
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for From Scratch

			“A tour de force. From Scratch takes readers along for an enthralling ride through exotic and not-so-exotic countries around the world to discover the source of what people eat and why they eat it, and to realize just how fragile our planet is. I was engaged, entertained, informed, and pulled along by David Moscow’s boundless curiosity and his and his dad Jon’s entertaining prose. Bravo!”

			—LynNell Hancock, Professor Emerita, Columbia Graduate School of Journalism, and Director, Spencer Education Fellowship

			“Because his mission is insane, it’s insanely fascinating: David Moscow hunts the source of our tater tots, fish fingers, and highly haute cuisine. In these pages, the Moscows are able to dive deeper than in David’s own stellar From Scratch, and it’s a real treat. Here is a lightning-fast, teeth-first dive into that long production system that goes beyond the horizon to stuff our bellies. And the Moscows make it fun with a crafty combo of self-skewering humor and really cool characters (some even heroic), in stories larded with deep history that you’re now happy to know. You don’t need to be some kind of foodie to find this book tasty...and just brilliant.”

			—Greg Palast, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Best Democracy Money Can Buy and other books

			“Perhaps because David is not a culinary insider—not a chef or a farmer or a hunter—the result is something as accessible as it is adventurous. As someone who has actually been in the field with David, I can say that this book wonderfully captures the feeling of being right beside him on his wild, educational, surprisingly humorous, and often shocking adventures.”

			—Clay Jeter, Director, Emmy-nominated Netflix series Chef’s Table

			“I’m still rocking in the wake of reading From Scratch, an all-out adventure of food exploration and education. With a food system that increasingly denies the existence of seasons, craft, and deliciousness, it’s an urgent reminder of where our food comes from. David Moscow brings the ancient human art of feeding ourselves back into consciousness.”

			—Chef Dan Barber, Blue Hill at Stone Barns

			“I was prepared not to like this. Oysters? Who gives a shit? But it’s great—like reading an episode of a really good food show, and being taken behind the scenes and somewhere you have never been. The shit really pops. Great stuff.”

			—Jeff Pearlman, New York Times Bestselling Author of Showtime: Magic, Kareem, Riley, and the Los Angeles Lakers Dynasty of the 1980s and other books
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Preface

			I am just an actor (Big, Newsies, Honey) playing a host posing as a journalist. I wouldn’t say I am expert in much except eating. But that was enough to get me here, keyboard to paper, in the first paragraph of a book.

			This book is a layperson’s exploration of how food gets to our plate. That journey was filled with adventure and laughter and slips and falls and derring-do. It had near-death experiences like my almost drowning while spearfishing in the Sea of Sardinia and getting chased (and stung) by swarming, wild African bees in a sacred forest in Kenya. I traveled strange roads that led to once-in-a-lifetime moments like cheesemaking with a shepherd in his cave in the mountains of Barbàza and getting wasted on home-brewed tuber liquor with friends under a supermoon at the top of the Andes.

			There are also meals in here. Some are unique. Some are gut-turning. Most are great, made by some of the world’s best chefs. Some of my favorite recipes are jotted down from my four-year journey. There is some science (how oysters clean seawater), some economics (the forces that are rapidly changing Kenya), some history (pirates in the Mediterranean who brought spices to Europe), and a lot of global current events (overfishing and monoculture, but also marine protected areas (MPAs) and the reintroduction of tiny Four Corners potatoes into diets in the Navajo Nation and high-cuisine restaurants in Utah). Food production shows us how fragile our planet is and how food producers are on the front lines of coping with global climate change, threats to endangered species, and the environmental and economic crises created by hypercapitalism.

			The book’s genesis was in 2016. I was eating Korean BBQ at Sun Nong Dan in Los Angeles and Donald Trump was running for president. Sweating over the best short ribs I’d ever had (I should have never told the waiter, “yes, I do like spicy”), I glanced back into the kitchen. There, standing amongst the Asian cooks, was a Mexican man handling a pot. Nothing out of the ordinary—Central Americans and Mexicans are the backbone of the US food industry. At that moment, I had a sudden desire to make a documentary showing how immigrants (particularly Mexicans and Central Americans) are essential, hard-working pillars of American life. Americans, friends, neighbors, and family members were being attacked because of their skin colors and language; all the while they were making food, the most important element of sustenance. It seemed baffling to me that people whose families had been in California for generations, who created the taco (4.5 billion served every year) and the margarita (the most consumed cocktail in America), were being villainized. And people were falling for it! Suddenly I wanted to teach the world how to make a taco and a margarita. I would go work with subsistence corn farmers in Oaxaca to make the masa and with agave jimadors in Jalisco to make the tequila and record the labor and pride and hurdles these experts/workers face to bring food to our tables. And maybe, by doing so, help more people see the shared humanity that connects everyone.

			Like most things in the film business, it didn’t turn out like I planned. The documentary never got made and by 2020 it had morphed into a TV show, a show that wouldn’t just speak about Mexican food producers, but about all food workers. We would put a spotlight on the people working behind the scenes in restaurants and fields, folks who aren’t paid enough, aren’t treated fairly, and are often looked down on. There are a few professions that most everyone agrees should be paid more—teachers, nurses, people who work for the common good—and food producers should fall into the same category.

			By the time we made it onto TV in the winter of 2020, the premise had been given a structure and a name, From Scratch. I would travel to countries around the world, and each week I’d meet with a chef, famous or not, fancy or not, eat a meal they cooked, and then go out to harvest ingredients for that meal. I would sit down with experts to discuss the history of those ingredients, and be taught by the farmers, foragers, fishers, and hunters how to dive for scallops, avoid poisonous mushrooms, stalk an elk, cut wheat with a sickle or a thresher, blanch ground acorns, climb for coconuts, ferment a mezcal, or shoot a gun. This city guy would learn how to do all the things that he had forgotten or had never known. Then I would use the ingredients I collected each week to recreate the dish that I had eaten at the beginning of each episode.

			In the course of shooting the show, from 2018–2021, I visited Mexico, the Philippines, South Africa, Kenya, Croatia, Malta, Peru, Costa Rica, Italy, Finland, Iceland, and states ranging from New York to Texas, Utah to Wyoming and Washington.

			One of the things I’m most excited about is how this book allowed me to tell more stories, deeper stories than the show did. The medium of cable TV has lots of good things going for it, but discussing the profound isn’t usually one of them. In a way, the book is “of” the show but is a completely different animal. TV is also a collaboration of lots of people—a shared vision. But, in company with my dad, this book gave me a chance to tell my unadulterated thoughts about what I saw and learned.

			Work on this book opened my eyes to how interconnected our world is and how food production ties us all together. While Americans have a tendency to think of themselves on an island, or even as individuals standing alone, food teaches us that is not true. It takes sixty people to make one pizza slice! While I started out focused on communal ties of humanity and how we can all treat one another better, I came out of the journey realizing how interconnected we are to everything else on the planet, from mushrooms to round shad to lions to pine trees, and how much work we have ahead of us to save ourselves and our companions on this fragile planet.





Oysters: New York / Istria

			I used to dream of oysters. Huge purple and pink and red and rainbow oysters, nestled in the sand at the bottom of the sea, calling to me.

			From age seven to ten, I dove for oysters while I slept, while in waking life I was still learning to swim underwater in my uncle’s pool. In my dozing mind, I’d swim for hours, hunting for perfect shells to bring back to my parents, searching amongst the cans and bottles off the shore of Orchard Beach, the only beach in the Bronx, searching ’til I ran out of air and burst from sleep with a gasp.

			I thought a pearl would be our ticket to a better life, out of our working-class apartment. If only I could find an oyster with a pearl, life would be different.

			But I never dreamed of eating them.

			***

			Four a.m. on an early September day and already I was late. Mike told me the tide waits for no man, and it was looking like our wading for oysters was going to be more like swimming at that point.

			Mike is Mike Osinski, the owner (with his wife, Isabel) of Widow’s Hole Oysters in Greenport, NY. He’s tall, at least 6'4", burly with the Southern charm of his Alabama childhood covered by the no-nonsense gruffness of a New Yorker. That’s what twenty years on Wall Street does to someone. He offhandedly dominates a room and a dock, and looks and feels like Bill O’Reilly if O’Reilly had a beating heart inside his chest. But in spite of this, he is immediately likable with a wry smile making his bombast feel like an inside joke. Mike and I were going to harvest oysters during the single hour at low tide that his oyster cages emerge from the water—which is how I found myself neck deep in the Long Island Sound off the North Fork at four a.m. on an early September day, already late for work.

			Mike came to oyster farming in a decidedly nontraditional way. He and Isabel were Wall Street programmers. They were authors of the Intex Structuring Tool, the world’s largest-selling mortgage securitization software, which converted bundles of mortgages into bonds—and played a key role in the market crash of 2008. Mike and Isabel developed it in the late ’90s and sold their share of their company in 2000. Mike told a reporter in 2009, “I didn’t realize I was building a bomb at the time. I thought I was building something that was a valuable tool for the industry.”

			They bought waterfront property in Greenport as a second home because it was easily accessible to their Gramercy Park home and their partners in Boston. They learned that they owned five acres underwater when they were drilling pilings to replace an old dock and were hauled into court for lack of a permit. Their lawyer looked at the handwritten deed from 1875 and discovered that the tax map showed they owned “500 feet from mean high tide.” Mike returned from court smiling and explained to Isabel that, at the cost of the $2,000 fine, they had doubled their property.

			When their daughter Suzanna was ready for preschool, they checked out the swanky preschool near them in NYC. “Susan Sarandon’s kids go there,” the prospective parents were informed. And what was so great about the school? “It really prepares your kid for the kindergarten interview.” Mike and Isabel decided they’d rather start growing oysters and raise their kids on an oyster farm.

			The water around Mike’s farm is perfect for oysters. Widow’s Hole sits atop a bulge on the Peconic River, which is part of the greater Long Island Sound, an estuary where rivers drain into the sea. The water flow in these tidal estuaries brings calcium bicarbonate to build their shells and algae for oysters to eat.

			I hung back for a moment, taking in the sunrise and the early boaters in Little Peconic Bay, squishing the silt and sand between my toes. Here was the first time I ever had a reason to take a swim that wasn’t for amusement or health.

			I was about to farm…in the water.

			***

			Swimming is one of my favorite things in life. And there was an excuse to wade around, even dive a bit. Now it’s true this was a single moment, in the warm-water conditions of a New York fall. My feelings might have been different if we were doing this in February, or every day. But I couldn’t help thinking that the eleven-year-old trapped underneath the thirty-five years of further wear and tear would have enjoyed that just as much.

			Long Island holds a big place in my heart. Dad is an Islander. My first love lived out in Manhasset and I can’t begin to count the hours on the LIRR spent going back and forth to her house or Jones Beach. I’d even braved the posh, crowded summers of the East End towns once or twice, though I prefer the easy, car-free appeal of the more working-class Fire Island.

			Widow’s Hole and the other Atlantic oyster farms of Suffolk County, about ninety miles from New York City, are part of a fragile rebirth of a nutritious food that can be eaten in many different ways, of an emergent mollusk industry, and, critically, of an ecologically sustainable environment. Unlike most fish farming, oysters are a win-win for the environment.

			Despite all this, I still didn’t particularly like oysters.

			My first memories of them as food were as my least favorite of the smoked tins that my dad would key-twist open for a snack. I preferred the sardines, but the slightly fishy, deep-smoke oyster nugget wasn’t bad on a salty cracker. Palatable. It was the raw ones that threw me. The price, the texture, the taste. The few times friends forced me to try them at some fancy restaurants I was told if I covered them in Tabasco I wouldn’t mind them too much. This reasoning made no sense to me. Why eat anything you have to mask with hot sauce? The hot sauce also didn’t help at all with the texture. I couldn’t get them down fast enough.

			But then again, I came to oysters late—sixty years or so past their heyday.

			***

			Oysters have a very long history in New York and the mid-Atlantic coast from the Chesapeake Bay to Cape Cod, beginning with the Lenni-Lenape, who lived in the area for as many as 12,000 years before Europeans came (and forced the Indigenous people to resettle as far away as Oklahoma, Wisconsin, and Ontario).1

			The Lenape harvested oysters, opening the shells by wrapping the entire oyster in seaweed and throwing it in the fire. Many millennia of oyster eating left behind huge shell middens.2

			New York City’s oldest street (not coincidentally named Pearl) was paved with tabby, a type of concrete made by burning oyster shells (many from Lenape middens) to create lime, then mixing it with water, sand, ash, and broken oyster shells. Tabby was much more common in the South but can still be found in the Colonial Dutch Abraham Manee House on Staten Island, built around 1670, and in Trinity Church down by Wall Street.

			When Europeans came, they continued harvesting the oysters, drawing on the 220,000 acres of oyster beds in New York Harbor, totaling between a quarter and a half of the world’s supply of oysters.3 And the oysters they found were enormous! For example, oysters in the Gowanus Canal were “large and full, some of them not less than a foot long.”4

			America’s first cookbook, published in Albany by Amelia Simmons in 1796, called repeatedly on stewed oysters as an ingredient, including in Simmons’s recipe, “To smother a fowl in oysters”: “Gill the bird with dry oysters and sew up and boil in water just sufficient to cover the bird, salt and season to your taste—when done tender, put in a deep dish and pour over it a pint of stewed oysters, well buttered and peppered, garnish a turkey with sprigs of parsley or leaves of celery; a fowl is best with a parsley sauce.”5

			During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, New York was the oyster capital of the world. Some said its oysters were the best, others that they just had the best marketing.

			The Scottish writer and traveler Charles Mackay, writing in 1859, tells how a Liverpool hotelier envied his trip to America because “you will get such delicious oysters! New York beats all creation for oysters!” Mackay went on at lyrical length to add, “Mine host spoke the truth,” and to elaborate that “if one may judge from appearances, the delicacy is highly regarded and esteemed by all classes from the millionaire in the Fifth Avenue to the ‘Boy’ in the Bowery, and the German and Irish emigrants in their own peculiar quarters of the city.”6 And the oysters were cheap—six cents a dozen.

			Oyster saloons, cellars, and pushcarts proliferated. New Yorkers and other East Coasters ate more oysters than beef. In fact, the story goes that penniless immigrants could avoid starvation by helping themselves to free oysters at the shore. It’s no exaggeration to say that throughout the nineteenth century, oysters were essential to every stratum of New York life, and literally kept people alive.

			Many oyster bars were dimly lit and dangerous, but Joanne Hyppolite of the National Museum of African American History and Culture talks about an exception.7 Thomas Downing’s Oyster House on Broad Street, opened in the early- to mid-1820s and owned by a Black man and abolitionist, was one of the fanciest restaurants in the city. It served only upper-class whites and was a gathering place for the elite. It also served as a stop on the Underground Railroad.

			Eventually, overharvesting, sewage, and landfill took their toll. By 1820, oyster beds around Staten Island became depleted. In 1921, the city health department closed the Jamaica Bay oyster beds; in 1924, a typhoid epidemic was blamed on oysters; and, in 1927, during another typhoid epidemic, erroneously attributed to oysters, the last NYC oyster beds were closed for toxicity. They remain closed today. Which is probably appreciated by the oysters in the Harbor.

			So what was I doing in the Sound at four a.m.? I’m a big-city cosmopolitan—a New Yorker and an Angeleno. I grew up in the NW Bronx, but my life changed completely as I split my time between New York and Hollywood after becoming an actor and playing young Tom Hanks in the movie Big. A couple of years ago, I realized that, for all the great restaurants I went to and all the healthy meals I cooked, I had no connection to where the food I was eating came from beyond the plate it was served on or the store I bought it from.

			But I knew from childhood summers in Maine, Utah, and Montana (where my mom was from) that there was more to where food comes from than that. My mom’s grandparents homesteaded on the North Fork of the Flathead in Montana, and she stayed with them every summer, fishing, picking huckleberries, wild strawberries, and chokecherries, and snapping off and chewing on rhubarb stalks, sometimes adding salt. She canned berries and cherries and cleaned the fish, which got eaten for breakfast or smoked, along with venison.

			My childhood had been the last time I had any connection with the source of my meals, and I wanted that connection back. So I created the cable series, From Scratch. The show takes me around the world, where I meet chefs—some in fancy restaurants and some in not-so-fancy ones—and then source all the ingredients in their signature dishes. In New York, I met Dan Kluger, the chef at Loring Place, named for the Bronx street where his father grew up, who’s been using oysters as a chef since 1999. Chef Dan sent me in search of oysters for a dish of breaded fried oysters and salsa on an omelet, and a couple days later, I met Mike.

			***

			The water wasn’t too cold, but my lateness meant the tide had returned, and that meant we were definitely going to get wet.

			I’d had visions of picking up oyster cages from a boat, like you do with lobsters. And much oyster farming does rely on boats. But after thirteen years of hauling up 300-pound cages to the beach to air-dry the oysters, Mike adopted the Japanese Kusshi system in 2015 with the help of his son, Merc. In this system, cages are slung from a structure called a longline. Wooden posts driven into the seabed support horizontal cables the baskets hang from, submerged about a foot deep, and they get air-dried for an hour every day when the tide goes out. “We’re growing a better oyster, with a 70-80 percent reduction in labor,” Mike told me.

			This daily tidal exposure destroys the biofilm that would allow barnacles and other organisms to attach. This is extremely important because, as Mike says, “Once a barnacle is on, it’s on.” The swaying of the baskets rattles the oysters and chips off new growth on the lip. This turbulence from tides, waves, and boats make the deeper cupped raw oyster that restaurants want.8 The tides do the work, cleaning, and tumbling.

			Instead of puttering out in a boat, to harvest from the longlines, you wade, pushing and pulling a pontoon alongside. For me, entering the water was as easy as walking off the beach. Mike splashed ahead, moving the pontoon next to one of the baskets that was half in the water. He was pointing out how the contraption worked, and how the flexibility of the cable allowed the oysters to roll and provided protection against storms.

			The first task was to unclasp the baskets from the line and load them onto the pontoon. Each of the cages had a color-coded tag based on size and age. For example, the cage for oyster seed (nine-month-olds) from the Fishers Island hatchery was pink; the cage for the smallest twenty-one-month-olds was white; and there were a variety of colored cages, including blue, for the thirty-three-month-olds.

			So we moved along, looking out for blue tags ready to harvest. The New York restaurants want a deep cup on an oyster—about the size of a palm, at least four inches across—though some chefs like Dan Barber of Blue Hill want a knife-and-fork, six-inch oyster.

			The baskets were large and unwieldy, but the water helped with the lifting. We each took turns getting a basket over the edge of the raft and pushing it back to make room for the next. At some point, I realized I was no longer standing on the bottom. The rising tide meant I was floating, hanging onto the pontoon. Mike’s height kept him slinging cages, but I pushed off the craft and ducked under the water, hat and all. I was now swimming for oysters.

			Oysters are swimmers, too, as larvae—small beasts with hydrodynamic sensing responding to fast water or slow water by swimming up or down. The ones that manage to force themselves to the surface water are more likely to be swept towards shore and not become fish food.9 One day they land and attach to a mineral mass, where they will stay for the rest of their lives. The rocky floor, broken shells, and docks accumulate oysters that build on one another, stringing along and piling high.

			In order for an oyster to mate, it first eats floating phytoplankton as it filter-feeds. That valuable energy goes into making a gonad, either eggs or sperm. The rise in springtime water temperature increases the phytoplankton, and usually two months later the gonad arrives. The cycle starts again. Larvae floating, swimming, landing, growing, mating.

			Mike towed the pontoon back to the dock. I climbed the ladder and he began handing the baskets up. The physicality of the work put me enough in a zone where I didn’t notice the cold air. My mind was calmed by the procedure and the basic act of trying not to slip, which would send me and the oysters back into the bay. With the oysters parked on the dock, Mike pointed me towards an outdoor shower. I washed the seawater off and changed into dry clothes. And Mike waved me back to get to sorting.

			[image: ]

			We hoisted a basket of oysters up on a metal sorting table on the dock and opened it up to see the fruit of our (mostly Mike’s) labor. From the outside they aren’t much to look at. If you didn’t know what was inside you’d think they were just dark, crusty little rocks. Mike grabbed one, laid it across his palm—“this one’s good”—and tossed it into my bucket. I followed suit. Leaving the little ones where they were, putting the medium sized ones into a different basket, and keeping the large ones for eating.

			We had a tarp overhead to block the morning sun, which was just starting to warm. I didn’t notice Mike discard any oysters. If an oyster isn’t big enough, or has a crazy shape, he’d put it back in the correct color-coded basket and back into the Sound to self-correct or grow.

			Then it happened; the moment I knew was coming and that I dreaded. Mike took a shucking blade from out of the air like a magician. He targeted an oyster hinge and expertly popped it open, ran the blade under the nugget separating the adductor (the muscle holding onto the shell), and handed it to me. Expectantly.

			I dodged his eyes but reflexively took the oyster. Now what?

			Trapped, I glanced at the shellfish in my hand. Raw and glistening. And no Tabasco or lemon or mignonette sauce in sight. So there we were, me and the raw oyster on a dock in Greenport, LI. Both of us wishing we weren’t in this situation.

			***

			While New York City oysters are unfit to eat—and will be for a long time because of the now-banned toxic PCBs that remain in the Harbor—Long Island oyster farming has a different story, one of prosperity, decline, and, now, rejuvenation.

			The water in the Sound is pollution-free. Greenport was a huge oystering center in the early years of the twentieth century, with LIRR freight trains taking 20,000 tons a day to New York City and points west.10 Instead of being banned in the 1920s, oyster farming thrived until the 1960s. Then it disappeared.

			Mike gives three reasons for the disappearance. One was the dreaded oyster disease MSX, which spread from the experimental transfer of Pacific oysters into the Chesapeake Bay; they were immune but passed on the disease. A second was pollution from General Electric in Connecticut’s river systems, which provided the seed oysters for the Long Island oyster farms.

			But the biggest factor had nothing to do with the oysters themselves, and everything to do with the American diet. Mike points to the rise of McDonald’s and the advent and competition of cheap, unhealthy, steroid-fed food. “How could an ounce of meat that took two years to grow compete with cheap beef and chicken? Your average chicken in the store took three months to grow.” The short answer is, it couldn’t. And the Long Island oyster farms nearly disappeared as a result.

			MSX has not disappeared and is still deadly (to oysters, not people). Some oysters have developed resistance and creative cultivation strategies have reduced its mortality rate, but it lurks as an ever-present danger. Connecticut banned the export of seed oysters, and large hatcheries—including the five municipal and five commercial hatcheries on Long Island supported by Cornell University Extension—have resolved the issues caused by the GE pollution. One of these hatcheries alone can produce 20 million seed oysters a year. The problem of competition from factory farm food remains.

			In the ’80s and ’90s, a new wave of oyster farmers like the Osinskis started reviving the oyster farming industry in eastern Long Island; there are now nearly a hundred farms. Most are small, and it’s nowhere near the pre-’60s massive industry, but it’s a start.

			Needless to say, waterfront property on the Sound is not an option for lots of would-be oyster farmers, but a twenty-one-foot boat that can go out to a leased area of the Sound and back to a local ramp, with a culling machine on board, is. Most LI oyster farmers start small and do it as a hobby or a second career.

			Mike and his kids talk about the pleasure of working outside, but are also unromantic. A farm is a farm whether on water or land. And oysters are farmed—even back in the day Long Island oysters were farmed, not gathered from the wild. As Mike says, “a farmer is an ultimate killing machine, killing barnacles, sponges, sycophants,” anything that threatens the product. For Merc, the most enjoyable part is “just the fact of being on the water, being out in the waves, the rockiness, the deep blue of the water.”

			But growing up on a farm has its downsides. Mike’s daughter, Suzanna, talks about being a kid on a family farm where you don’t get to sleep in or take unplanned days off. Most of all, when she and Merc are asked about negatives, both respond with the smell of oysters permeating everything.

			Two centuries ago, the massive NYC oyster was an entire meal. But since the ’60s, Long Island oysters have been relegated to the role of appetizer. And they have largely disappeared from home cooking. Somewhere in the range of 95 to 99 percent of Long Island’s oysters are sold to restaurants, largely for eating raw.

			Mike says, “Oysters shouldn’t be just an appetizer.” Why not restore them as a main meal, the way New Yorkers ate them two centuries ago? He argues for them as a healthy source of animal protein and as an excellent source of zinc, which may help protect against COVID-19 and its ilk by boosting antiviral immunity and curbing inflammation. Oysters also provide iron, Vitamins A, B12, C, and D, calcium, selenium, copper, magnesium, and good fats. As we talked in the middle of the pandemic, Mike asked why New York State didn’t buy large quantities for schools, hospitals, prisons, and other institutions, especially as the restaurant market had virtually disappeared for the time being, leaving the oyster farms with huge surpluses. A self-interested plug for his industry? Of course. But it’s not such a crazy idea. Frankly, they are better for diet and for the environment, including reducing global warming, than factory farming.

			Chef Dan Kluger of Loring Place agrees it’s not crazy. He likes the versatility of oysters—that they can be eaten raw, fried, poached, grilled…and that they can go with neutral things like eggs and potatoes as well as balancing the richness of spicy and acidic things. He says larger, meatier oysters serve best in entrees.

			There’s hope that Long Island’s industry rejuvenation will spread. Every minute, oysters are busy undoing the damage that people have done. An adult oyster filters up to fifty gallons of water a day, removing certain pollutants, including nitrogen. Too much nitrogen triggers algal blooms that deplete the water of oxygen, creating dead zones. The Long Island Oyster Growers Association—though not a disinterested observer—estimates that Long Island oysters collectively filter about 900 million gallons a day. The helicopter view sees this tiny mollusk as essential for planetary and economic health by purifying water.

			And this is where the story returns to New York City. The Billion Oyster Project, founded in 2014, is an ambitious effort to put the restaurant shells, as well as live oysters, back into the Harbor and its associated waters to build the oyster stocks back up and help defend the city against storm damage, which will, of course, only increase with accelerated climate weirding.

			The project has collected 1.6 million pounds of oyster shells, restored 45 million live oysters, and engaged over 6,000 New York City schoolchildren. Beyond contributing to reefs, the recycling of the shells is important because the shells provide the hard surface that other oysters need in order to grow. So as diners eat their oysters, raw or otherwise, they can feel they are contributing to the rebuilding of the Harbor if their restaurant is participating in the BOP.

			When I asked Dan Kluger in fall 2020 about Loring Place participating in BOP, he said he was eager to get involved with it when the pandemic eased, as he was having to stay away from the more labor-intensive dishes, such as oysters, until it did. He recognizes the need to rebuild wild oyster reefs for environmental health. This is also one of the arguments for increasing consumption of farmed oysters, as wild oysters are functionally extinct in most parts of the world. The more oysters that are eaten, the more sustainable the oyster farms, and thus the more oysters that are grown, contributing to healthier seas and coasts.

			Oyster farmers around the country reported deep declines in oyster sales to restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast, Dan Barber tweeted in July 2020 about the pandemic of a century ago: “During the 1918 influenza epidemic, oysters were the hoarder equivalent of today’s toilet paper. Stockpiling was ubiquitous, prices skyrocketed, black markets developed. Poachers raided oyster beds.”

			***

			As I stood on the Sound with the oyster in my hand, completely stuck, I realized that if there was ever a moment I’d like eating a raw oyster, it would be when it was a fresh-out-of-the-water oyster in the legendary home of oysters. So I put the shell to my lips, tilted my head back, and the oyster slipped in.

			The first thing that hits your tongue is the liquor. People call it briny, but for me it was like seawater with a less salty, rounded flavor. Next came the plump oyster, which I usually would have immediately swallowed whole, but this time, I took a bite. The texture was springy, but when my teeth sliced through, it became creamy, in texture and taste, with a little bit of cucumber in it. Could this be? I glanced at Mike and nodded. Yes, I can do this, it’s not bad. And then it was gone.

			The experience was so unique that I didn’t even know if I wanted to do it again. Harrowing, then interesting. Next time, I thought, I’ll be able to tell if I actually liked it—or whether it was the rush of experience that got the oyster down.

			***

			The next time came sooner than I imagined. While in Croatia making a dish with Chef Marina Gaši of Restaurant Marina in Novigrad, Istria, I took a side trip to visit Emil Sosic. He made a name for himself ten years ago on an episode of No Reservations, harvesting black mussels for Anthony Bourdain. The young, cocky guy with a boat (whom Tony nicknamed “Tony”) seemed right at home bantering with the world-famous star over steamed garlic shellfish. Turns out Emil/Tony, still cocky but a little heavier and now with two boats, also farms the European flat oyster. As its name suggests, this oyster doesn’t have the deep cup I was used to. Its white, peach-flecked, flat shell holds a smaller muscle.

			Meeting Emil on his barge at the mouth of the Limski Kanal in Istria, we puttered out to see his lines and cages. He farms the old way: No hatchery supplied his seed. He hangs a plastic, slatted “collector” next to a mama oyster in the spring and comes back in a year, hoping to see a batch of small, baby oysters clinging on for dear life. Felt to me like such a gamble to hinge the success of a farm on the randomness of floating larvae, but Emil says an economics background helps him crunch the numbers and that any oyster spawn shortfalls are already included in his slim margins.

			Luckily, the year I visited Emil, the collector bore fruit, a new crop pulled up and ready to transfer to his mesh baskets for eighteen-month-olds. Emil wouldn’t see those oysters again for another year. He mentioned that by keeping them underwater so long they wouldn’t have muscle training, which I interpreted to mean they didn’t learn to close their shells when exposed to the air. The European flat has notoriously weak abductors, so the beak doesn’t close tightly. This means that after harvesting they won’t last as long—a three-day shelf life in contrast to the East Coast oyster’s week. But taking them out to “muscle train” ended up being too expensive.

			Next we checked out his older oysters, no longer in baskets, instead strung down the length of a rope in sets of two—as done for generations. He pulled out his phone to show me a YouTube clip from ’42, when the area was ruled by Mussolini. The Fascist propaganda piece showed the same canal, the same dock, and possibly the same ropes braided with oysters, though in fours, not pairs. Today, partner bivalves sit on opposite sides of the hemp with beaks faced away from one another so each gets its own access to a flow of food. The other difference I noticed from ’42 was the sharp drop in oyster farmhands, from hundreds to only three today. Looking around, I felt a touch of kenopsia; the canal seemed much emptier.

			When Emil pulled up the rope, there was a big problem. An enormous ball of algae that looked like orange grapefruit vesicles cocooned each oyster pair. And right next to the ropes, long white tubes, like small pinheads, covered the caged oysters.

			[image: ]

			With us on the barge were two marine biologists coming to investigate the algae and parasites attacking Emil’s oysters. Taking samples, the scientists believed that the algae had arrived from Mexico that year on the underside of a boat and that the red worm that caused the white, crusty shafts was more abundant due to the warming seas. Seemed that in addition to invasive Pacific clams that had smuggled their way from farms in Italy to that protected canal, Emil was dealing with the effects of international trade and global warming. I mentioned the Japanese tidal desiccation technique Mike uses. But Emil was wrapped up in the disaster before him. “Petra, you will save me, Petra,” he pleaded to the scientist.

			Petra didn’t look particularly optimistic.

			Petra’s pessimism was well-founded. Scientists have been documenting the major population declines of the European flat oyster due to overfishing, habitat loss, and parasite diseases,11 while the competing Pacific oyster has established dense, reef-forming aggregations and achieved a self-sustaining presence off the Istrian coast. 12

			In fact, Emil made a stop on the way back, hopping off the barge and wading to some rocky outcroppings in his tall rubber boots. I realized those weren’t rocks, but wild oyster reefs. He kicked a few Pacific oysters loose. “These taste terrible,” he said, holding them out to me, “but they can’t be stopped.” He shucked one and motioned for me to take it. He likely was just being parochial, but it wasn’t the most appetizing of presentations. I declined. The Pacific oyster has the honor of being introduced and invasive at the same time. Brought over to help after a blight and the collapse of the Portuguese oyster farms, it soon escaped and spread. Emil shrugged and tossed the oyster back into the canal.

			The European flat oyster is not the only local seafood at risk. Noble pen shell clams are functionally extinct throughout the Adriatic and the larger Mediterranean.13 Overfishing, including bottom dredging; climate change; pollution; and invasive algae have devastated the populations of shellfish and fish throughout the Mediterranean. The crisis has reached existential levels for many of the species. Without dramatic action by the Croatian government, we are looking at a collapse of the Adriatic ecosystem. There are solutions that have worked elsewhere: creation of marine protected areas, no-fishing zones, paying fishermen to alternate fishing seasons. But in a short-term, profit-driven, and politically volatile world, implementing solutions based on caring for the seas and understanding the long-term economic benefits of healthy oceans feels like a Sisyphean task.

			After motoring back to shore, Emil/Tony popped champagne, started cracking open oysters (the European is shucked via the lips, not the hinge) and raw venus clams, and emerged from out of his momentary depression. He came alive on the boathouse deck with the red light of the camera and the chance to hold court to a captive audience. Shoving an open oyster my way (the “best oyster in the world,” he said) and a cup of Istrian champagne, he told me how a large German man eating his oysters the previous week had proclaimed that the tour of the farm and the subsequent tasting was the best day of his life. Could have been. Even under gray sky with lead-colored water, the canal was stunning and Emil was a funny, sharp host.

			And also, maybe the German liked oysters more than I. There I was again faced with a raw oyster, though this time armed with some lemon and tipsy with bubbly. I took the mouthful without hesitation and chewed.

			The lemon was a nice touch and the oyster wasn’t bad. Creamy with a slight metallic aftertaste that washed away in a sip of champagne. Maybe, again, it was just the experience, but dare I say I liked it.

			This was the type of thing I could get used to: shucking and eating oysters on an estuary on the Adriatic.

			With a bit more to drink, Emil came back around to the tight margins, the lack of oyster buyers (most Croatians don’t eat them—only the tourists and the rich), and his extraordinary ability to keep afloat while other oyster farmers around him fell. Then he asked for six times the payment originally negotiated and I scrambled to locate an ATM.

			***

			I’d never thought about preparing oysters as a main meal at home, but I figured I’d take a stab. When I got back to the West Coast, I picked up some Pacific oysters from the Temecula Farmers’ Market for my wife Karen, my son Harrison, and myself. Renato Silva from Dry Dock Fish Co. explained they were Willapa Bay oysters, which happen to make up 25 percent of American oysters. They’re the “uglies”—they aren’t usually used as restaurant-quality half shells, because they don’t have the shape for it. Oyster snobbery is my gain—ugly food never bothered me and the taste is top-notch. Plus, Willapa Bay in Washington State is “the cleanest estuary in the country,” Silva told me. And, finally, I was excited to try them because Dan Kluger mentioned he preferred the taste of Pacific oysters, “Even though I am on the East Coast and believe in eating local…I find Pacific more meaty and juicier.”

			Oyster aficionados will argue for their preferences as oenophiles argue about wines, but they’ll agree that the oyster’s merroir, like a wine’s terroir, determines its flavor and texture and other significant characteristics. Add to that the fact that Atlantic (Crassostrea virginica), Pacific (Crassostrea gigas), and European flat oysters (Ostrea edulis), are actually different species—and none is the oyster species that produces pearls (despite the optimistic naming of Paerlstraat by Manhattan’s Dutch colonists). That species, Pinctada albina, is in family Pteriidae, while Crassostrea and Ostrea are genera in family Ostreidae. Pinctada albina—and the pearls—are found off Japan, Polynesia, and Australia. There’s a lot for an oyster lover to consider.

			I’m not a vegan but I work with vegans, active and lapsed. It turns out there’s a decades-long argument about whether vegans can/should eat oysters. Oysters are bivalve mollusks, but they don’t have central nervous systems. PETA and the Vegan Society say they are definitely not kosher (pun intended). Other vegans (especially restaurant owners!) say that they are “less sentient than trees”14 and don’t feel pain so it’s OK to eat them. Peter Singer wrote in Animal Liberation, “One cannot with any confidence say that these creatures do feel pain, so one can equally have little confidence in saying that they do not feel pain.”15 All of these viewpoints make sense.

			The argument among the vegan community is a microcosm of the larger question of oyster cuisine. Can this tiny, slow-growing, hard-to-monetize food make it in the modern marketplace? It certainly has its work cut out for it. But there are a lot of things going for it as well. Maybe it is an environmentally, culturally important, ethical choice in contrast to industrial food. Or it could be—as eating habits change, as the food chain evolves with larger species becoming scarcer, more expensive, or less in demand—that it just makes more economic sense. However this plays out, hopefully, oysters will be grown and eaten in bigger and bigger quantities, and their shells will increasingly contribute to reef revitalization. For the time being, oysters may be mostly a fancy side dish, but at some point, with luck, they will make their way back to the center of the plate in homes as well as in restaurants.

			Here’s the meal I made at home. Put together a basic beer batter. Three-fourths cup of flour to crunch up the outside, three-fourths cup of IPA (India Pale Ale if you’re not a beer drinker) to add lightness and break down the flour’s gluten a bit, an egg to glue it together, lemon zest for some spark, and a pinch of garlic salt ’cause salt plus fat plus crispy breading is heaven.

			Is it a cliche to mention how many times the kitchen shears and then the butter knife almost took off a finger while I tried to shuck a dozen oysters? Where was my oyster knife, where was my mesh glove? Later, I ordered them. Perusing online, I tried to avoid the world-eating megacorps and find a smaller company for my shucking kit. The prices ranged from $13.99 for a basic, pointed, flat metal knife with a mesh, cut-proof glove all the way up to a $595 steel oyster shucker akin to a tabletop bladed citrus press.

			At the time, I finally found a rhythm with a small, tough butter knife. I slid it along the beak lips of the oysters, feeling for give without chipping the shell. Once the blade tip was secured, I pushed and twisted. The open shells revealed the off-white meat floating in the oyster liquor. I poured the liquor in a cup to add to the batter, then slid the knife underneath, severing it from its shell.

			Keeping in mind Dan Kluger’s advice to cook the oysters less than I’d expect to, I tossed the meat in the flour for a coat, then mixed the egg, lemon zest, garlic salt, IPA, and remaining flour into a bowl and dipped the oysters in. Peanut oil had been spitting on the stove for about ten minutes and it was nice and hot (I know because I burned myself when they went in).

			It was delicious. Two-year-old Harrison and his mom agreed.

			
		

		




Dune Spinach, Avocado: Cape Town / Johannesburg

			The sand dunes of Cape Town are blowing away.

			It isn’t a new phenomenon. The European colonialists and the post-apartheid South African government have been trying officially to stop the erosion since at least 1845, when the English government disastrously imported Australian Acacia seeds to sow into the sand. When the Acacia plan came to naught, trash from the city was spread over the dunes in hopes of blocking the wind. Since then, Capetonians have constructed barriers, covered the dunes with branches, and, until 1974, continued to introduce alien plant species, all for dune stabilization. And their big plans failed. Instead, fires swept through and native plants collapsed and the aliens drained the freshwater resources. And the sand continued to leave.

			But slowly, over time, an indigenous plant, Tetragonia decumbens, began to take hold again. This stocky succulent with yellow flowers and angular, thick, puffy leaves began to stabilize the dunes from the West Coast to Morgans Bay in the East. When I pulled up to the Kalk Bay dunes on a suburban Cape Town street, crossed from the sea side to the dune side, leapt over a ditch filled with plastic soda bottles and filth, scrambled up the sand, and looked out over the crest, a field of green lay before me. This was the plant I had come to find—at first glance, a common ground-cover plant with a salty/peppery flavor Abigail had sent me to forage. Though in looking at the small plants collectively holding the dunes from spilling into the sea, I thought that maybe this “dune spinach” could be a metaphor of sorts for the Cape Flats in which it grows—and perhaps for South Africa.

			Abigail is Abigail Mbalo-Mokoena. She is the chef, owner, and creative director of 4Roomed eKasi Culture restaurant in Khayelitsha, the giant Cape Flats township that adjoins and is part of the city of Cape Town. She first gained public notice when she placed sixth in the 2014 Master Chef South Africa competition; in 2019, Food & Wine and Travel + Leisure magazines jointly named eKasi one of the thirty best restaurants in the world.1 Graceful and self-possessed, she moves through the world creating ripples around her, no differently from famous movie stars I’ve met. It’s an enchanting quality, composed of a mix of charm, a keen mind, and an incredible work ethic, that attracts people to her side.

			The idea for eKasi began on a Friday night in the center of the township. Abigail’s husband, Sam, started a food cart to serve at a recurring block party called Ace Groova Park, a basic shisa nyama stand (Zulu for “burnt meat”). A BBQ with some traditional food for a cheap price. But as Abigail got involved, the food became noteworthy. Rand after rand flowed in for pap and grilled chicken. The cart grew to a food truck, which was a hit. After Sam and Abigail raised enough money, the food truck was parked outside of their new brick-and-mortar restaurant.

			[image: ]

			So I traveled to Khayelitsha to meet Abigail, harvest food for a meal at eKasi, and cook alongside her. Abigail told me our meal was “based on a South African township life lived in a four-roomed home in the heart of the Western Cape. Its inspiration drawn from fishes that used to be sold out of the back of a bakkie on the streets to our almost-forgotten, highly nutritious, indigenous foods and plants such as pap, dune spinach, and spekboom that used to grow abundantly in our backyards and on the fields.”2 As Abigail sent me to source a meal, I would not only explore the food of the township, but also the complicated history of the larger Cape.

			The Cape Flats are a level expanse of sand southeast of Cape Town, subject to flooding in winter. Until the mid-twentieth century they were barely inhabited. Then the apartheid government began pushing Coloured (mixed race), Asian, and Black African populations out of Cape Town areas into the Flats in order to replace them with whites. In addition to forced relocations, many Black Africans, whose very presence was defined as illegal, settled informally into the Flats, as there was no place else for them to go. The townships were characterized by a lack of drinkable water and electricity, and by sewage-filled streets; houses were largely ad hoc “tin” shacks of corrugated iron, cardboard, and wood, along with some four-roomed houses built by the government to be occupied by multiple families.

			Khayelitsha, a largely Xhosa-speaking Black township, was created in 1984. In one of the most publicized examples of brutal violence in the 1980s, thousands of Africans were forced from Cape Town into Khayelitsha by violent attacks and the burning of their homes. Khayelitsha grew quickly. Current estimates of its size vary wildly, and it is either the largest township in the country or second to Soweto, outside of Johannesburg, depending on your source.

			Abigail’s family was one of those that was forcibly removed into Khayelitsha. They lived with others in four rooms. Along with the hardship, the experience left her with a feeling that all the people in the space felt like family.

			And after she left to become a chef, she decided she wanted to come back, saying she would use food “as a tool that will drive us back to the township.”3 She told me that, horrendous as the oppression of apartheid was, there had been a unity and sense of community that dissipated once apartheid was defeated. She opened the restaurant, architecturally modeled after the four-roomed home she grew up in, with three goals: to make a difference, to help develop Khayelitsha’s economy, and to bring an influx of tourism to support the township’s effort to shed its image as a dangerous place that tourists should avoid.

			This has long been the image. When I said I was going to Cape Town, any number of people told me about its stunning beauty and the mansions clinging to sheer cliffs overlooking the “models and bottles” at beachside bars. They also told me to avoid Khayelitsha, calling it a bit “stabby,” though, with a twist, they added that the violence there was mostly community-focused and that I was actually more likely to get hurt in parts of central Cape Town, where spark plugs get thrown through car windows for “smash-and-grabs.”

			A thick fog milked up the sunrise when I pulled in to meet Sam, diffusing the sun into a dim poached egg creeping up the sky. As I sat inside the locked touring van, human silhouettes raced to work at the edges of an open expanse of dirt and litter that seemed to be a little square. No grass, no hedges, no bronze statue with pigeons perched on its shoulders. Just dirt, covered in fog, so the dirt road and town square kinda blended. I was not to be let out, our South African producer declared.

			We had been having a bit of a standoff ’til then. Driving into Khayelitsha, I had pressed my face to the windows, hoping to get out and shoot the early morning township waking up, but the cameras had never rolled. Tin-shack houses hemmed the road, some doorless with caved-in roofs. Every now and then there were painted concrete walls. But everything was smushed together with a sewer ditch running in front. Dirt roads, trash, rusted iron, barbed wire. Groups gathered on street corners waiting. Barefoot kids, some barefoot adults. My white local producer did not want this picture presented to the world. It had to remain a South African secret.

			The township looked like people living at a tipping point. The climax of some terrible apocalyptic movie, except real. Here and now. The township was still reeling from apartheid and its aftermath.

			***

			Apartheid was a system of racial segregation and domination of the non-European population by the white minority, to assert full control over the land and to monopolize economic power. It built on centuries of previous white domination and was enforced through imprisonment, torture, banishment, and death.

			But it was only the most explicit and merciless chapter in South Africa’s history since Europeans arrived in 1588. Things didn’t go well from the beginning: The Portuguese captain Bartolomeu Dias landed to fill his water barrels without permission from the Khoekhoen (also called Khoikhoi), the nomadic, pastoral inhabitants who had lived in South Africa since before recorded memory. A fight ensued in which Khoekhoen threw stones at the Portuguese and Dias shot and killed a Khoe-speaker with a crossbow. Nine years later, Portuguese under Vasco de Gama returned and again there was conflict over water, leading to the Portuguese firing the first cannon in South Africa; when the Portuguese departed, leaving a marker beacon and a cross, symbolizing Portuguese possession of the land, a group of Khoekhoen knocked both down.

			The Portuguese never did settle, but the Dutch did, establishing their first permanent settlement at Cape Town in 1652, run by the United East India Company and serving as a resupply and layover for ships trading with Asia. Employees also could lease land and cultivate crops, which they had to sell to the Company. They quickly imported enslaved people from Madagascar, Mozambique, the Dutch East Indies, and Ceylon to work the land. The first Khoe-Dutch war, over land and livestock, was in 1659, the second in 1673, and the third in 1674-1677. The Dutch won; the Khoekhoen also died in great numbers from the measles and smallpox brought by the Dutch. The surviving Khoekhoen were squeezed off their lands.

			The Dutch colony was eventually caught up in the European wars of the 1790s and the early 1800s between the British, French, and Dutch; the British consolidated their control in 1814, viewing Cape Town and the Cape of Good Hope as keys to maintaining the East India Company’s rule in India.

			The 1800s saw cooperation and competition across the entire African continent, including warfare, among the British, Boers (Dutch settlers), and African states. The overall trend was colonial European expansion—and consistently worsened conditions for Black Africans, who were subjected to forced labor and missionary efforts to supplant traditional worldviews with Christianity. By 1900, there were no autonomous African states left.

			With the discovery of diamonds in 1868 and gold in 1886, South Africa suddenly became a much more valuable colonial asset as well as the site of an influx of European fortune hunters and settlers.

			The Anglo-Boer war of 1899-1902 saw the British defeat of the Boers, using a scorched-earth policy and the first large-scale use of concentration camps. It consolidated British control of South Africa, leading to the creation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, which ultimately became the Republic of South Africa in 1961.

			In 1913, the Natives Land Act allocated only 8 percent of the land for Blacks and 90 percent for whites. In South Africa, where there were relatively few, relatively prosperous Black peasants and skilled craftsmen, some Blacks were allowed to vote in Cape Town; but as large enough numbers of Blacks came under British rule that they could have had meaningful voting power, their right to vote was curtailed and eventually completely eliminated in 1936.

			In WWI, some Blacks and Coloureds supported the war, hoping their support would subsequently lead to better conditions. It didn’t. In 1948, the Afrikaner (Boer)-based National Party, with strong affinity to the Nazis, came to power and instituted apartheid (apartness), which lasted until 1991. The Homeland Citizens Act of 1970 built on the Natives Land Act, creating “homelands” or “reserves” where Blacks were supposed to live. This provided the excuse for forced evictions of thousands of Blacks, including those who were forced into Khayelitsha.
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