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INTRODUCTION


Food is fundamental. We eat it every day and in a huge variety of ways. Whether straight from a tree or out of the ground, whipped up in our kitchen at home or purchased in a drive-through, we all have many connections with food, some deeply personal. The smell of a particular dish may trigger a memory of a family dinner or an unforgettable meal we enjoyed while traveling to a new place. Our preferences for a specific spice or way of preparing a classic dish can lead to heated debate with friends and strangers alike. A certain meal or drink can provide comfort during a difficult time and even remind us of who we are and what’s important to us.
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Every one of us has a complex relationship to the food we eat, each as unique as we are. But there is also a lot that can surprise us about what we put in our body—unexpected facts about staple fruits and veggies, strange backstories to our favorite sweets, and ways of preparing a familiar dish that are downright weird. These odd aspects of the food we eat are what Food Weird-o-Pedia is all about. This book offers up hundreds of off-kilter bits of info about food that will make you say “no way!” and maybe even rethink what you know about foods you’ve been eating your whole life.
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Organized in general sections covering major food categories such as fruits, vegetables, meat, and snacks, each chapter in this book offers an alphabetical “encyclopedia” of strange facts that will give you plenty to chew over, whether reading from cover to cover or just flipping to a random page during a lunch break. We hope you enjoy Food Weird-o-Pedia and that it provides plenty of fodder to impress friends and family over your next meal—whatever it is you’re eating.











CHAPTER 1


FRESH FRUIT


Sweet slices of info about your favorite fruits





APPLES


Apples are about 25 percent air. This is why a freshly picked apple makes that satisfying cracking sound when you take a bite out of it—and why they float so well in bobbing-for-apples barrels.
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The apples sold at your produce aisle could have been picked as long as a year ago. Farmers use a technology called “controlled atmosphere storage” that regulates not just the temperature but levels of humidity, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide in which the fruit is stored. The process puts the fruit into a kind of hibernation that slows its ripening.


“Apples tend to store best in high humidity, so a simple and surprisingly effective way to preserve the fruits is to wrap them in a damp paper towel and put them in the fridge or put them in a plastic bag, making sure to poke holes in the bag to release the ethylene gas they give off as they ripen.”


Apple seeds can be poisonous. Those innocent-looking pips contain the compound amygdalin, a molecule that when broken down produces the poisonous gas hydrogen cyanide. Fortunately, each seed contains a very small amount of amygdalin, meaning you would have to eat the seeds of dozens of apples before things started getting risky. A number of fruit pits actually contain a higher concentration of the compound (apricot pits, for example, contain almost five times more per gram). But the likelihood you’ll mistakenly eat an apricot pit, let alone the many required to seriously endanger your life, is even more remote.
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The heaviest apple ever recorded weighed four pounds, one ounce (1.849 kilograms), grown by a farmer on his apple farm in Hirosaki City, Japan, and picked on October 4, 2005. The largest bowl of applesauce was produced in Riddes, Switzerland, on October 27, 2018, as part of a charity drive. It weighed almost 860 pounds (390 kilograms).


APRICOTS


Apricots originated in China more than four thousand years ago. From there, they spread to Persia and the Mediterranean before Spanish missionaries brought them to North America. Its Arabic name of amardine translates to “moon of the faith.”
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One of Apple Computers’ early competitors was Apricot Computers, a British producer of PCs that produced the first commercial shipment of an all-in-one system with a 3.5-inch floppy drive before that more famous fruit-named computing company. It was eventually acquired, then shut down, by Mitsubishi Electric Corporation.
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AVOCADOS


Avocados were once known as “alligator pears,” a moniker coined by naturalist Sir Hans Sloane in his 1696 catalog of plants. Early in its cultivation in the United States, Florida stuck with the more colorful name even as California adopted “avocado,” due to the fruit’s arrival from Mexico, where it was known as aguacate. Eventually the United States Department of Agriculture approved “avocado” as the official name.
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Despite bananas’ reputation as one of the food world’s most potassium-packed fruits, avocados actually contain higher levels of the mineral. One avocado contains about as much potassium as two to three of the yellow fruit.
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The Spanish conquistadors of Central and South America not only enjoyed eating avocados, they used their pits to produce ink to compose documents, many of which survive today (the documents, that is, not the conquistadors).
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BANANAS


Bananas help other fruits ripen. Many fruits give off the hydrocarbon gas ethylene as they near readiness to eat, which accelerates not only their own further ripening but that of any fruits nearby. Bananas produce ethylene at a particularly high rate, so if you put a browning banana in the same bowl as your apples and avocados, it will speed up the ripening of all its fellow fruits.


“A bunch of bananas is known as a “hand” and individual bananas are referred to as “fingers.””


Banana peels have a number of medicinal properties. The polysaccharides on the inside of the peel help to alleviate the itch of bug bites. The peel’s astringent salicylic acid helps reduce plaque while its citric acid serves as a gentle bleaching agent to help with teeth whitening. Enzymes on the inside of the peel actually encourage splinters to move toward the skin’s surface, so applying a hunk of banana peel to a place where a sliver has lodged itself can prove more effective, and less painful than a pair of tweezers.


BLACKBERRIES


Life Savers candy attempted to swap the orange-flavored candy with blackberry in 2003—after the five flavors of orange, lemon, lime, cherry, and pineapple had remained unchanged for nearly seven decades. The change did not go over well and blackberry was soon swapped back out.
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While the fruit of blackberries is delicious, other parts of the plant have been used for medicinal purposes for centuries. For example, in the English county of Somerset, those suffering from bronchitis were advised to carry a blackberry shoot to nibble on when they started coughing, while in Scotland, the leaves were reputed to relieve burns, swelling, and even toothaches.


BLUEBERRIES


Blueberry was one of several food-scented Magic Scent crayons that Crayola discontinued in 1995 after parents complained that they smelled so enticing that their children would be tempted to eat them (according to a spokesperson for the crayon company, they had received fewer than ten reports of children actually eating the crayons, and no injuries).
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Blueberries are often confused with huckleberries. Both belong to the same family and share a similar appearance, with some dark-colored blueberries and blue huckleberries, but there is one clear way to distinguish the two: blueberries contain many fine seeds, while huckleberries contain ten larger seeds (also known as “nut-lets”). So next time you’re chomping on some berries and trying to figure out just what they are, look for the nutlets.
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There are five major varieties of blueberries in the United States: rabbiteye, southern highbush, northern highbush, low-bush, and half-high.
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CHERRIES


Cherries may have killed Zachary Taylor, the twelfth president of the United States. On the hot day of July 4, 1850, after leaving a fundraiser at the Washington Monument, the sixty-five-year-old leader “ate heartily of cherries and wild berries, which he washed down with copious draughts of iced milk and water” to refresh himself, as his son told Taylor’s doctor later. He soon was suffering from severe cramps and on the night of July 9, he died in the White House of “cholera morbus.” Though speculation of his cause of death persists, historians agree that it was likely something he ate, making cherries a top suspect.


“Japan’s Yamanashi prefecture is home to the oldest cherry blossom tree in the world. Called Jindaizakura, or “the cherry blossom from the age of the gods,” it is estimated to be roughly two thousand years old.”


COCONUTS


Cherries may have killed one president, but coconuts saved the life of another. During World War II, John F. Kennedy and his crew-mates were stranded on a small island for two days with nothing but coconuts to provide them nourishment. Eventually they made it to a larger, neighboring island and were able to find inhabitants, to whom Kennedy passed a hunk of coconut, with the message “NAURO ISL . . . COMMANDER . . . NATIVE KNOWS POS’IT . . . HE CAN PILOT . . . 11 ALIVE . . . NEED SMALL BOAT . . . KENNEDY.” The message was received, Kennedy’s crew was rescued, and, upon becoming president, he used the carved coconut as a paperweight on his Oval Office desk.
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While coconuts can save lives, they can also be deadly. No, not because those falling from trees can cause deaths (it’s an oft-repeated falsehood that “falling coconuts kill 150 people each year”) but because palmitic acid derived from coconut oil is one of the key ingredients to napalm. When combined with naphthenic acid (the “na” to palmitic acid’s “palm”) and mixed with gasoline, the incendiary mixture proved destructive, deadly, and inexpensive, and killed hundreds of thousands throughout the Vietnam War. So next time you sip your coconut water, remember that this fruit has a dark side.


FIGS


Figs are pollinated by tiny fig wasps. It works like this: A tiny, pregnant wasp enters a small opening at the end of the fig, often losing its wings and antennae in the process. It deposits pollen that it’s carrying from the flower in which it was born, then lays its larva . . . and dies inside the fig. Those eggs hatch and the baby wasps then make their way out of the fig, bringing the pollen with them to help spread the fruit’s genetic material elsewhere. The carcass of the queen wasp then is broken down into protein, which unsuspecting fig fans consume with every fruit they pop into their mouths. So next time you take a bite of a fig, know that there’s a chance you’re munching on a dead wasp carcass.


GRAPEFRUIT


This citrus fruit tastes nothing like a grape, so where does its name come from? When seen growing on a tree, the fruits grow in clusters that can appear like a bunch of oversized, yellow grapes. When unripe, the grapefruit’s green hue particularly enhances its resemblance to giant green grapes. Just don’t try popping one into your mouth all at once.
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When the grapefruit was first introduced to the West after its discovery in Barbados, Welsh naturalist Griffith Hughes called this hefty yellow citrus “forbidden fruit.” While there is debate about what he considered so forbidden about it, researchers have more recently discovered that grapefruit can have some unpleasant reactions with certain types of medications. While grape-fruit’s high levels of vitamin C and potassium make it generally very healthy, the juice has been found to let more of certain drugs (such as those meant to lower cholesterol or treat high blood pressure) enter a person’s blood, increasing the medications’ side effects. This could result in liver and muscle damage or even kidney failure. The United States Food and Drug Administration has taken to putting warnings on certain drugs, urging patients to avoid drinking grapefruit juice or eating grapefruits. In other words, at least for some people taking certain medications, grapefruit is indeed “forbidden.”
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GRAPES


In the United States, grapes are often the least-interesting ingredient in a fruit salad, but in Japan, they are highly prized—at least, specific varieties of grape. The very sweet Ruby Roman grape, about the size of a Ping-Pong ball, were developed in 2008 and have become highly valued for their flavor and texture. How prized? In 2019, a bunch of twenty-four grapes sold for 1.2 million yen (about US $11,000).
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The people of Spain and parts of Latin America practice a New Year’s Eve tradition in which they eat twelve green grapes at the stroke of midnight. Known as uvas dee la suerte, the tradition is believed to have begun in the Alicante region of Spain, as grape farmers sought to get rid of their surplus harvests. But it has developed into a full-blown superstition, with each grape believed to represent a month of the year and those who fail to finish their grapes within the clock’s chimes will be bound for misfortune over the next twelve months.


“In New Zealand, “kiwi” usually refers only to the flightless national bird that serves as a nickname for the people of New Zealand and is rarely used to describe the green fruit. So be careful when ordering kiwi in your fruit salad.”


KIWI


This fuzzy fruit is most often associated with New Zealand, which exports more than $1 billion of the product annually. But it had previously been associated with a very different part of the world. Better known in the early twentieth century as “Chinese goose-berry,” named for the north-central and eastern Chinese region to which it is native, it was rebranded in the 1960s by New Zealand exporters. After briefly dubbing the fruit a “melonette,” the name “kiwi” finally stuck.
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LEMON


Lemon season never ends. While the peak harvest tends to run from late winter to early summer, lemon trees continuously produce, and the sour fruits can be picked any month of the year.
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Lemon juice can indicate whether you are an introvert or extrovert. Researchers have found that introverts tend to have higher levels of arousal in the Reticular Activating System (RAS) area of their brains, which responds to stimuli such as food and social interaction. This naturally higher level of RAS activation in introverts leads them to feel sufficiently stimulated in smaller, quieter groups (while extroverts’ lower levels of arousal leads them to seek greater stimulation, interacting with more people) but also causes an increased salivary response to some foods, including lemons. Scientists have found that a few drops of lemon juice causes an introvert to produce a much greater amount of saliva than an extrovert, whose lower level of RAS activity requires a higher level of stimulation to be activated. So if you’re not sure whether you’re an introvert or extrovert, suck on a lemon and see what happens.
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Sweet lemons were once a thing. In the late 1920s, a variety of lemons the size of grapefruits and as sweet as oranges were developed by growers in Puerto Rico. They gave off a sweet scent that led locals to pop a couple of them into their linen closets for weeks of fresh scents. But they proved more popular for smelling than eating and soon became hard to find in the average produce aisle.


LIMES


Ever notice that while most lemons have seeds, most limes do not? That’s because most limes sold in the United States are Persian limes, a hybrid of true limes and citron that is produced without fertilization. Instead, farmers typically use grafting techniques to more or less clone one tree onto a new one, allowing for the production of more limes.
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ORANGES


Not all oranges are orange. The color is caused by a breakdown in chlorophyll in the citrus fruit’s skin, so in subtropical regions where it does not get cold enough for this to occur, the chlorophyll is preserved and the fruit remains yellow or green even once it’s ripe. But they still call the fruit an “orange.”
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Why is the fruit called “orange”? Not because of its color, it turns out. The word derives from the Arabic naranj (believed to have meant “fragrant”), which became narange in English in the fourteenth century. The “n” was eventually dropped and the fruit ended up with the familiar, unrhyme-able name we use today. The word wasn’t used to refer to a color for another two hundred years.


PAPAYAS


The black seeds of papaya fruit can be dried, ground, and sprinkled onto dishes as an exotic alternative to black pepper.


PEACHES


You’re familiar with the typical round peach, but there’s another variety that is flat, less fuzzy, and juicier than a typical peach and known by the appetizing name of “donut peaches.” Also known as “UFO peaches,” “galaxy peaches,” “sweet bagels,” and “sauzee swirls,” these saucer-shaped fruits become trendy every few years. While they might seem genetically designed for Instagram, they are naturally occurring.


“The only difference between a peach and a nectarine is that a peach has fuzz and a nectarine does not.”


Georgia may be famous for its peaches, but it produces fewer of them than the states of California, South Carolina, and New Jersey.
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PEARS


These days, pears are far from the most popular fruits. However, there was a time when people went crazy for the things. When early European colonists first introduced pears to North America in the nineteenth century, a “pear mania” went through New England’s upper class. From around 1820 to 1870, it became fashionable for gentlemen who could source pear seeds to serve up the exotic fruits to visitors to their homes as a sort of male bonding activity, along with golf and cigars. Once pears began to be produced in California in large quantities, the allure dropped off and pear mania subsided.
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“Pear cider” is actually something of a misnomer. Cider is an alcoholic beverage made from fermented apples—and only apples, with a few rare exceptions. An alcoholic beverage made from fermented pears is known as “perry.” The drink was popular in England for centuries but fell out of favor during the second half of the twentieth century. That turned around in the 1990s when the drink was rebranded “pear cider.”
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PINEAPPLES


Pineapple works as a natural meat tenderizer. The fruit is packed with the enzyme bromelain, which breaks down protein chains, making it an ideal marinade for meats, turning it soft and sweet at the same time. But for the same reason, pineapple does not work for jams or jellies, since the enzyme also breaks down gelatin. The bromelain is so strong, that pineapple processors have to wear protective gloves, otherwise over time the enzyme eats away at the skin on their face and hands, leaving dry skin and small sores.
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The world’s largest maze, according to the Guinness Book of World Records, is the Pineapple Garden Maze at the Dole Plantation on Oahu, Hawaii. Covering three acres, with two and a half miles of paths, and consisting of more than fourteen thousand plants, it includes eight stations that create a game for visitors, with a pineapple-shaped garden in the center. It takes about an hour for the average visitor to make it to the middle, but the current record holder completed it in just seven minutes.


RASPBERRIES


Raspberries are not actual berries—and neither are strawberries. In botanical terms, a berry is a fruit that develops from one flower that has one ovary. This disqualifies both raspberries and strawberries, which have flowers with more than one ovary. However, blueberries and cranberries are true berries—as are bananas, eggplants, tomatoes, and avocados (seriously).
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Why do we call that vulgar sound we make by putting our tongue between our lips and blowing out a “raspberry”? You can thank the Brits, whose Cockney rhyming slang used “raspberry tart” to rhyme with . . . well, you can probably guess. It eventually got shortened to just “raspberry.”
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The galaxy tastes like raspberry. Astronomers analyzing a giant dust cloud in the heart of the Milky Way found that it contained ethyl formate, the substance that gives raspberries their flavor. Of course, even if you manage to procure some space dust, it might not be wise to try it yourself; the researchers also found the poisonous chemical propyl cyanide in the same cloud.
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STRAWBERRIES


The typical red garden strawberry most of us think of when we hear “strawberry” is actually just one of a number of the fruits that are out there. Strawberry enthusiasts can also seek out the pineberry, which has a pale color accented with red specks, making it look like a regular strawberry that’s had the color drain from its face, and which has a sweet, pineapple-like flavor. The reddish-brown creamy strawberry grows in Finland and is appreciated for its sweet flavor. The Himalayan strawberry has a light pink color (and an apparently less-than-pleasant taste).
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It is sometimes said that strawberries are the only fruit that wears its seeds on the outside or that the average strawberry holds about two hundred seeds. However, those seedlike bits on the fruit’s skin aren’t actually seeds, they are small fruits themselves, known as “achene,” each of which contains its own tiny seed. To reproduce, strawberries don’t generally rely on these seeds, but on parts known as “runners” that grow out from the main strawberry plant, until they find new ground in which to plant themselves and grow.


“Seventeenth-century writer Dr. William Butler said of strawberries: “Doubtless God could have made a better berry, but doubtless God never did.””


The small Belgian town of Wépion is home to the Musée de la Fraise, or “Strawberry Museum.” Visitors can learn about the history of the fruit and its impact on the local economy, shop for jams, candies, and strawberry beer, and take a tour of the thirty-five-acre fruit garden.


WATERMELONS


Watermelon rinds are not only edible but also packed with health benefits. Although we tend to throw out the green part of the melon after snacking on its refreshing, pink pulp, the rind has been found to be rich in fiber, reduce blood pressure, and may even improve one’s sexual performance (at least, one peer-reviewed study found the citrulline amino acid it contains benefited men with moderate erectile dysfunction). No wonder it’s common to eat the rind in other parts of the world like China and the Middle East. Imagine eating a cucumber—a cousin to the watermelon—by slicing it into wedges and eating around the dark green skin, and you’ve got a sense of how other cultures view American reluctance to eat the watermelon skin.
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Watermelon is both a fruit and a vegetable—depending on who you ask. While it falls under the botanical definition of a fruit, since it is the ripened ovary of a seed plant which itself includes seeds, many others consider it a vegetable. This includes the people of Oklahoma, who named the watermelon the state’s official vegetable in 2007.
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