’d have to cut back, starting with where we lived. They were perfectionists when it came to the house, and once they put it on the market, we all had to pitch in with cleaning every week so it would be perfect for potential buyers. It took almost a year, a year of worry and tidying, for the house to sell.


We moved into a townhouse in Montrose, a gentrifying but still gritty area downtown. The main street was lined with sex boutiques and Haight-Ashbury–style head shops. Across from us and in between two new condo buildings, an abandoned stone house had been turned into a drug den by squatters. Heroin needles littered the sidewalk. Once, a drunken neighbor drove his car into a city bus and fled while police chased him with screaming sirens. I don’t remember that any of us were too upset by the commotion, though. Our townhouse was newly built and spacious, with two main floors and a third story where Larkin and I had our bedrooms. My mom planted Meyer lemon and orange trees by the tiny backyard pool—the effect was a secret tropical garden. She took Larkin and me to the neighborhood gay pride parades as part of our education about diversity, tolerance, and treating everyone you meet with respect and dignity. As always, our focus at home was cooking and eating together.


School, on the other hand, still sucked, and now that I was in middle school, my social life was miserable, too. Materialism was rampant at Awty and at this point my family was barely able to afford the tuition. When we went out to eat, which was not often, there was a silent understanding that Larkin and I had to order frugally. Once, for my birthday, we went to a nicer place and I invited a school friend. He ordered the most expensive thing on the menu, a lobster dish. Larkin and I felt dread as we looked at my mother. She was too embarrassed to say no to my school friend because any other Awty parent would have said, “Order whatever you want.”


Most other Awty parents could afford to eat out often, to drive fancy cars, and to pay for whatever clothes their kids wanted. Awty required us to wear uniforms, but people found ways to flaunt their wealth with belts, shoes, and watches, which weren’t proscribed by the dress code. My Peruvian friend John, whose father was a cardiologist, wore an Hermès belt with its distinctive H buckle. From a distance, we all looked the same in our uniforms, but the subtle gradations of wealth were obvious to us.


And that was on school days, when we all dressed more or less the same. On weekends when we went to the Galleria everyone piled on the name brands: Lacoste, Ralph Lauren Purple Label, Armani Exchange, and Abercrombie & Fitch. Adilah, a girl from a Saudi Arabian oil family that was said to have hosted a wedding party for one of the Bush brothers, never wore the same outfit twice. She liked Jimmy Choo shoes and Chanel tops. Njord, a pretty boy from Norway, flashed his gold Omega watch. On one trip to the Galleria, he dropped $300 for two pairs of identical Theory swimming trunks, one blue and one magenta. I, meanwhile, had to wear a baggy tropical-print Target swimsuit that sagged below my knees when wet. Larkin and I got our five-dollar bowl cuts at the Kim Hung Market in Houston’s Chinatown.


In seventh grade, for once, I was invited to a party. Carmen’s parents threw her a blowout thirteenth birthday bash at their mansion in River Oaks, the swankiest part of Houston, where they had just moved from Los Angeles. There was a fountain in their front yard and a pair of Mercedes-Benzes in the driveway. Carmen was the first girl in our grade with boobs, and she dyed her hair black, wore lots of mascara, and loved all things Tim Burton. Every guy in school considered her the hot chick, and she knew it. I found her pretty annoying because she lapped up the attention and acted arrogantly toward everyone else. The only reason I was invited to her birthday was because she invited everyone in our grade, all fifty or sixty kids.


I begged my mom to buy me a new outfit. She agreed to take me shopping at Abercrombie & Fitch, where I chose a pink-and-white–striped polo shirt with the A&F moose logo embroidered in blue. I was going through a chubby phase so it fit tightly, and at fifty dollars it cost a ridiculous amount for us at the time, but I had to have it.


The day of the party I greased up my hair like Ricky Martin, sprayed on my dad’s Emporio Armani cologne, and squeezed into my new shirt.


I felt like a different person walking into the party, and everyone treated me like one.


The first person I saw was Peruvian John.


“Ian, I love your shirt,” he said.


A British kid, Charles, overheard John and acted like he was excited to see me, too.


“Wow, you made it!” he said.


Even Carmen ran over and hugged me, which was the friendliest she’d ever been. That afternoon I was happy. I believed that Abercrombie had changed my life. I had become someone else.


The illusion didn’t last long. Monday after the party, John and Charles and Carmen acted like we hadn’t been friends on Saturday. I was back to being an outcast loser again.


My attention turned away from cool clothes, which I didn’t have the body or money for anyway, and got redirected to food. I liked that knowing about food was less materialistic, less about showing off. Today everyone is a foodie, but ten years ago it wasn’t at the top of the middle school agenda. I liked that, too. Culinary matters were a category I had to myself, something that set me apart from my peers. For my family, cooking at home was entertainment. When we did go out to eat, the restaurants had to be inexpensive, so my mission became to find great ethnic dives.


I discovered a whole new world. Niko Nikos served a killer Greek lamb shank and flaky tiropita, a filo dough cheese pastry. Chicken-N-Eggroll, a smoky Chinese joint, had seven stools at a sticky counter, and the kitchen’s ventilation system never worked quite right, or else it was simply overburdened by the clouds of vapor billowing from giant woks. But the menu featured Cajunized Chinese cooking—what Tex-Mex is to true Mexican—and I loved the crawfish fried rice for $6.49 and the hot-and-sour soup thickened with roux instead of cornstarch. Sitting at the counter was like a low-rent version of the chef’s counter at Momofuku Ko, where you watch the meal being prepared in front of you. Because my mom and brother weren’t fans, Chicken-N-Eggroll became my go-to spot for father-son dinners.


Family and food were the two things I could always count on. Food also gave me a social life, not with my classmates but with my parents’ friends who came for dinner. They weren’t judgmental about what I wore and they appreciated that I helped cook. I liked being around them because they showed an interest in what interested me. Being knowledgeable about food was my mark of maturity. I longed to actually be older, but in the meantime food became my single-minded fixation. It was an obsession, really. I’d almost say it was an addiction, because I couldn’t resist cooking and eating even though I was self-conscious about my weight.


Tuesdays reminded me I was fat. Our coach, a pissy middle-aged Frenchwoman named Marthe, had us run laps around the soccer field every week. She called it Endurance Tuesday, and I would purposely forget my gym clothes in hopes of sitting it out. Instead Marthe would fish a loaner uniform out of the locker room. It was always too tight and smelled like a Porta-Potty. You’d think I would’ve learned. What I hated most was that my nipples showed through the cheap white polyester shirt, and I imagined the entire world was staring at them. Martin, with his pink face and white-blond hair, actually was. Martin let everyone know that he’d go to Duke University because his parents were alumni, and he called me “a fat fucker with man boobs.” I learned to sneak into a bathroom stall to duct tape my nipples flat. At the end of PE I would have to yank off my makeshift man-bra. The pain-induced endorphins caused by ripping fuzz off my prepubescent chest were as close as I ever got to a runner’s high.


My entire Awty sports career was summed up by the day I tried out for soccer. The coach made us run laps and kick balls, and I didn’t think I did badly. Every boy at tryouts made the team—literally all twenty-five of them—except for me, poor fat little Ian. I actually cried. My parents were appalled and asked the coach to take twenty-six players. It didn’t do any good. I volunteered to be the team’s water boy, which at least let me join practice and kick around balls with the team.


The whole episode proved to be a tipping point for my family. It raised the question of why we should make such a huge effort for me and Larkin to attend Awty if the school couldn’t make any room for me.


The hell of school had one escape: weekends at my grandparents’ house in Huntsville, an hour north of Houston. They lived on five acres adjacent the Goree Unit of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, a death-row penitentiary that for years held the world-famous Texas Prison Rodeo. Hundreds of horses still grazed the surrounding pastures making my grandparents’ house a rural heaven to me. For my entire life I’ve associated my mother’s family with the outdoors and country living.


According to my grandmother, Nona Pebworth, the family genealogist, our ancestor Robert Pebworth came to America from England as an indentured servant in the eighteenth century. He might have been born in the small village of Pebworth, in Worcestershire, where legend has it William Shakespeare once passed out drunk beneath a crabapple tree. Robert pretended to be illiterate so that when he arrived in America he could forge his own bill of passage to secure his freedom. My aunt Alison, mom’s sister, has an original handbill for “the outlaw Robert Pebworth.”


Later Pebworths moved west, intermarrying with Choctaw Indians along the way. The family jokingly calls me and Larkin “double Indians” for our mixed-blood background.


My great-grandfather was one-half Choctaw and born in Kinta, Oklahoma, on Choctaw Nation lands established by the 1830 Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek. He pretended to be only one-quarter native to avoid “reeducation” programs but couldn’t escape Jones Academy, a strict military-style school founded in 1891 to make Indian boys into farmers. Native language and dress were forbidden. He fought in World War I, suffering wounds, and later went to work for the Osage tribe on their reservation in northeast Oklahoma, the setting for August: Osage County. Unlike most tribes, the Osage had retained mineral rights in their treaties with the U.S. government. Their land sat on an ocean of oil, and when the wells struck, the tribe became wildly rich. Royalty payments from oil companies provided so much tribal income that in the 1920s the local Pierce-Arrow and Cadillac dealerships were the busiest in the country. My great-grandfather called himself “the wrong kind of Indian” because as a Choctaw he didn’t share the Osage wealth. Instead, he worked in their oilfields for a modest salary.


Grandpa, unlike my great-grandfather, never tried to disguise his Native American heritage but instead used it in his art and taught his children about their roots. My aunt Alison in San Francisco, also an artist, found inspiration in Native American history and culture for her exhibition Beautiful Possibility, a collection of hand-drawn maps and paintings that combined the aesthetics of nineteenth-century illustration with carnival sideshow signage.


After Grandpa returned from World War II, he met my grandmother, Nona DeShazo, at the University of Oklahoma. Her ancestors were Dutch immigrants who arrived in America in 1679 and settled in what is now Bushwick, Brooklyn. My mom has a will written by one of her distant grandmothers who bequeathed her daughter land at the corner of Pearl Street in Manhattan, named after the East River’s oyster beds. The site, near present-day Wall Street, now unfortunately holds a liquor store.


When Grandpa transferred to the University of Houston for its art program, my grandmother went with him. She told her parents that she was taking the bus to summer school at the University of Oklahoma but instead took a train to Houston and eloped with Grandpa. That’s how I came to be born in Texas. My mother’s side of the family is a classic American immigrant story: always on the move, no two generations staying in the same place, a lineage of strong-willed women. In that context, my mom’s marriage to my Indian-born father seems less unexpected.


Grandpa taught art for thirty years at Sam Houston State University and also had a successful gallery career that spanned five decades. At his peak in the 1970s and 1980s, his gallery sent limos to pick him up in Huntsville for dinners with collectors that included oil executives, the French fashion designers André Courrèges and Pierre Cardin, and the parents of director Wes Anderson. His sculptures incorporated metal and semiprecious stones, and he scaled up his work to the size of architectural installations. At home in Huntsville, he had two studios, a detached two-story “dirty studio” for metal work and stone polishing, and a “clean studio” in the house for works on paper.


My mother and her siblings grew up at the house in Huntsville, and she thought it was important for us to go back as often as we could because my dad’s parents had passed away. She wanted Larkin and me to have a strong relationship with our remaining grandparents. She also believed that getting us away from Awty’s privileged bubble and out into the country would make us more well rounded.


As toddlers in Huntsville, Larkin and I played in the mud constantly, and Grandpa delighted us with his fainting goats, a unique breed that freezes when startled. When he clapped his hands, they toppled over, literally legs in the air. I followed Grandpa as he worked his huge garden plot of okra, tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, eggplants as big as your head, watermelons, gourds, apples, pears, and figs. He showed me when to pick okra so it was tender and how to judge a melon by its thump. He taught me to build the soil’s fertility with compost made in a trough behind the garden.


Grandpa was a born cook, and he had better kitchen skills than some professional chefs I’ve known. He cooked outside year round, using the domed brick pizza oven he built himself and a huge cast-iron wok fitted to a propane burner on the deck. Today trendy chefs boast about cooking over live coals, but Grandpa started doing it seventy years ago. The brisket from his wood-fired smoker, with its thick bark and fork-tender interior, beat anything from the Hill Country BBQ joints. I sandwiched it between soft Sunbeam bread and piled rings of raw onion on the side—Texas style. Grandpa could cook anything. He baked, pickled, fermented, and boiled down whole pig heads for headcheese.


I became his sous chef early on. He took me with him to pick out blue crabs and tiger shrimp at the Kim Hung market—the same place my mother took us for haircuts—and taught me to break down the crabs and butterfly the shrimp. We cooked every course of the meal in the outdoor wok: deep-fried the shrimp, stir-fried the crabs, and sautéed vegetables from the garden. Leftovers went into the next day’s fried rice, which was even better than Chicken-N-Eggroll’s.


Grandpa also got me into my other obsession, rocks. He made jewelry as a hobby—every woman in the family owns one of his cast silver hearts, a symbol of the Pebworth clan—and when I was nine, he showed Larkin and me how to shape and polish cabochons. The raw material, his rock collection, lay in heaps around the perimeter of his studio: Australian fire opal, Afghan lapis, and football-sized chunks of jasper from my uncle Jeff’s ranch in Arizona.


Back in Houston, I put together my own rock collection. Each cubby in my bookshelf held examples of one mineral in its various forms, for instance rough amethyst, polished amethyst, amethyst crystals, and amethyst in geodes. On road trips, I would beg my parents to stop at any rock store we passed. Often the shops were homemade country pop-ups, nothing more than a trailer on the side of the road with a hand-drawn billboard and piles of rocks out front.


My fascination with rocks led me to gems. I added aquamarines, rubies, and sapphires to the cubbyholes on my bookshelf. When I was ten I joined the Houston Gem and Mineral Society. Most of the other members at the society’s monthly meetings were fifty years older that me, but I didn’t care. I registered for Saturday morning classes to learn faceting, the art of cutting gemstones to increase their brilliance. Our instructor Wayne wore a handlebar mustache, cowboy boots, and a turquoise bolo tie. His breath smelled like sour coffee, but he took me under his wing. The basics of faceting a gem were similar to what I had learned from Grandpa about shaping cabochons. You use lapidary wax to mount a stone on a metal stem called a dop, and the dop fits into the end of a metal arm that extends down toward the lap, a disc coated with diamond dust. The whole setup looks almost like an old record player. Then you wet the lap, switch on an electric motor, and press the stone against the disc as it spins at hundreds of rpms. On my first Saturday with Wayne, I became a ten-year-old gem cutter.


The class’s final project was to facet a ruby. I picked a fifty-seven-facet round cut known as brilliant, the iconic diamond shape. Wayne’s books gave the dimensions for every facet but I had to use geometry to determine the angle of each cut. I practiced on a piece of quartz, then moved on to smoky quartz, and then attempted the ruby. The first two I completed. The ruby was more difficult because it was a smaller stone, and the geometry frustrated me. My fifth-grade math class at Awty was still learning fractions and decimals. I spent five Saturdays on the ruby but finally gave up. Even so the class was a success in that it taught me to be comfortable working with much older people.


Gems also launched me as an entrepreneur. Every year from age nine to thirteen, I religiously attended Houston’s annual International Gem and Jewelry Show. Hundreds of vendors filled the convention center and sold raw stones and precious metals, jewelry-working tools, cutting machinery, and retail packaging like the velvet boxes for engagement rings. For me the main attraction was the loose cut gems, which sellers displayed on Dixie paper plates as if they were laying out a picnic. One vendor sold nothing but colored diamonds: the spectrum ran from champagne to whiskey and watery blue to bottle green. Another had six varieties of opal. I saved my Christmas and birthday money to shop at the show.


When my fifth-grade science teacher announced a show-and-tell as part of our geology lesson, I brought in samples from my gem collection. My classmates went wild for them and at recess I asked around to see if anyone would be interested in buying stones. They were. Over the next two weeks, I brought in garnets and sapphires and shot the moon on pricing. People paid me in twenty-dollar bills and gift cards from electronics stores. I did $300 in sales before I slipped and said something to my mom about the “business.” She made me stop immediately. I think she was surprised that I had conceived of the idea at all, but her real objection was that I had taken advantage of the other boys. I suppose I had. They didn’t know anything about the stones’ value. I set the prices and ran the market like a monopoly. You could imagine the kids’ parents being outraged if they had found out how much money I had vacuumed up. My mom sat me down in our dining room to explain all this and made it clear that if the parents got mad, the blame would land on me.


“You only have your good name,” she said. “You only have one reputation. People will perceive you in one way, and you want that to be in a positive light. Being deceptive is not the way to achieve that. To succeed you have to be trustworthy. And this is not the way to start off.”


What she told me stuck, and I ceased my schoolyard business. But I wasn’t done with gems yet.


The cover of the March 2002 issue of National Geographic showed a close-up of a ripe strawberry with its seeds replaced by tiny diamonds. The story inside reported on the Indian diamond market and the skilled cutters there who had perfected the art of faceting almost-microscopic stones, diamonds so tiny that a carat’s worth could be bought for $100. I obsessed over them.


That winter during Christmas break, my family went to Mumbai for my cousin Chatura’s wedding. My top priority was to buy diamonds like the ones in National Geographic. My dad’s cousin Kailash knew the Mumbai diamond district and he took my parents, Larkin, and me to a shop where the owner greeted us from behind a long glass display case, which was strangely empty. Two old men sat in one corner.


We watched for a while as people came in to sell their old jewelry. The shopkeeper tested gold pieces on a round slate called a streaking stone, on which metal rubbed across its surface would streak like chalk on a blackboard. The shopkeeper could judge the piece’s gold content, from ten-karat alloy up to twenty-four-karat pure gold, based on the streak’s color.


When I worked up the courage to talk to him, the shopkeeper was initially abrupt and intimidating, but as I asked specific questions about diamonds, he started to give me his attention. I told him that I wanted to purchase $100 worth of small diamonds. He scribbled notes on a small piece of paper and handed it to a boy who ran out of the store and disappeared into the crowded street. That’s why the display case was empty—the shop’s inventory was kept elsewhere.


While we waited, Kailash struck up a conversation with the shopkeeper. He told us about the many celebrated diamonds India has produced over the centuries, and in particular the 184.5-carat Jacob Diamond, the fifth largest in the world. It was once owned by the incredibly wealthy Nizams of Hyderabad, whose treasury was legendary. The heirs of the last Nizam, Osman Ali Khan, were forced by inheritance taxes to sell the Jacob Diamond to the Indian government in 1995 at a negotiated price of $13 million. In 2008, the gem was valued at a whopping $160 million. This very shop had brokered the historic sale, using agents like the two old men in the corner.


The ancient negotiating technique they used relied on a secret touch-based sign language. They faced each other across a table with their hands clasped beneath a cloth. Points on the hand represented a numerical value or a specific message, so that by pressing or squeezing each other’s hands, the men were able to negotiate a deal. For instance, the buyer might squeeze the tip of the seller’s index finger to offer a certain price, and the seller might press the buyer’s palm to indicate that he accepted the price. The cloth shroud ensured that only the negotiators knew the value of the jewels they bought and sold.


The shopkeeper told us that many Indians continue to feel anger about the loss of other important diamonds such as the Koh-i-Noor, a 106-carat gem once owned by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, builder of the Taj Mahal. The British took the Koh-i-Noor in 1850 for Queen Victoria, and it remains part of England’s Crown Jewels despite India’s calls for its return.


Fifteen minutes after the runner left, he dashed back into the shop to deliver a small black purse that had been strapped to his chest beneath his shirt. Inside were three glassine envelopes. The shopkeeper poured their contents onto a black velvet tray, diamonds in various sizes but all tiny—you could literally blow away the smallest if you weren’t careful. The shopkeeper handed me a loupe and allowed me to choose the stones I wanted. I picked up each one with the tweezers and admired its cut and brilliance. Some had small crevices and internal imperfections. Only a few were perfectly flawless. I picked out the twenty best .01-carat stones, hardly bigger than a grain of sand, and two .07-carat stones, about the size of a pinhead. The total price came to eighty-nine dollars, and I paid cash. I still have the diamonds today.


The experience introduced me to an important idea. To get the best quality and to choose your own selection, you have to go to the point of origin. I also realized that the prices I had been paying for gems in Houston were inflated by markups charged by each tier of middlemen along the way. What was true of diamonds in Mumbai then is also true for the truffles, mushrooms, and caviar I buy today. I always want to find the first link in the supply chain because that’s where the best deals happen, and by going to the source, where the product is unadulterated, I can find the purest quality. It’s a fundamental principle of my business.


Later in the afternoon when we left the diamond district, I ate kung pao chicken at a strip mall with my cousins, and my fun was over. I got deathly ill and lost ten pounds over seven agonizing days. My family blamed it on too many gulab jamun—delicious fried dough balls soaked in cardamom syrup—at Chatura’s wedding that night, but I’m sure the strip-mall chicken gave me salmonella. My appetite didn’t recover until we got home to Texas, and the first meal I ate was the crawfish fried rice at Chicken-N-Eggroll. It saved me. I still don’t eat kung pao chicken.


It was in India, my mother later told me, that she realized our lives needed to change. Not just to downsize as we had in moving from Memorial Park to Montrose, but to drastically simplify. Home from Chatura’s wedding, my mom talked to my dad and to her parents. They all agreed that the best next step for us should be a smaller town, a place with less financial pressure, less exposure to the culture of oil and money, less academic burden on me. They were tired of Houston’s traffic, the stress, and the striving.


The decision must have been a hard one for my parents in many ways, because it meant scaling back their academic dreams for me and rethinking the aspirational life they had built. They had taken a financial risk with Grippster, and it had almost bankrupted them. While they had proven their business skills with Tejada, Grippster was a different business model and required more capital than they could supply. They had worked as hard as anyone could and learned that sometimes giving it all you have is not enough. They began the process of winding down Grippster.


It was not that their entrepreneurial spirit sputtered out. Their dream was still to keep the family close by providing us comforts we could enjoy together. But they realized they would only accept financial success if it came on their terms. They didn’t want to be slaves to any business, not even their own. It’s a philosophy I share today. I’ve never set monetary goals for myself, like to make a million dollars before I turn thirty. Instead, my goal has always been to live an enjoyable life. What I dreamed of as a kid was to move to New York, to have friends, to fall in love, and to go out for dinner wherever I wanted. Not so crazy. What I didn’t want was the stress of a high-pressure, seven-days-a-week job. Financial independence, but not at the cost of personal freedom. My parents’ example led me to believe that I could get there if I applied myself and remembered what mattered most—home and family.


After my eighth-grade year at Awty, my parents sold our house in Montrose. They considered moving to various places, including West Texas and Northern California, but settled on Fayetteville, Arkansas. My mom’s brother Jared had first discovered the beauty and solitude of northwest Arkansas when he moved there in 1985. A few years later, my grandparents built their log cabin near the Ozark town of Huntsville—so they had property in Huntsville, Texas, and Huntsville, Arkansas—and every summer of my childhood, when it was too hot to stay in Texas, we all made the ten-hour drive to the cabin. My whole family already loved the area.


Which is not to say that Larkin and I wanted to move. Houston and private school were all we knew, and the country life we enjoyed on vacations seemed awful as a full-time prospect. In the first week after our move, the family drove around together to look at houses, and Larkin and I complained constantly from the backseat. On the third day of our whining, my dad pulled over. It was one of the few times he ever got angry.


“I can’t do it anymore,” he yelled at us. “I can’t have sleepless nights worrying about not being able to pay the bills. Arkansas is our solution.”


Larkin and I fell silent as the reality sank in. There was no chance of going back. We accepted our new life because we had to.


I started ninth grade at Ramay Junior High School right before I turned fourteen. The school sat on a main road that I dubbed the “Fried Chicken Strip” because it reminded me of Las Vegas, except lined with fried chicken joints instead of casinos. KFC, Popeyes, Carl’s Jr., Wendy’s, and Chick-fil-A, as well as the more boutique options of Charlie’s Chicken, Zaxby’s, and Slim Chickens. Ramay’s one-story brick building had opened in 1966, and the classroom ceilings were covered with dusty, decrepit tiles. The halls smelled of dead air, like a funeral home. The double-height red lockers were the kind you could lock a kid into.


As I walked through the hallways on the first day of school, I discovered that I was in the midst of god-fearing, gun-obsessed rednecks. Kids wore camouflage. Football players hulked around in their uniforms. There were pregnant girls in some of my classes. It was like I had opened the door on the real world and seen how sheltered my life at Awty had been. I hated it. I told myself that Arkansas was my punishment for taking my life in Texas for granted.


My first class that day was choir, and I took a seat on the riser in the choir room and waited. Three boys walked in. The tallest had long black hair beneath his baseball cap. He wore a hoodie over a sweaty tank top, and his denim shorts hung off the curve of his ass. One front tooth was discolored, its nerve dead.


“I’m Colin,” he said, and offered me a cigarette.


I shook my head.


“No, thanks,” I said.


Colin told me our teacher was hot and boasted that he had hooked up with a girl named Sadie the month before. The other two boys chimed in and bragged about all the pussy they claimed to have scored over the summer. They stank of BO. I stared at my feet. Where was I? Everyone looked like a misfit or the bad kid from detention.


The bell rang at the start of class, and a long time later, Ms. Richards arrived. She was definitely not a looker. She had weathered skin, an orange tan, and long frosted curls. She wore tall leather boots and smelled faintly of cigarette smoke. When she dropped her keys and bent over to pick them up, I could see a faded butterfly tattoo spread across her lower back—a tramp stamp. The entire semester turned out to be a joke. One of the few songs we actually learned was “Chantilly Lace” by the Big Bopper. I sang bass.


My next two classes were off-campus. Because I had taken Spanish since kindergarten, I tested out of my grade level, and I had also already covered the material in Ramay’s ninth-grade science classes. The guidance counselor suggested I move ahead in those areas by attending partial days at Fayetteville High School, a mile away.


I walked out of choir class and across the football field to the West Campus, where I was supposed to catch a yellow school bus to the high school. The West Campus was shared by the local community college, and as I waited for the bus I saw older kids welding truck fenders and bolting in car engines.


The bus pulled up and I climbed the stairs to meet Pearl, the four-hundred-pound, mustached driver.


“Sit your ass down,” she yelled in her manly voice. The other kids and I scrambled for seats. The bus rumbled off down the Fried Chicken Strip.


The high school was different, better. If Ramay felt like a hillbilly hoedown, by comparison the high school was the United Nations. There was racial diversity, for one, and the kids smiled. Instead of tank tops and pregnant bellies, there were outdoorsy kids who wanted to talk about rock-climbing and kayaking. My first class was honors biology with Mr. Rosser, a cultured, white-haired teacher in his sixties who had traveled the world. Most of the other students in my intermediate Spanish class were tenth and eleventh graders. Afterward, I felt a little better about Arkansas.


I realized that I didn’t know where to catch Pearl’s bus back to Ramay, so I decided to walk it and stopped for lunch on the Fried Chicken Strip, at Charlie’s Chicken, where three old ladies in hairnets piled my plate high with boneless, skinless chicken chunks and a bowl of mashed potatoes. I was thirty minutes late getting back to Ramay, but my teacher didn’t seem to care much, even though it was honors English. I endured the rest of the day until classes finally let out at two forty-five. When my dad picked me up and asked how my day had gone, I said it was fine and left it at that. I didn’t want to add to his stress. I needed to suck it up.


We stopped for groceries at a Walmart on the way home. In Houston we’d had specialty markets and a Whole Foods. Here the food offerings—the entire regional culture—were determined by Walmart, headquartered twenty minutes north in Bentonville. That night Uncle Jared, his wife Cindy, and their daughter Lily came over for dinner, and I made pasta carbonara for a crowd. After years of cooking alongside my mom and grandpa, I was able to handle the kitchen on my own.


Jared would become an important part of my life in Arkansas, my link to the outdoors just as Grandpa had been when I was younger. Jared is physically huge and totally hilarious, and there is never a dull moment around him. Like me, he had struggled through school, the situation made worse by his undiagnosed learning disabilities. Instead he watched Grizzly Adams, read Stalking the Wild Asparagus by wild-food expert Euell Gibbons, and devoured the Foxfire books, a 1970s series that documented Appalachian craft skills and folklore. (He built a functional still out of Foxfire for a high school science project.) Jared loved the natural world and the outdoors gave him an escape from the torture of school.


At one point in his senior year in Texas, he sort of broke down and went to a psychiatrist, who advised him to put Huntsville’s small-town mentality behind him.


“That’s your problem, being here,” said the therapist. “You need to leave.”


He did. His romanticized idea about Arkansas hill folk, based on visits with relatives in Hot Springs, attracted Jared to Fayetteville. When he saw the backwoods for himself, though, what he discovered was not hunters, fishermen, and noble backyard distillers but a bunch of jacked-up meth heads. All the same, his time in the Arkansas woods got him interested in archaeology, and he started to volunteer at local digs. He was so good at finding and identifying objects that the University of Arkansas hired him for their field surveys. Once, a farmer found a mastodon skeleton in the construction site for a new Walmart, which landed Jared and his team a photo in National Geographic. His gift for archeology led him to a career at the Arkansas Archeological Survey despite the fact that he never completed his college degree.


Jared opened my eyes to Fayetteville in a new light, starting with our Saturday morning garage sale-ing. First we’d stop at Rick’s Bakery for a cheese-stuffed sausage roll, a damned good breakfast, and then we’d drive the neighborhoods and country roads, on the hunt for hand-drawn neon-colored posters. Jared and I both liked picking through garage sales for guns, knives, bows, canoes, rocks, bones, and rusted tools, but he was a true garage-sale master. Once he found a $4,000 diamond ring in a box of two-dollar costume jewelry. Another time he bought new $300 hiking boots for fifty cents. After making our rounds, we would drive an hour east to my grandparents’ place in Huntsville.


Their log cabin was at the end of a two-mile gravel road, on an open slope above the wooded floodplain of War Eagle Creek, where Larkin and I caught crawfish and hunted arrowheads. The property covered a hundred acres, most of what you could see from the back porch, and Jared had planted a small orchard of white peach trees and Arkansas Black apples out front. Grandpa and Jared built an adobe brick oven, much like the one in Texas, and welded a smoker out of scrap metal. The year I turned ten, Jared had his wedding party at the cabin. Grandpa and I smoked a whole hog for the wedding feast, a two-day process. He woke me up in the middle of the night to check the progress by flashlight.
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“lan’s story is an entertaining reminder that
age is just a number and passion is everything.
An inspiring read that is sure to make you
want to get off your ass and chase your dreams.”

—SEAN BROCK,
James Beard Award-winning chef and New York
Times bestselling author of Heritage
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