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Introduction:
The Joy of Aphrodisiacs


Ensuring the survivaL of our species, the quest for food and sex are the most basic human drives. The search for amatory bliss, and the hunt for substances that provide it, are as old as the dawn of civilization. Let’s face it, we all want better sex lives.


Lucky for us modern Homo sapiens, we don’t have to hunt and forage for aphrodisiacs. Nowadays, sexual stimulation is as close as your pantry or supermarket.


In fact, you’ve probably eaten aphrodisiacs today. Did you have coffee with a doughnut this morning? A bowl of minestrone with garlic bread for lunch? Perhaps you snacked on a handful of nuts during work or ate chocolate for dessert.


Congratulations, you’ve consumed aphrodisiacs! See, wasn’t that easy? Think of all the fun you could have had if you only knew.


Consider Temptations your personal aphrodisiac owner’s manual: a culinary road map to romance, love, and lust.


In Temptations we’ll tell you exactly what foods can turn you and your lover on and how to shift your libido into high gear; and we’ll give you ways to revitalize your body with foods that will make you fit for life—especially your sex life.


We’ll show you how to identify aphrodisiacs that are scientifically proven and guide you in creating delicious aphrodisiac-laced meals quickly, simply, and easily, so that you have plenty of time and energy for dessert. (Dessert is you!) We have also included foods that are historically purported to enhance sexual performance but have not yet been put through rigorous scientific evaluation. Of course we have put them through our own rigorous and energetic evaluation process.


Hey, someone has to do it.


Cooking and eating are like making love. The same senses—smell, sight, taste, hearing, and touch—play key roles in the kitchen and in passion play. Just by cooking a good meal, you are engaging in an erotic act. And unlike shopping in a sex boutique, which can be embarrassing (”Do you have those edible undies in a size 18?”) no one needs to know exactly what your plans are for those pine nuts or oysters. What’s more, aphrodisiacs and sex are actually good for you. We will reveal the superior nutrients in aphrodisiacs that ward off heart disease, cancer, PMS, and a wide variety of other ailments. Lovemaking itself is a form of healing that is promoted by everyone from Marvin Gaye to heart doc Dean Ornish. Many scientific studies have shown that sex enhances and heals relationships while promoting wellness. New research by Drs. Francis X. Brennan, Jr., and Carl J. Charnetski of Wilkes University suggests that a moderate amount of sexual activity strengthens the body’s immune system and fights colds, flu, and other diseases. So it stands to reason that anything that pro motes lovemaking can have beneficial effects on your well-being.


Now it’s official: Aphrodisiacs are good for your health, too!


From the Dawn of Time to Today


Aphrodisiacs have been part of human existence and the human diet since the beginning of recorded time. African hunters devoured raw lion organs. The Romans preferred wild wolf penis and crocodile semen, and the Egyptians, poisonous serpents. To assure virility on their wedding night, Prussian bridegrooms ate the testicles of wild goat, boar, or bear. Today, tiger penis and rhino horn are still sought-after aphrodisiacs in China. The greatest lovers and most passionate writers throughout history—from Aristotle and Pliny to Shakespeare and Casanova—have seized the power of aphrodisiacs. Leave it to the Bard, who warned in Macbeth that alcohol “provokes the desire, but it takes away the performance,” to write the perfect example of how aphrodisiacs, if used properly, can enhance pleasure or, used improperly, can fall flat.


It’s no coincidence that in modern America, where home- cooked meals are an afterthought, we have one of the highest divorce rates (about 50 percent) of any developed country. In France, the divorce rate is noticeably lower than America’s, romance is a way of life, aphrodisiacs grace the plate, and bad food is taboo. Are you starting to see a connection here? Every meal is an occasion to celebrate sensuality and toast love, romance, family, and life. Good food served on a bed of romance leads to a happy, healthy, long, loving, sexually satisfying life.


From Beefcake to Cheesecake


Food and sex are intimately entwined in our bodies and minds. Even our language associates food with sex. Just consider the culinary-charged terms used in the game of sexual pursuit—beefcake, cheesecake, honey, sweetie pie, sugar britches, sugar daddy, buns, sausage, melons, meat, and nuts. (Quite a meal!) In fact, the ancient Greeks were so aware of the food/sex connection that cheesecakes were baked in the shape of a woman’s breast, thus linking the taste buds with the libido and inventing one of the greatest desserts in history (or is it herstory?), that eventually gave birth to today’s wedding cake.


During World War II, G.I.’s longing for female companionship placed pictures of a scantily clad Betty Grable and her glamorous gams over their beds and referred to the pin-up as “cheesecake.” Leggy actresses weren’t the only bodies up for show. In the early 1950s erotic photographic displays of the male physique began to be exhibited in bodybuilding magazines. Eventually these pectoral pictorials began filtering into mainstream society and the term beefcake was born.


• • •


There are a number of reasons why aphrodisiacs have the power to ignite our senses, capture our imaginations, and fire up our libidos. Aphrodisiacs work on many levels and several factors come into play: chemical, sensory, emotional, romantic, social, and energy factors.


The Chemical Factor


Casanova didn’t need a double-blind, placebo-controlled research study sponsored by a giant pharmaceutical conglomerate to know that oysters are an aphrodisiac. He listened to (or perhaps watched) his body respond. Finally, science has explained what he experienced: Oysters are rich in zinc, a male virility mineral. Ol’ Casanova knew his stuff. Our sexual organs and endocrine system need special nourishment. Every day he ate dozens of oysters off the breasts of a beautiful woman, usually in a warm tub.


Why do women crave chocolate? Because it’s an aphrodisiac, tastes fabulous, and contains magnesium, a mineral that many women crave, particularly before menstruation. Chocolate also contains more than four hundred different chemicals, including phenylethylamine (PEA), an amphetamine-like brain chemical that triggers the sense of euphoria that people experience when they fall in love. Chocolate’s seductive combination of fat and sugar increases natural pleasure chemicals produced by the brain called endorphins. And the enticing food also contains the stimulants theobromine and caffeine, which rev up the central nervous system and elevate heart rate and blood pressure. All of these help put us in the “love” mood and enhance sexual performance.


The Aztec king Montezuma drank fifty cups of cocoa before entertaining his harem of six hundred women. (Toga, toga, toga!) How he ever found the time and energy to rule his kingdom is beyond us.


Everyone’s reaching for Viagra for a reason, and a lot of it has to do with diet. The over-processed, standard American diet is filled with sugar, calories, and fat, which can cause a significant drop in testosterone levels and increase the risk of erectile dysfunction. (Yes, too many double-pepperoni, sausage, and extra-cheese pizzas can rob you of your manhood. Think about that the next time you call Domino’s.) The standard American diet lacks key vitamins, such as E (which is needed to make sex hormones and sperm) and the B-complex (which helps increase blood flow to the penis); minerals like zinc and calcium (which helps fight osteoporosis, PMS, and even depression); and essential fats, all of which are needed for your body to be a healthy, functioning, sexually vital machine.


There are dozens of foods that have been shown to reverse the aging process and increase your sexual appetite and capacity. Unlike Viagra, these natural sexual stimulants and body boosters don’t have negative side effects like headaches, diarrhea, urinary tract infections, and blue/green-tinted vision. (We know, back in school you used to pay big money to a guy named Chemical Carl for the blue/green-tinted vision.) There are many foods that we’ll tell you about that work like Viagra does by boosting levels of a molecule called nitric oxide, which triggers erections.


The Sensory Factor


Babies quickly learn to associate certain tastes and smells with comfort and contentment. As adults, tastes and smells remain a trigger, while romantic love and sex become our comfort and contentment.


Eating is an intimate, sensual, and sensory activity that can stimulate our sexual appetites if the right foods are correctly prepared and consumed. Foods that remind us of sex because of their taste, texture, or appearance are turnons: Briny seafood, for example, smells and tastes like sexual juices. Not to mention that seafood is rich in nutrients that help boost hormone levels and enhance sexual function. This shouldn’t be shocking or come as a surprise; after all, life on earth originated in the sea. Raw seafood is also sensuous and suggestive because of its fleshy, soft texture. Eat seafood with the hands (think of the lobster scene in the movie Flashdance and you’ll know what we mean) and the food/sex connection becomes even clearer.


We don’t need to tell you what bananas, carrots, asparagus, and figs resemble. Look closely as you take a bite and you may find your mind wandering to thoughts of … After all, it doesn’t take much. The average male thinks about sex eleven times an hour. Flowers, which are plants’ sexual organs, remind us of the budding passion of spring—and let’s face it, blossoms resemble a vagina. (Just take a look at a Georgia O’Keeffe painting.)


Buying your lover flowers is a simple gesture that communicates: “I want to make love to you.” Why? Sensory memory. Smell is a very primitive sense that penetrates immediately and directly to emotional centers in the brain. Because we have been conditioned to associate flowers with affection, that bunch of long-stem roses is a fragrant reminder that love is on the agenda. We’ll tell you a number of ways to use flowers as well as other sweet-smelling botanicals to ignite the senses and stimulate the libido. Henry VIII, who was known for his hearty appetites (food, countries, wives, etc….) liked to munch candied roses, violets, and hawthorn. To get their juices flowing, medieval men and women drank a mixture of flowers and myrtle leaves that had been marinated in wine. In the Hindu religion, after a couple is married they spend their first night together on a bed decorated with flowers. Many popular perfumes are made from flower essence mixed with the scents of wild animals.


The Emotional Factor


From the moment we are born, the first way we interact with the world is through food. Food supports and nurtures us at the most basic level. It’s one of life’s three primary needs, along with shelter and warmth.


Preparing food for each other is a way to give and receive love. Just as in making love, when someone cooks for you, you feel nurtured, and when you cook for someone else you nurture and take care of them. Emotions manifested by a well-made meal and well- made sex are the same. We feel warm, nurtured, cared for, safe, valued, emotionally secure. In other words, loved! “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach” may be a cliché, but it is true.


Memories, emotions, and the senses are all interconnected. In many instances the emotional and sensory factors interact with each other to create extraordinary reactions.


The sensory aroma of food can evoke powerful emotional and highly charged sexual responses. There’s a reason why real estate agents tell sellers to bake bread before potential buyers view their home. (In spite of their reputation, it’s not because the agent wants a free meal.) Adults under pressure crave simple foods that evoke feelings of happiness and warmth. While you’re examining the bedrooms your olfactory glands are processing the smell of baking bread and your deep emotional center is bom barding you with the message: “Buy this house, it smells good. You will be safe and secure. You will be happy. You and your mate can cuddle up right here and make wonderful love in this marvelous house.”


The Romantic Factor


Jewelry, expensive dinners, exotic vacations, luxury cars, and other extravagant gifts are some of the ways that we have been programmed by society’s marketing machine to show our love. The hidden message isn’t very hidden: If you don’t buy, buy, buy she’ll say “Bye, bye, bye.”


Cooking is a gesture that expresses much more love than slapping down a gold card. It is a purely personal act. Cooking a meal spiked with plenty of aphrodisiacs, dressing up or down for dinner, opening a bottle of wine, lighting candles, and enjoying beautiful music and intimate conversation create an atmosphere for romance that money just can’t buy.


According to Dr. Pepper Schwartz, professor of sociology at the University of Washington, an author, and a recognized authority on sexuality, for 90 percent of couples the frequency of lovemaking decreases dramatically after only a short period of time together. Why the lack of lovemaking? People are just too busy, bored, tired, or all three, and sex gets neglected.


Temptations is your prescription for adding creativity to your love life, putting the excitement back in sex, and enticing you to make time for each other. Explore our book and you’ll find that making a romantic meal once or twice a week is a sure-fire formula for great sex and enhanced intimacy. By setting a time and date each week with your partner you ensure quality time together. It’s exciting to anticipate that date and fun to think about how and with what aphrodisiacs you will seduce each other.


The Social Factor


Throughout history food has been an integral part of romantic social structure. In Sri Lanka, when a woman cooks for a man it means that she has a relationship with him, and she calls him “the one I cook for.” In Japan, when a man and woman eat from the same bowl of rice it means that they are a couple. As part of the rituals performed in a Hindu marriage to confirm the engagement, the groom’s family gives a verbal promise of marriage and feeds misri (crystalline sugar) to the girl’s family. (Eating sweets is considered auspicious by Hindus.) After the Hindu wedding ceremony is over the bride and groom feed each other, signifying that they will take care of each other.


Brides and grooms in ancient cultures wore crowns of wheat to symbolize fertility, and in Rome a thin loaf of bread was broken over the marrying couple’s heads, and the crumbs were saved and taken home by the guests as tokens of good luck. And tiered wedding cakes originated in merry ol’ England, where the bride and groom kissed over a stack of little cakes.


The Energy Factor


Sex is an exchange of energy between two people, a balance between expansive (male, or yang) and contractive (female, or yin) forces. Particular foods and culinary combinations affect this expansive/contractive cycle and have an impact on our energy levels and sexuality. That’s one reason we love balanced, romantic, culinary combinations like champagne (a very expansive food) and caviar (a very contractive food). If the diet is unbalanced and there are too many contractive or expansive foods, sexual energy and performance will suffer.


The types of food you eat have a direct impact on how you feel, act, and perform. A heavy diet that includes lots of dense, contractive foods like meat, sweets, hard cheese, and chips can make you feel sluggish, dry, frustrated, and irritable. A diet that is expansive and contains plenty of vegetables, whole grains, nuts and seeds, and fruit can make you feel relaxed, refreshed, receptive, and creative. Learn to listen to your body and eat foods that bring you into the proper balance. We’ll show you how to do this in Chapter 10, “The Cooking Couple’s Best Sex Diet.”


Aphrodisiacs and Us, Aphrodisiacs and You


Why did we write this book? Because we have found that the best, easiest, healthiest, safest, and most fun way to enhance our love life is with aphrodisiacs.


Whether you’ve just started dating or have been together for forty years, we all want a better sex life. You may be the best lover in the world, and in a relationship with the most beautiful person on the planet, but unless you make the time to do things that enhance your sexuality the relationship will eventually wither. When you take the time to buy, prepare, and share love foods you automatically make the time to nurture and care for each other.


Now it’s time to open your mind, body, and Temptations to begin your exploration of the joy of aphrodisiacs. So what are you waiting for? You’re gonna love this trip. Turn to Chapter 1 and start fooding around!





1
Neptune’s Gift: Oysters, the Aphrodisiac King


Lewdly dancing at a midnight ball
We should for hot eryngoes and fat oysters call …
For what the drunken dame
(take head or tail), to her ’tis much the same
Who at deep midnight on fat oysters sup.


—Juvenal, Roman satirist, date unknown


Oysters are the hermaphrodites of the animal kingdom, the alchemists of the ocean, and arguably the world’s most renowned aphrodisiac. We know, you thought Michael Jackson was the hermaphrodite of the animal kingdom. Wrong, boys and girls, it’s the miraculous oyster.


Throughout history oysters have been blamed for shameless and lustful activities, from bacchanal orgies to bisexual shenanigans. Their licentious reputation is well earned in science, folklore, mythology, and the bedroom. It seems like oysters and the amorous dance of desire were made for each other.


Oysters are born in the foam of estuaries and tidal bays, which is why these bivalves are associated with the birth of Aphrodite and Venus, the Greek and Roman goddesses of love. Take a look at Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, where the naked and very well endowed goddess emerges from a seashell. We’re surprised that Madonna hasn’t ripped off this image yet. But then again, maybe the years are finally catching up.


The world’s most famous lover of women and oysters,




Oyster ABC’s


Adult oysters breed in the summer. Some species of female lay their eggs directly in the water to be fertilized by sperm, while others retain the eggs in their shells and release the spat (the poetic name for oyster young) after fertilization. After hatching, the spat swarm for several days before attaching themselves to a stable site. Edible varieties of oysters are then ready for harvesting in three to five years.


Of the hundred or so different species of oysters, only about two dozen are eaten. There are four major species: Crassostrea virginica, Ostrea lurida, Crassostrea gigas, and Ostrea edulis.


Crassostrea virginica are usually two to four inches in length and found in the North Atlantic. Common varieties include Wellfleet, Bluepoint, Pemaquoid, Chesapeake Bay, and Cotuit.


Ostrea lurida (Olympia) are small oysters (under 11 found on the West Coast and generally farmed on Seattle’s Puget Sound.


Crassostrea gigas are large oysters that grow in the Pacific Ocean. Look for Yakima Bay, Kumamoto, Penn Cove, and Golden Mantle varieties.


Ostrea edulis (European flat) are found in Europe; often called belons, these oysters can cost as much as $80 per dozen. (With people paying those prices, you know they must work!)


All edible oysters, regardless of their geographic origin, share the same chemical and aphrodisiac properties.





Casanova, claimed oysters were “a spur to the spirit and to love.” He routinely ate fifty oysters for breakfast, often in the bathtub, using a young lady’s breasts for plates. He even used oysters for love fun such as “games of the tongue,” which he played with two women named Armelline and Emile (later to be known as The Indigo Girls). Oysters were placed on the lips of the lovers and sucked in one by one by other members of the ménage à; trois.


On other occasions, Casanova lapped raw oysters from between the girl’s breasts. Then he would go lower and … well, you get the idea. (”Ah, for true ambrosia the oyster must be dipped in the heavenly sauce of love that only a maiden can provide.”)


Back in the days of the Caesars, when gluttony was in vogue and beheadings were fashionable entertainment (”Outstanding form, Aroulious. Let’s see another”), the Roman emperor Vitellius would eat as many as a thousand oysters at a time. One of the earliest and most famous bulimics known, good ol’ Vitellius tickled his throat with a peacock feather so that he could vomit and make room for more oysters. Now that’s mollusk mania.




Doin’ The Shuck & Jive


Oysters are tough nuts to crack. Who can blame them? Unable to run or fight back, they keep their shells tightly shut, their only defense against numerous prey—which, besides humans, includes starfish, birds, and the oyster drill, a type of snail that makes a small hole in the oyster’s shell and sucks out the oyster with its tongue. (Michael: “Sounds like a girl I once met at a Ramones concert.”)


Unfortunately, the fresher the oyster, the harder it is to open. And you always want the very freshest oysters. But there are several tricks to relaxing even the tightest shell. (This is one dame where you don’t want a tight fit.) Our favorite is placing oysters in the freezer for about five minutes. This relaxes them and makes the next step, opening them with an oyster knife, much easier.


Other oyster aficionados recommend placing them in a hot oven for a few seconds or immersing them in carbonated water for about five minutes. We’ve tried all three techniques and like the freezer method best.


Always open oysters right before eating them. The two tools needed for “doing it” (the term that professional shuckers use for opening an oyster) are an oyster knife and something to protect your hands. Oyster shells are extremely sharp and can bite back as you open them. Oyster knives are inexpensive (under $5) and readily available at kitchen supply stores and fish markets. In a pinch, you can use a screwdriver or a church key–style can opener. If using the church key, you will need a knife to loosen the oyster meat from the shell.


To protect your hands, you have two options. For the utilitarians among you, a heavy dish towel will do. If you’re into the S&M/Goth look, go for mesh gloves. Very handy for dispensing discipline. Before you begin, you’ll also want a platter covered with crushed ice to place the oysters on once they are opened, paper towels (this is messy work), and a bowl for discarded shells.


After assembling your tools, scrub the oysters well with a nylon pad or brush under cold running water.


Now it’s time to do battle.


1. Place the cupped, curved part of the oyster’s shell in the palm of your hand, remembering to protect your hand with a kitchen towel and/or gloves.


2. Insert your knife into the seam or hinge of the oyster and wriggle the knife back and forth to pry the oyster shells apart.


3. Slide the knife around the edges of the top shell, being careful not to spill any oyster liquid. The delicate nectar of Aphrodite contains tremendous flavor reminiscent of the briny delights below (why do you think they call it “seamen”?) and contributes greatly to oysters’ aphrodisiacal effect.


4. Using your knife to loosen the oyster meat from the bottom shell, remove and discard the top shell and any bits of debris or oyster shell that are on the opened oyster, then place the oyster on ice.


5. Serve ASAP with lemon juice, Tabasco sauce, or a dash of caviar. (See The Cooking Couple’s Oyster Menu for Amour, page 40, for other serving suggestions.)


Be patient. “Doing it” takes practice.





While most of us are stuck with the gender and genitals God gave us (modern science and several hundred thousand dollars in medical bills notwithstanding), oysters are bisexual bivalves capable of rhythmical hermaphroditism. In other words, they can switch from male to female or vice versa, which they do frequently as the seasons and water temperature change.


Sounds like Elton John at a Versace show.


The Unique Passion Food


No other food smells, tastes, looks, has the texture of, and enhances human sexual response like the oyster.


He who loves without oysters does not truly love.


—Anon., fifteenth century


Why do oysters excite palates and passion? In the case of oysters there is clear chemical and physiological proof to support more than two thousand years of historical, anecdotal, and mythological evidence.


Oysters, often referred to as the “milk of the ocean,” are nutritional powerhouses, yet low in fat and calories. (One oyster has about ten calories.) They are packed with the mineral zinc (three ounces contains about 500 percent of the daily requirement), a key element for the production of testosterone, which fuels the sex drive for both men and women.


Zinc is a male virility mineral. A study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that giving men in their sixties a zinc supplement actually doubled their testosterone levels. (God knows what it would do for the sexual potency of men in their twenties!)


An important component of the male ejaculate, zinc also aids in the proper function of the prostate, which needs ten times more zinc than any other organ in the body. The prostate gland, which is located under the bladder, plays a vital role in male sexuality, secreting about 30 percent of seminal fluid (which lubricates and combines with semen) and providing the power to make ejaculation possible. (See “The Cooking Couple’s Best Sex Diet,” page 279, for more info on the prostate.)




Oyster Trivial Pursuit


• King Theodore of Corsica claimed that his three greatest passions were love, military glory, and oysters.


• Oysters were a favorite food of Queen Elizabeth I. (Have you ever seen pictures of this old battle-ax? She needed all the help she could get.)


• For inspiration and sustenance, Mozart was primed with generous amounts of oysters and wine while writing his romantic opera The Magic Flute.


• King Henry IV ate so many oysters that they gave him his renowned bellyache. (Most likely it wasn’t the oysters’ fault. Henry, who had both leprosy and epilepsy, was not well or well liked. There is speculation that the bellyache may have been the result of a poisoning attempt.)


• Louis XIV, whose minimum portion was one hundred, made oysters fashionable at the French court.


• Marshall Turgot, one of Napoleon’s officers, ate a hundred oysters each morning for breakfast to give him courage in battle.


• American financier and philanthropist Diamond Jim Brady (aka James Buchanan Brady), known for his opulent lifestyle, love of ostentatious jewelry, and enormous appetite, was so fond of oysters that at New York City’s Delmonico’s, America’s most glamorous restaurant at the time, he once ordered five dozen as an appetizer. (He had two waitresses as his entrée.)





Zinc deficiency in men has been associated with infantilism of the sex organs (ouch!) and loss of sexual potency. Plus, low zinc counts in the bloodstream have been linked to low sperm counts.


You don’t need a Ph.D. to add up these numbers, boys. Eat oysters, protect Mr. Happy! Or, as the Oyster Institute of America says, “Eat oysters, love longer!”


Should we also add, “Love bigger”?


In women, zinc increases vaginal lubrication and studies suggest that a mild zinc deficiency may increase a women’s susceptibility to the vaginal fungal infection candidiasis.




Selecting and Storing Oysters


Oysters are extremely perishable, so you need to be careful when buying them, especially if you plan to eat them raw. First, when purchasing oysters (or any seafood) go to a reliable seafood market that you trust. Reputable seafood stores must display a government certificate guaranteeing that all seafood sold on the premises (including oysters) have been purchased and handled in accordance with federal guidelines.


If you have a health condition such as cancer or HIV and/or a weak immune system or are pregnant, you should avoid eating raw oysters entirely. Cooking does kill harmful bacteria, so feel free to eat oysters that have been cooked completely. However, cooking also lessens the aphrodisiac effect of oysters, so, as we like to say: Just like good sex, oysters are best au naturel.


There are five things you want to look for when purchasing oysters:


1. Like all bivalves, oysters in the shell must be sold live. Live oysters should feel heavy (which means they are full of juice).


2. Oysters should have a pleasant, fresh, sweet, briny aroma.


3. Oysters should be displayed cup (curved) side down, on top of, not buried in, a bed of fresh crushed ice. If they are stored on their sides, they lose juice and spoil faster.


4. Purchase oysters only with intact shells. If the shell is broken, your oyster is dead or dried out.


5. Oyster shells should be tightly closed. If an oyster shell is slightly open, tap it. If the oyster is alive, it will close its shell right away. If the shell does not close, the oyster is dead and should be thrown away.


When you get your oysters home, place them curved (cup) side down to prevent liquid from escaping. Store in a shallow bowl, covered by a damp cloth, in the refrigerator. Do not store them in a tightly closed bag or container or in fresh water. Oysters need to breathe.


Their flavor is best within the first twenty-four hours after purchase. We always get our oysters on the day we plan to eat them. Although they will remain alive under refrigeration longer, oysters are best eaten within a week of harvest and no more than three days after you purchase them.


Don’t be shy about asking the market when the oysters were harvested. If the answer sounds fishy, fish in other waters.


Shelled oysters, which are used in cooked dishes such as oyster stew or stuffing, are sold canned or frozen and have been pasteurized. While not as flavorful as freshly opened, live oysters, they are convenient. Canned oysters should be used by the expiration date, and once they have been opened, stored in the refrigerator.


Frozen oysters will keep for two to three months and should be defrosted in the refrigerator before use.





Zinc levels decrease prior to menstruation, and women with premenstrual symptoms tend to have lower overall levels of zinc. This leads some scientists to believe that additional zinc may decrease PMS symptoms. (So if your wife, girlfriend, or this summer’s fling turns into a character from Beetlejuice every third week of the month, try a date at the raw bar.)


Consuming adequate amounts of zinc during pregnancy also helps ensure the delivery of larger, healthier babies that are carried to term. (Again, pregnant women should not eat raw oysters for their extra zinc.)


Zinc found in oysters is more readily absorbed and used by the body than zinc found in supplements. So get naked and crack those shells.


Nutritionally, oysters are an ideal energizing substance for precoitus cuisine or a postcoital refill. These mollusks are high in iron (half a dozen supply a day’s requirement), iodine, complex sugars, protein, and the mineral phosphorus, which has been recommended as an aphrodisiac for centuries. (Some old medical texts dealing with aphrodisiacs have even recommended drinking seawater to gain additional phosphorus. The modern American diet provides more than adequate amounts of phosphorus, and deficiency is rarely a problem. While a little extra phosphorus can’t hurt, very high intakes can have a negative effect on your calcium stores.) Oysters also contain mucopolysaccharides, gel-like substances made from proteins and sugars that hold body tissues together and work as an aphrodisiac by increasing libido and the production of seminal fluid.


Sex in a Shell


The American gastronome M. F. K. Fisher, author of fifteen books including Consider the Oyster and Gastronomical Me, takes a somewhat less scientific view of oysters’ erotic qualities: “There are many reasons why an oyster is supposed to have this desirable [aphrodisiac] quality…. Most of them are physiological, and have to do with an oyster’s odor, its consistency, and probably its strangeness.”


Next time you encounter an oyster on the half shell, take a closer look. What do you see?


Oysters resemble human genitals, especially when eaten raw.


Take a sniff. Is that sweet, briny aroma familiar?




Oyster Cookery


Never overcook oysters unless you like chewing on rubber.


Oysters can be poached, baked, sautéed, fried, and even grilled and should be cooked just until the meat plumps and the edges curl. Smaller oysters are generally more tender and require slightly less cooking time than larger oysters, which can be cut in half before cooking. Cooking oysters in their shells (which can be done with both grilling and baking) will keep the flesh moist and boost the flavor. For a classy presentation, serve cooked oysters in the bottom shell, from which the meat can easily be pried with a fork.


The most famous oyster dish, oysters Rockefeller, was created in 1899 by Jules Alciatore at the world-famous New Orleans restaurant Antoine’s. The original recipe, which called for copious amounts of butter, was so rich that it was named for the head of the Standard Oil Company, John D. Rockefeller.


Jules made the dish by baking three dozen oysters in their shells on a bed of rock salt for five minutes. He then topped them with a sauce made from puréed spinach, green onions, parsley, Tabasco sauce, butter, bread crumbs, and sometimes a little absinthe (when it was legal). The oysters were then baked for an additional five minutes.


New Orleans has given birth to several other famous oyster dishes, including oysters Suzette (with pimento and bacon), oysters Catheryn (with artichokes), and oysters O’Hanlon (with onions and eggplant).





Think of the last time you made hot, desperate, animalistic love in an enclosed area. Ah, now you know what we mean.


Oysters’ fleshy texture and pleasant, salty flavor exude sexuality. It’s as if God took the essence of sexual passion, wrapped it in an almost indestructible jewelry case, and presented the prized trinket to the human race as a gift.


Forget diamonds; oysters are a girl’s best friend.


• • •


Oysters are not a staple food, like bread, that you mindlessly munch at lunch. Oysters are special. For us, the ultimate romantic offering is a dozen lovingly (and, might we add, painstakingly) opened oysters presented on a bed of ice accompanied by hot sauce or perhaps a dab of caviar, champagne, and a lover clad in something silky, revealing just a hint of what the night will bring.




Our Oyster Pantry


We like to keep a pantry full of different ingredients to top raw or cooked oysters with whatever appeals to us at the moment. Consider the following as accompaniments to complement raw oysters:


• Lemon wedges


• Worcestershire sauce


• Tabasco or other hot sauce


• Cocktail sauce


• Mignonette sauce (chopped shallots in red wine vinegar)


• Grated horseradish


• Freshly chopped parsley, chives, or dill


• Thyme, celery seed, or fennel seed


• Cayenne, paprika, or curry powder


• Caviar or salmon roe


• Black Sambuca or other licorice-flavored liqueur


For complementing cooked oysters try:


• Goat or other strong-flavored cheese such as Asiago or Parmesan


• Pesto


• Romesco sauce (a robust Spanish sauce made from peppers, garlic, and nuts)


• Gremolata (2 minced garlic cloves mixed with 1 teaspoon grated lemon peel and ¼ cup chopped parsley)


To drink with oysters we suggest champagne, dry sherry, Riesling, Sauvignon Blanc, or an oaky Chardonnay.






Oriental Oysters, Netherlandish Delight, and Parisian Passion Ammo


Chinese society has been enjoying oysters’ arousal power even longer than Westerners. The ancient Chinese cultivated oysters in saltwater ponds as early as 320 B.C. According to Daniel Reid, author of The Tao of Health, Sex, and Longevity, oysters were listed in Chinese medicine as an aphrodisiac when eaten fresh and raw, because they contain a number of active hormones and enzymes. According to French marine biologist Arnaud Lacoste, “Oysters, like humans, have a defense mechanism against stress that starts with the secretion of hormones that are the same as those found in humans.”


In the tale “The Oysters and the Concubine,” a rejected concubine tries to win back her Ming dynasty warlord by secretly feeding him one hundred oysters. That night she sneaks into his bedroom hoping to romance him, but she is too late. He is already vigorously engaging his whole harem. (This story is due to be made into a major motion picture starring Julia Roberts and Chow Yun-Fat, titled Hidden Oyster, Broken Shell.)


During Chinese New Year, dried oysters (or ho xi) are still eaten to bring all good things in the coming year, because in Cantonese a homonym for oyster, or houxi, is “good business.”


Of course, oysters have nothing to do with the explosive growth of the Chinese population, right?


Je vis absolument comme une huître. (I live just like an oyster.)


—Franz Kafka 
(This from the guy who wrote The Metamorphosis.)


Oysters, which grow wild throughout the world’s oceans—on both coasts of North America and in Europe, Asia, and Australia—are a universal love food. During the seventeenth century in the Netherlands, oysters were the symbol for all aphrodisiacs. Many Dutch paintings of this so-called golden century depict youths drinking, playing music, courting, and consuming these succulent seducers.




Oyster Mushrooms


For mushroom and mollusk enthusiasts, we have the perfect food: oyster mushrooms. Like their namesake, oyster mushrooms grow in clusters, have a shell-like shape, and are available wild and cultivated. Hailed in a Sung dynasty (A.D. 960–1280) poem as “the mushrooms of flower heaven,” oyster mushrooms come in a rainbow of colors, including white, blue, gray, brown, yellow, and pink.


These fungi, like many other types of mushrooms, are also great for your bod. Besides being high in protein and low in calories and fat, oyster mushrooms show promise on the medical frontier. Studies indicate they can improve cholesterol levels and inhibit tumors.


Oyster mushrooms have a velvety texture and delicate, mild flavor that is enhanced by herbs and cream sauces and works well in chicken, veal, pork, and seafood dishes.


The simplest way to fix oyster mushrooms and bring out their flavor is to sauté them in a tablespoon or two of butter or oil with a chopped onion and/or a clove or two of garlic. Oyster mushrooms can also be grilled or added to soups, pasta dishes, stews, and sauces. For a double oyster delight, try our recipe for Simple Sautéed Oysters, page 42, with a side of sautéed oyster mushrooms.


Mushrooms are more than a culinary treat. One of the most popular mushrooms in the world, the shiitake (also known as the Chinese black mushroom), has for centuries been hailed as an aphrodisiac. The ancient Egyptians believed mushrooms were the plant of immortality and declared the fungus fit only for royalty. Mushroom rituals were common in Russia, China, Greece, Rome (Nero called mushrooms “the food of the gods”), Mexico, and Latin America, and the plant was believed to impart superhuman strength and lead the soul to heaven.





[image: image]


Is it a coincidence that the French, one of the most romantic and gastronomically adept people on the planet, eat more oysters per capita than the citizens of any other country? (The French word for oyster, huître, is also slang for “female genitalia.”)


In France, oysters are on the plate at every special occasion and on the menu at every good French restaurant. The record for “doing it” (shucking oysters) belongs to Marcel Lesoille, a Frenchman who opened 2,064 oysters in one hour. To the French, the oyster has always been the champion of what the famous gastronome Brillat-Savarin called the sens genesique, a “sixth sense” that uses all the senses to bring the sexes together.


Not only are French oysters famous as passion ammo, they were also used by Catholic armies in 1573 as projectiles to rain down upon the Huguenots during the eight-month siege of La Rochelle. (So what was their goal? To make the Huguenots f—k themselves to death?)


Why, then the world’s mine oyster, Which I with sword will open.


—William Shakespeare, Merry Wives of Windsor


When in Rome …


In 103 B.C. the Romans began cultivating oysters, the first effort in the West to domesticate wild seafood, in the region of Baia near Naples. Oysters were kept in salt pools, fed wine and pastries, and eaten as an appetizer during many a Roman orgy. (You know what the main course was!)


The Romans introduced oyster cultivation to Britain in 407.




Pearl Neckless?


Don’t bother looking for pearls. They are formed in some types of oysters when nacre, the material inside oyster shells, builds up around a piece of foreign matter, such as a grain of sand. The oysters that make these precious spheres are a completely different species from edible oysters.


By the way, the legend of Cleopatra dissolving pearls in vinegar and drinking the liquid as an aphrodisiac is false. She actually used white M&M’s. It makes you wonder how Mark Antony conquered anything if he was this easily duped. Apparently, Mr. Antony was thinking with his … sword at the time.





Even 1,500 years ago the Romans knew that the Brits needed all the help they could get when it came to sex. It’s nice to see that things haven’t changed much in merry ol’ England after all these years.


He had often eaten oysters, but had never had enough.


—W. S. GiLbert of GiLbert & SuLLivan


In Georgian and Victorian London, before the Thames and the North Sea were polluted, oysters were cheap, abundant, and frequently served free in pubs as bar snacks, accompanied by pints of porter. (A classic aphrodisiac balancing act of an expansive food, beer, and a contractive food, oysters. More on this in Chapter 10, “The Cooking Couple’s Best Sex Diet.”)


Today, microbreweries on the Isle of Man (located in the Irish Sea, between Great Britain and Ireland) still make a traditional oyster stout called Bushy’s Oyster Stout by boiling oysters with the beer wort during the brewing process. (Tastes bad, works good.)


Marston’s, one of the world’s best breweries, also makes a dry, oaky stout designed to complement oysters.


Oysters in America: Better Late Than Never


Native Americans on both coasts considered oysters a staple food and left huge piles of shells 2,500 to 3,500 years ago as evidence of their appetites. Wampum, beads of polished shells, were strung on strands, belts, and sashes and used as ornaments and money.


Not to be outdone by their native neighbors, early American settlers devoured ten bushels a year per capita. (A bushel equals thirty-two quarts.) In 1621 the Pilgrims in Plymouth, Massachusetts, served baked oysters on the half shell as part of the first Thanksgiving feast, along with venison, cornbread, homemade wine, and possibly wild turkeys. Oysters were so plentiful that the first colonists of Jamestown described the mollusks that they found in Chesapeake Bay as lying “thicke as stones,” and Benjamin Franklin once fed a bucket of oysters to his horse. (That’ll put some giddyap in your pony.) You do have to wonder what these “Puritans” did with all that sexual energy.


Oh yeah, they raped, pillaged, and wiped out the Native Americans while remaining chaste and God-fearing.


Could the massive explosion of the American population in the nineteenth century be connected to this oyster bingeing? Not only did oysters help keep early American settlers alive, they helped fuel expansion westward across the Great Plains. Throughout the nineteenth century, raw and cooked oysters were a national passion; people couldn’t get enough of the aquatic treat. Annual oyster production in Chesapeake Bay alone was over 111 million pounds, compared with only 4 million pounds in 1990.


Oysters were such an important component of American cuisine that an “Oyster Line” was created to deliver the mollusks via stagecoach to hungry settlers hankering for their fix. Oyster merchants kept their charges alive by housing them in saltwater tanks and then packing them in barrels filled with wet straw and shipping them across the country by stagecoach, rail, and canal. Before the railroad was built, oysters were rapidly shipped from Baltimore (which today still has some roads paved with oyster shells) to Pittsburgh via stagecoach and ferried downriver to oyster parlors in Cincinnati and other inland cities.




R is for …


One of the most common oyster myths is “Eat oysters only in months that contain the letter r. ” This guideline was written before the days of modern refrigeration, when oysters would spoil quickly—particularly in the warm “r”-less months of May, June, July, and August. Today modern refrigeration has made most oysters a year-round treat.


While summer is the most popular time to enjoy oysters, that’s actually when they are the least tasty. Oysters and other shellfish spawn in the warmer weather, and during mating season oysters lose some of their taste and become fatty and soft, as opposed to lean, meaty, and flavorful. If you want to enjoy oysters in the summer, look for ones that have been farmed or imported from cooler waters.


When you go for the raw, stick to oysters from cooler waters and regions such as New England and the Pacific Northwest. The warm southern waters of the Gulf Coast, off the coasts of Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas—particularly from May through September—so ideal for growing plump, succulent oysters also provide the perfect breeding ground for a potentially deadly type of bacteria called Vibrio vulnificus.





Even honest Abe got in on the oyster orgy. Lincoln was well known back in Illinois for the oyster parties that he held at his home, where oysters were the only thing on the menu. For a man who obviously appreciated the power of oysters, you would think that Abe could have smiled more. But then again, he was married to Mary Todd Lincoln, a woman who could wipe the smile off Bozo’s face.


Shortly after the Gold Rush of 1849, Hangtown Fry, one of the most famous American oyster dishes, was created in the California town of Placerville (known back then as Hangtown because it was a major center for administering justice as well as transacting business) at the Cary House by a chef named “Nick Hang-town.”


According to legend, a miner who had just struck it rich came into the Cary House Hotel demanding the priciest breakfast available. The expensive dish made from oysters and eggs soon became a San Francisco signature breakfast and a favorite dish for gold diggers working in the mining center. Add a prostitute for dessert (yes, they were in abundance in Hangtown) and the meal could be called Hangtown Fry with cheesecake. The combination of fried eggs and oysters with a side of bacon was also a favorite last meal for condemned prisoners prior to execution.


Who wants to die with their mast at half-staff?




{ Hangtown Fry }


During the California Gold Rush of 1849, meat, eggs, and oysters were extremely expensive foods. Eggs alone sold for about 50 cents each, and oysters and bacon were practically worth their weight in gold, so indulging in a plate of Hangtown Fry cost $6 to $7, a small fortune back then. Today, Hangtown Fry will set you back only a few bucks and makes for a wonderful romantic brunch or two A.M. snack when you’re hankering for a little refueling. Here’s this quintessentially American dish.
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