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It Must've Been Something I Ate

Acclaim for JEFFREY STEINGARTEN's


“Armed with a sense of adventure, a spymaster's array of fancy gadgets, and a mind that finds it natural to introduce Boccaccio into a disucssion of Parmesan cheese, he turns out little thrillers on the riddles of salt and the making of perfect pizza, salutes to chocolate and goose. Steingarten asserts that eaters ask modern cooking to be ‘stunning, original, precise, provocative, and very delicious,’ and his best prose displays those very qualities.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Like the best food, nourishes and delights.”

—The Boston Globe




“Endlessly entertaining and thought-provoking … Steingarten moves with boundless authority and wit between the search for a perfect espresso and investigations into why the Chinese don't all have MSG-induced headaches and whether different types of salt have different flavours. This is food-writing at its succulent best.”

—The Sunday Times (London)




“The tireless culinary connoisseur is back in full force…. And somehow, during all his pursuits, he manages to remain an entirely likeable food snob—mainly because he's funny, even self-deprecating.”

—Time Out New York




“A witty, humorous culinary road trip, even for those with a lesser interest in food. For serious gourmets and gourmands, it is a road trip not to be missed. Read it with a food you love.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram




“Steingarten may be our most original investigative food writer.”

—William Rice, Chicago Tribune




“Erudition, sense of humour, graceful prose, fanatical gluttony—[Steingarten]'s got it all.”

—The Guardian




“This is a gastronome who sifts the minutiae of science and culture with the big picture in sight and a warm wit always roiling just beneath the surface of his writing.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution




“So energetic, so informative, and so right in its central arguments.”

—The Daily Telegraph (London)




“Steingarten remains a compulsively funny writer…. Short of a food fight, this book is the best way to have fun with edibles.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“Delectable…. Steingarten's tools for creating delight are the same as the chefs and bakers and farmers, terrestrial and marine, whose work he celebrates. He has an intense and contagious pleasure in food.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune
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JEFFREY STEINGARTEN

It Must've Been Something I Ate

Jeffrey Steingarten is Vogue's food critic and the author of The Man Who Ate Everything. He trained to be a food writer at Harvard Law School and on the Harvard Lampoon. On Bastille Day, 1994, the French Republic made Mr. Steingarten a Chevalier in the Order of Merit for his writings on French gastronomy. Chevalier Steingarten discloses that his preferred eating destinations are Memphis, Paris, Bangkok, Alba, and Chengdu—and his loft in New York City, where he has recently created well over a firkin of cultured butter.

Essays in this collection have won a National Magazine Award and several prizes from the James Beard Foundation and the International Association of Culinary Professionals. The Man Who Ate Everything was a New York Times bestseller and the winner of the Julia Child Cookbook Award and the Guild of British Food Writers' Prize for the year's best book about food.
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The Man Who Ate Everything
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THE WAY WE EAT NOW

Technically, it is known as the Calamari Index, or C.I., and it measures precisely how far we've come as a nation of eaters over the past 30 years. In the sixties and for most of the seventies, calamari consumption in this country was among the lowest in the world. (They were most popular in Cyprus, Japan, Korea, Spain, Greece, and Italy.) Very few Americans would go near a cuttlefish. Everything about them was repulsive. My own Personal Calamari Index, or P.C.I., was truly pitiful as well.

And then, in the mid-eighties, the C.I. totally took off. Calamari began cropping up on every street corner in America. Raw fish would quickly follow. Today there is hardly a restaurant anywhere that doesn't offer fried, flavored, crispy calamari as an appetizer, paired with a themed dipping sauce. We love to munch on the multitude of crunchy little tentacles. We are amused to watch the curled rows of tiny suckers slide into our mouths. I have recently been eating bugs, as well. We'll get to that in a minute.

Thus, by graphing the weight of calamari the average American man, woman, and child consumes each year, we obtain an exact yet simple indicator of how completely we have overcome our inbred revulsion toward certain foods and, whether yielding to social pressure or truly opening up and evolving as human beings, have learned to love them. In the interests of accuracy, we should call it the Cephalopod Index, or C.I., because official statistics from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations combine cuttlefish with squid and octopus under the overarching category of cephalopods. According to the FAO, between the early sixties and today, U.S. cephalopod intake soared by 184 times!.

What better example can one imagine of the universal truth that no food is inherently revolting? Infants are not repulsed by the sight or smell of rotten meat crawling with maggots. Forty- two cultures around the world eat rats. And now, the creature that once inspired only nightmares to disrupt the Anglo-American sleep cycle has become commonplace.

What divine or cosmic force has wrought such a change? I would venture that at least half the credit is owed to the present author and his relentless international campaign to coax and, if necessary, humiliate people who hold on to phony allergies, bogus intolerances, nutritional nonsense, and provincial preferences. Once you master the chapter entitled “Fear of Formaggio,” you will surely understand. Sadly, I nearly meet my comeuppance in “Taro, Taro, Taro.”

As I related in the introduction to my first book, The Man Who Ate Everything, when I became Vogue's food critic, I felt an ethical responsibility to rid myself of every psychological and cultural prejudice and inhibition preventing me from becoming the perfect omnivore, the ideally neutral critic. Six heroic months later, I had reached my goal, with two exceptions. First, I had failed to shed my distaste for desserts in Indian restaurants. But as I feel I completely opened my heart to them, I refuse to blame myself for what others might perceive a monumental personal failure. And second, under the press of time, I had temporarily recused myself in the matter of bugs.

Though insects are crunchy, nutritious, high in protein, inexpensive, and easy to cook, most people I know in northern Europe and North America (excluding Mexico) avoid them. Elsewhere, people are especially fond of locusts, grasshoppers, crickets, termites, butterflies, beetles, and the larvae and pupae of large moths. In Presencia de la comida prehispánica, Teresa Yturbide reports that when the Spanish conquerors arrived in America, they found the Maya and Aztecs enjoying roasted corn worms, tacos stuffed with grilled toritos (avocado bugs), and the red and white worms that breed and live in the maguey plant. (To retain their fat, the red ones were first roasted over low heat, then crushed with roasted tomatillos and chiles, and eaten with blue- corn tortillas.) Plus, they ate jumil bugs, wood larvae, green worms, the pupae and eggs of the big-shoed wasp, honey ants, vine ants, ant eggs, sage worms, and sun-dried chia worms, which are as long as your hand and have tentacles on their heads.

I will admit to an anguished ambivalence about bugs. My progress toward becoming a perfect omnivore in this area has been slow yet steady. I began in Tijuana, at the famed restaurant Cien Años. Mosquito caviar and most other Mexican insect specialties were out of season, but we were able to order fried crickets, which came with a bowl of green salsa and a basket of soft, warm, blue-corn tortillas in the style of Puebla. We formed tacos by wrapping the tortillas around the salsa and the crickets, and they were delicious. The little critters were sweet and nutty, and, as with other bugs I've tried, deep-frying had eliminated their squishy bodily fluids and rendered them so light and crisp that you might have thought they were delightful pepitas, salted roasted pumpkin seeds.

Yet I could not forget I was eating bug tacos. I kept imagining that the crickets would come back to life and walk out of the tortilla, onto the red carpet that is my tongue, and down my throat. I did much better at an amazing covered market in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Sure, I turned down the king-size batter-fried flying cockroaches, but I relished the deep-fried, inch-long, spindle- shaped yellow bamboo worms. They lacked both legs and faces, an advantage for the novice eater. For a baht or two, I bought a bag and ate them like Fritos. I love nearly everything deep-fried, but I especially love Fritos. My second trip to Chiang Mai witnessed a quantum leap forward. In the chapter simply yet eloquently entitled “Thailand,” I share the happy news that my bug phobia has nearly been extinguished.

But all this talk about bugs is off the point. Most people who write about eating insects do so for the shock value, and although I am the last person in the world to eschew sensationalism, it does distract us from the fundamental lessons we must draw from our lives as omnivores and our responsibilities as mammals. In all of Nature's kingdom, only mammals, female mammals, nourish their young by giving up part of their own bodies. For us, food is not just dinner. Our attitudes toward food mirror our feelings about mothers and nurturing, about giving and sharing, about tradition and community—and about whether the natural world seems inherently benign or hostile. Some people have good attitude and others have bad attitude. Which describes you? Just take this simple test. Read the two statements below and choose which one, in all honesty, you would be more likely to utter.


	“I feel awful this morning, my skin is covered with bumps, and I can hardly see straight. It must've been something I ate.”


	“I feel light as a feather this morning, my mind is clear as a bell, and I've got a smile on my face for the whole human race. It must've been something I ate.”




If you favor sentiments like the first, I'm afraid that you probably have a paranoid bias against the universe and a very long way to go. But it is not entirely your fault. So much of the world around us is still organized to frighten us about food. You would think from reading the newspapers that eating is the leading cause of death. It is not.

Nobody would recommend a nonchalant attitude toward germs. I have eaten raw chicken only twice, and that was in Japan, with peanut sauce, because everybody else was doing it. But the fact remains that food-borne illness barely makes it into the top 20 causes of death. There are 2 times the number of homicides, 6 times the number of suicides, and 20 times the number of fatal accidents.

I knew something was out of joint two years ago when several major papers reported the breaking news that Americans suffer 76 million food-borne illnesses a year, including 325,000 hospitalizations, and 5,000 deaths! The Chinese news service Xin hua sent out a dispatch. “5,000 Americans Die,” they chortled. Okay, maybe they weren't chortling. But the American media had surely given aid and comfort to the enemy.

Are these numbers bogus? Not at all. But they were already more than a year old when the newspapers published them. (I recognized them instantly from my research on raw-milk cheese in the chapter “Cheese Crise.”) They had been published in the fall of 1999 in Emerging Infectious Diseases, a widely available peer- reviewed journal of the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Old numbers do not belong in front-page headlines. One might call them news-borne illnesses. Why did the newspapers and the FDA want to frighten us? Cui bono?

The real news was that the number of food-linked fatalities was only half what had previously been thought. The headlines should have read, “Only Half of Americans Previously Feared Food-Dead Truly Are.” Another CDC publication issued at about the same time was entitled, “Achievements in Public Health, 1999–1999: Safer and Healthier Foods.” Let Xinhua put a spin on that one.

As the current craze for the class Cephalopoda demonstrates, acting fussy about your food is less and less in vogue. We've learned to be skeptical about most nutritional warnings. Now we know that salt is harmful to only 8 percent (or less) of the population. Much of what the government told us in the 1988 Surgeon General's Report on Nutrition and Health has been discredited, along with the nutritionists who believed it. We also know that eating lots of nonanimal fat does you no harm (and is probably better for you than a high-carbohydrate diet), that consuming bushels of fruits and vegetables does not lessen the risk of colon cancer, that drinking alcohol does prevent heart attacks, that nobody is so lactose intolerant that he or she can't drink a glass of milk, that no more than 2 percent of us truly have food allergies, that chocolate may even have protective powers. (Or maybe not. This tangled web is unraveled in “Chocolate Dreams,” hereinbelow.) The eating public has dramatically relaxed, according to both National Restaurant Association surveys and the plum meting S.I. This is the SnackWell's Index, which measures our per capita consumption of SnackWell's cookies (fat-free but still very fattening) and thus the tendency of Americans to become and remain nutritional nincompoops. The SnackWell bubble burst several years before the stock market did. Until then, we were a nation obsessed with a ridiculous cure.

Thus, the forces of food phobia and prejudice continue to lurk. Here is my current theory. There is no society that encourages gluttony, and there never has been. Until recently, few people had enough money to be gluttons. And those who did were held back by law, religion, custom, or scarcity. None of these hinder us today. We are all in grave danger of running amok. We desperately need something to restrain us. That's why we invented the nutrition fads and fears of the past 20years. Can it be coincidence that 1982 witnessed both the astounding tripling of cephalopod consumption in the United States and the first front-page nutritional scare story I can remember: Time magazine's infamous (with me) cover story, “Salt: A New Villain?” Of course not. There are no coincidences.

One can only pray that this insight will truly set us free.

A girl I met at a party said, “I know you. You're the man who writes about food for fun.” I had forgotten there was any other way. That's truly what this book is about. It is about cooking old roosters in red wine; about making blood sausage in southwest France, lobster rolls in Greenwich Village, and bread in Rome; about growing vegetables in California and enjoying vegetables in Paris; about eating a wide swath through Thailand and sacrificing everything to make the perfect pizza. It's about the taste of salt and the taste of steak. It's about the mind-body problem. And about the elemental, primordial glee we feel every time we are called to dinner.





Who Is Having All the Fun?

For now, with nearly every bite I take, in the back of my mind there looms the same nagging question: Who is having all the fun? Is it my brain, or is it really me?

Toro, Toro, Toro

Brain Storm

As the Spit Turns

Cast Party

Taro, Taro, Taro




TORO, TORO, TORO

Aft here, drive'em aft,” I shouted. “Call all hands! Man the capstan! Blood and thunder! Lower away … and after him!”

I stood before the mirror in my bedroom, admiring my new outfit and rehearsing the handful of nautical phrases I had collected from my dog-eared copy of Moby-Dick. Soon I would be jetting toward Ensenada on the Pacific coast of Baja California, where I would set out upon an epic hunt for … the giant bluefin!

Why the bluefin? Simply because the raw meat from its belly is one of the most delicious things on Earth. Isn't that enough?

Bluefin are tuna, one of about 13. species, depending on who is doing the counting. They are among nature's most perfectly designed creatures, one of the largest fish in the sea (1,800 pounds appears to be the record) and among the fastest (capable of bursts as high as 56 miles an hour). Bluefin are able to navigate from Japan to California and back, from the Caribbean to Norway—they have binocular vision, acute hearing, sensors in their skin for pressure and temperature, and magnetic particles in their body that are thought to act as compasses. They are astonishingly streamlined, with hollows into which their fins retract and flatten at high speeds. Their bodies are 75 percent muscle. From birth until death, bluefin can never stop moving forward. If they did, they would die of suffocation. They are voracious predators, consuming up to 25 percent of their weight each day in sardines, squid, herring, and other living treats. They hunt like wolves, in deadly packs, which we call “schools,” to make them seem cuter.

Bluefin are also the most valuable wild animals on Earth.

I have read that the world record for one giant bluefin is $83,500, set in 1992at Tsukiji in Tokyo, the world's largest fish market. This comes to nearly $120a pound. More typical auction prices these days at Tsukiji (pronounced “skee gee”) range from $15to $40a pound, a weakness ascribed to Japan's current economic problems. The daily auctions at Tsukiji set the world prices for bluefin, because the Japanese are prepared to pay more than anybody else for their flesh. Whenever you're curious, go to fis.com, click on Market Prices, select Tokyo-Chuo under Far East Prices, and scroll down to Bluefin. I am always curious.

(Ahi tuna, a name you see printed with pride on most American menus these days, is yellowfin tuna, which the Japanese consider inferior not only to bluefin but also to southern bluefin, bigeye, and albacore, and just ahead of skipjack. “Ahi” is the Hawaiian name for yellowfin. Things Hawaiian have a special cachet in California, which they lack in the rest of the country. California is home of most American tuna canneries, and restaurants there were initially fearful that customers were avoiding the dish listed as “grilled tuna.” The name ahi was a godsend. On the East Coast, it sounded vaguely Japanese. Boasting of ahi on a menu is like featuring USDA Commercial grade beef at a steak house.)

The price of a bluefin depends on its size, freshness, and shape (it should be roughly football-shaped, with a swelling underside). Most important is the quality of its flesh, especially the amount and grade of toro—the pink meat from its tender, fatty belly. Bluefin experts at Tsukiji carry a sashibo, a long, thin, hollow metal rod that can be plunged under the gills and right through the fish to extract a sample of its meat, layer by layer, like a geological core.

The upper half of a bluefin's body consists of rich, shiny red meat called akami, of which the middle section, the naka, is of the highest quality. Between the upper body and the belly is a dark, bloody muscle called the chiai, which many people will not eat, though my dog, Sky King, has no compunctions. Nearly all the toro is found in the belly, which gets fattier, more delicate, and more sought after the nearer it is to the head. The middle and tail sections of the belly are medium-grade toro, chu-toro. Toward the head lies the o-toro, great toro, the most delectable and expensive fish in the world. Right behind the gills is the kama, perhaps the choicest cut on the entire bluefin, although, among some connoisseurs, just the masticatory muscle is an object of profound gastronomic worship. I had some the other day and found it a bit sinewy. Some bigeye tuna have a rare and valuable form of toro near the bones on their dorsal side, the upper body, called se-toro. I may have tasted se-toro at a little dump of a sushi place in Santa Monica, but I'm not sure.

Two thin little rectangles of o-toro (great toro) at a top sushi place in this country will cost you $20, much more in Tokyo. That is why I have never been able to eat enough toro for complete satisfaction. Well, maybe I have, just once. Sometimes, I feel like a giant bluefin, my powerful musculature propelling me about the world in search of food. Like the bluefin, if I stop, I die. Isn't this astounding? So much for the idea that taste is subjective and mutable.

The Japanese are not alone in their love of tuna belly. I own an anatomical diagram of a bluefin published in Italy in 1919. It shows the ventresca or sorra bianca, the fatty belly, and above it, where the Japanese chu-toro lies, is the Italian tarantello. The part of the belly just behind the head—the fattiest and most valuable—appears to be called pendini or spuntatore. Things have not changed much since Pliny the Elder wrote in his Natural History, in the first century A.D.: “The choicest parts are the neck and the white flesh of the belly, and the throat, provided they are fresh…. The poorest parts are near the tail, because they have no fat; the parts from near the jaw are the most sought after.”

Where were you when you first tasted o-toro? Me, I was in Los Angeles, ten years ago, sitting at the counter at Ginza Sushiko, a very fine sushi restaurant then in a little strip mall on Wilshire. The chef, Masa Takayama, placed two smooth pink rectangles of fish on my plate, and I took one, unaware that this, at last, was toro. At first it was like having a second tongue in my mouth, a cooler one, and then the taste asserted itself, rich and delicately meaty, not fishy at all. The texture is easier to describe—so meltingly tender as to be nearly insubstantial, moist and cool, not buttery or velvety as people sometimes say. Have you ever tasted a piece of velvet?

I knew this was one of those peak gastronomic moments you never forget, like the last time you ate a perfect peach, or the first time you tasted a ripe, raw-milk Camembert or sautéed foie gras, or every time you have white truffles or pizza bianca. I immediately formulated a theory that moments like these draw on the collective genetic memory of the human race, reaching across national and racial lines, superseding all questions of taste, culture, habit, or custom.

I can vaguely appreciate the romance of fishing. As a boy, I was able to read the first half of Ernest Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea before losing interest. I have shared a charter or two out of Montauk, at the far tip of Long Island, to catch striped bass and bluefish (no relation to bluefin). And one of my oldest friends, usually well balanced, has become a fanatical fly fisherman. He flies to Tierra del Fuego (no joke) to catch river trout. Then, he throws them back. He does not like the taste of trout or any other fish, for that matter. His aim is to outwit these fantastically clever creatures—and, more profoundly, to subdue the primordial forces of Nature itself.

But that is not my goal. My goal is not to subdue Nature. My goal is to eat Nature.

And, let's face it. The bluefin tuna may be the most perfect creature in all the seven seas, but it is a fish nonetheless. For a human to trick a bluefin or a trout is really no contest. Sure, I enjoy vanquishing the primordial, elemental forces of the universe as much as the next guy. But for me, and for humankind since time beyond memory, the purpose of fishing is dinner.

Preparations for my trip to Ensenada had gone smoothly. The only snag was finding the right outfit. It was December. The weather could be balmy and dry, balmy and wet, cold yet dry, or cold and wet. I knew what I needed: a light but not flimsy shell crafted from a space-age fabric that is breathable yet waterproof. My closet was littered with 20 years' worth of allegedly breathable-yet-waterproof shells that in actuality either admitted water like cheesecloth, or hermetically held in one's body heat and moisture like a terrarium. At last, I found the ideal balance in a way-overpriced shell from Patagonia in chic and slimming black. This is not the perfect color if you need to be rescued from an angry sea, but since when was high fashion meant to be practical? My friend Gloria Steinem, paraphrasing Thoreau, once told me that she avoids any occasion for which you have to buy new clothes. That's where we part ways. I feel that her view is at sharp variance with the ethos and mission of my principal employer. For the right to pursue and eat the giant bluefin, I would gladly buy any number of superfluous new outfits, while Ms. Steinem's scruples will leave her languishing on the dock.

My plan was to drive down to Ensenada and visit one of a handful of bluefin farms in the world, and probably the only one on the North American coast. Afterward, I would go in search of a tuna boat—a commercial or sports vessel—that would take me out in search of the wild giant bluefin. Ensenada is an hour and a half down the coast of Baja California from the U.S.-Mexico border crossing. The last half hour of coastline is spectacularly beautiful in any weather, and that day the air and ocean were crystalline and pure. I was driven down by Philippe Charat, a principal owner of Maricultura del Norte and its bluefin farm off the coast. (Philippe was born 60 years ago, in Paris, to a Russian father and a French mother, who took refuge in Mexico before World War II. Later, he studied at Harvard and now lives in Rancho Santa Fe, north of San Diego, as a Mexican citizen with permanent U.S. residency.) Philippe had offered to show me his operation and then help me find a tuna fishing boat. Somewhere in between, we would have a lunch of abalone and perhaps a little raw bluefin. Only the thought of lunch could alleviate my mild depression, brought on by the perfect weather, which was too warm and clear for my brand-new outfit.

We reached a rocky beach conveniently opposite Philippe's floating bluefin farm, but the water was too choppy for us to use the small company boat. And so we traveled farther down the coast, clambered into a company truck, and drove for a nauseating eternity on one of the most perilous dirt-and-rock roads I have ever known. High above the ocean, we occasionally glimpsed a magical sight—eight delicate, perfect circles on the glittering sea. These were the bluefin holding pens, in fact, not small at all, at 130feet in diameter. At long last, we reached another beach. Disoriented and, I feared, permanently damaged, I clumsily boarded a small motorboat, and we threaded our way among the tiny pastel boats of Mexican sea-urchin divers and out onto the open water. Although these divers collect an exceptionally fine harvest, the Japanese auctioneers at Tsukiji refuse to take them; 20minutes on this hellish road destroys their value.

The international trade in fresh bluefin developed in the 1970s, when methods of refrigeration and air-cargo handling became sophisticated enough that a giant bluefin could be caught or harpooned off the coast of New England on a Monday, and be auctioned fresh in Tokyo on Wednesday. Until then, bluefin were primarily a popular game fish, attracting celebrity sportsmen such as Hemingway, Franklin Roosevelt, Amelia Earhart, and a competitive team from Harvard to the coasts of Maine and Nova Scotia. Bluefin were a complete nuisance to commercial fishermen in the Northeast, getting tangled in their nets and yielding pennies a pound—and then only when the cat-food business was brisk. Americans did not enjoy eating oily, dark bluefin. Tuna here was a light sandwich spread canned on the Pacific coast. James Beard once wrote that tuna is the only food better canned than fresh (see page 24).

Once the heady prices at Tsukiji became available to nearly every bluefin boat in the world, a fishing frenzy followed. Purse- seine technology, involving vast nets that can be drawn closed around entire schools of giant bluefin, meant that more fish could be caught by one boat in one year than by all the traditional fishermen in the world combined! By the 1970s, the world bluefin population had been reduced by 80 to 90 percent. Quotas have been enacted and poorly enforced.

These issues are the subject of bloody battles among conservationists, commercial fishermen, and sport fishermen. Satellite- tagging studies may help us to understand the life cycle and migration patterns of the bluefin, about which we know next to nothing. Bluefin farms—established years ago in Japan and later developed with Japanese help in Port Lincoln, Australia; Spain; Ensenada; and elsewhere—may someday help alleviate this potential disaster.

In ten minutes, we arrived at the busy farming operation and its eight pens, each one a huge ring of pipes and floats from which hung a cylindrical net stretching 30 feet deep and anchored to the ocean floor another 20 feet below. Six months earlier, thousands of young bluefin had been caught in the open sea using the purse-seine method, towed back here very slowly, and distributed among the eight holding pens. All these operations, and the “harvesting” as well, are carried out by a large team of divers dressed entirely in black, except for bright yellow hoses connected to compressors on the surface, through which they breathe.

In all bluefin farms, the fish are kept for no more than six months, just long enough to fatten them and increase the quality of their toro. These are less like farms and more like ranching operations or feedlots—or the fattening of ducks for foie gras. Here they are fed freshly caught sardines, which Philippe and his partners believe gives them a better taste than the frozen sardines used in Australia. One reason for locating the operation in Ensenada was the active fishery here for sardines and anchovies.

We climbed onto a thankfully stable, flat-bottomed barge tied up to one of the holding pens, were briefly amused by sea lions and pelicans, then turned our attention to the bloody business taking place on the barge next to ours. It was harvesting time. By a manipulation of nets within one of the circular pens, 200 bluefin were confined to one small section. They were all about four feet long, and weighed between 50 and 60 pounds. (Only bluefin farms in the waters off Spain produce 300- to 400-pound fish, just large enough to qualify as giants.)

Divers swam among the bluefin and took hold of them, one at a time, thrusting a gloved hand and forearm into its gills and lifting it onto the open edge of the barge, which was completely padded with what looked like a gigantic sky-blue mattress puddled with bright blood. (Without the padding, and maybe even with it, the side of the bluefin that lies against the deck, called shitami in Japanese, will bring a lower price at the Tsukiji market than the upper side, uwami.) As each bluefin was slid onto the barge, one of several workers wearing blood-splashed yellow slickers and pants killed it nearly instantly, in the Japanese manner, with a spike to the head and a wire down the spinal column, which not only is humane, but prevents continuing muscle spasms that can damage the meat, “burning” it with the lactic acid released when a bluefin struggles for too long in a net or at the end of a sportsman's line. A good judge of tuna at Tsukiji, they say, can taste how a fish died.

Now, the bluefin was immediately bled, gutted, hosed down, and dropped into a slurry of water and ice to lower its body temperature and prevent spoilage. (Tuna are warm-blooded.) Tomorrow, it would be cleaned again, packed for shipment, and driven to the Los Angeles airport for its last run7mdash;probably to Tokyo but possibly to New York City, the largest sushi market outside Japan.

By now, I had concluded that I was not going to find my deep- sea tuna-fishing boat in Ensenada. The season was over. There were no sportfishermen in sight. Bluefin were being caught, but only as an incidental catch, by very large commercial fishing vessels that stay hundreds of miles out for three weeks or more, at least 20times the number of days I had allocated for my boat ride, o-toro or no o-toro.

Though I was internally inconsolable, I kept it bottled up. I was even able to simulate voracious hunger at our very late abalone lunch. Then I gathered up my new outfit, still unused. Philippe and I bade goodbye to our companions and crossed the gestapolike U.S. border just after dark.

The next day, Philippe generously brought me a quarter of one of the harvested bluefin, about ten pounds of solid muscle in one long filet. It was a lower quarter, the part with the toro. I immediately got out my Japanese diagrams and began slicing and eating, eating and slicing. I was intoxicated by the huge pieces of o-toro and delicious pink chu-toro that made up half of my bluefin quarter. The highly prized kama behind the gills seemed to be composed of equal parts of fat and gristle, and I grilled it delectably over a charcoal fire. But my joy was tinged with foreboding. For I knew that my fated meeting with a wild giant bluefin still lay ahead.

My mouth still full of toro, I got on the phone, searched the Internet, and, after several hours, ascertained that the only bluefin fishing season in the entire world had just begun off Cape Hatteras on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. I bought a practical book about fishing for giant bluefin. It was called Fish the Chair If You Dare. (This refers to the revolving chair bolted to the deck, into which the angler is strapped to keep him or her from being dragged off the boat by his or her prey.) It soon became obvious that the last thing I wanted to do was go fishing in the open sea in the middle of winter. What arbitrary and destructive force was pulling me ineluctably toward my star-crossed encounter with this monstrous ruler of the frozen deep? I believe it was the editor in chief of Vogue.

In the absence of a landlubbers support group, I turned to my friend Joe. It was Joe, an avid game fisherman and Manhattan restaurateur, who two years earlier had unsuccessfully tried to interest me in going out after bluefin with him. Unsurprisingly, he jumped at the idea. His fishing friends knew very little about captains and boats available in Hatteras. We chose Captain Jeffrey Ross and his 55-foot boat, The Obsession, on the basis of very little information; chartered the boat for $1,000 (plus a 20 percent tip for the mate); figured out how to get to Hatteras, a town at the remote southern end of Cape Hatteras; and counted the days. My new outfit and I were ready for anything.

Joe and I met at Kennedy Airport in the early evening for our flight to Norfolk, Virginia. Airports closer to Cape Hatteras were closed for the winter. I knew that something was up when a gust of wind outside the terminal sent me sprawling as I got out of the taxi, and another prevented me from getting up. We soon learned that our flight would be delayed for at least three hours— a storm was approaching Hatteras from the south. We telephoned Captain Jeffrey Ross. He estimated that we had only a 50 percent chance of going out the next day. This is your captain's way of saying 25percent—captains don't get seasick, and they have, after all, a financial interest in optimism. Joe and I headed back home.

Two weeks later, I flew alone to Norfolk—Joe's wife had just given birth—and drove nearly three hours in the dark to an oceanfront motel in Nags Head, North Carolina, near the northern end of Cape Hatteras. On the way I had two dinners, both at 7-Elevens. I booked a wake-up call for 4:45a.m., the last time, I hope, that this will ever be necessary. I had arranged to share tomorrow's charter with five anglers from Richmond, Virginia. They had kindly volunteered to pick me up at 5:30 for the 75-minute drive to Hatteras, to a marina named Teach's Lair, to The Obsession.

We arrived as the sun was rising, quickly boarded The Obsession, and were soon speeding past the harbor buoys and into the open sea. The air was warming—my new outfit was perfect— and the sky was clear. But the water was painfully choppy. One of us became very sick and spent most of the rest of a long day facedown on the floor of the cabin. Three of us drank coffee and polished off several party-size boxes of Donettes. Two others, including me (wearing a scopolamine patch behind one ear), barely held our own until we reached the place where the bluefin were supposed to be, 34miles out, an hour and a half from land, where the ocean was suddenly calm.

The bluefin fishery off Hatteras was discovered by chance in December 1992, in the waters over a shipwreck 14miles from shore. Cape Hatteras vaguely parallels the coast of North Carolina in a sweeping arc, where a cold stream from the north and a warm stream from the south meet, a confluence that, for some reason, attracts migrating bluefin. Only sportfishing is allowed here. The National Marine Fisheries Service allows you to keep one bluefin per boat per day, and if you catch any at all, you are not allowed to sell it. If Neptune smiled on us that day, we would have to consume the kama, the o-toro, and the chu-toro all by ourselves.

Here is how you catch a bluefin: The mate plants three or four short, thick fishing rods in receptacles on both sides of the deck. Then he takes three or four dead fish from a cooler and baits the hooks with them. He pulls out several yards of line from each reel—big, brass reels—and throws the baited hooks into the water. Meanwhile the boat is moving slowly forward. The mate cuts up fish from another cooler and throws the pieces into the water, which is called “chumming,” and is intended to attract a school of bluefin. Which is exactly what it did.

First one reel and then another started whizzing and whirring as bluefin went for the bait, were hooked in the sides of their mouths, and sped away from the boat, drawing out yards and yards of line. You sit in the fighting chair; a rod is thrust between your legs into a gimbal attached to the seat; another man stands behind the chair to turn it as the direction of the fish changes. You begin reeling in the bluefin, sometimes allowing it to make another run and pull out more line. Turning the reel against the pull of a bluefin is impossible. Instead, you repeatedly pull the rod back toward you by pushing off with your feet and then, as you lower it again, you furiously wind the reel to take up the slack.

Neptune did smile on us that morning. One bluefin after another hooked itself onto our rods. Each time, as soon as the bluefin was pulled to the side of the boat, the mate cut the line and set it free. We caught 15, I think, and kept one, which later, on the docks, clocked in at 145 pounds and 65 inches. It was just about my size, after a successful diet.

After watching nearly all morning, I took the fighting chair and caught an 18-pound blackfin tuna, not very good eating. I could not decide whether to be gratified or embarrassed. Then, in the afternoon, there was a 180-pound bluefin on the other end of my line, the largest catch of the day. Several times in our struggle, I had to let it run free before reeling in the line once again. Getting it alongside the boat took two of us. And then we cut it free. Girls and other friends have been extremely impressed by the photos. I was told that an unscrupulous fisherman would have thrown back the 145-pounder, even though it had died hours before, and kept the 180-pound specimen.

We returned to shore just before dusk. The sky was beyond spectacular. For 30cents a pound, $40in all, a man on the dock butchered our bluefin on one of several long, rough wooden tables. As my fishing mates ascribed to me some expertise in the edible anatomy of the bluefin, I was put in charge of guiding the butcher's knife. Good thing, too. Not only is it customary in this part of the world not to separate the o-toro and the chu-toro from the loin, but the fattiest part of the belly, five pounds of priceless kama, two thick triangles joined along one edge, is—strap yourself in for this one—thrown into the trash! They used to toss it to the dogs that prowl the marina, but the wooden deck got stained by the fat—defaced by o-toro!

I washed the blood and cut off ten slices of sashimi. After eating two myself to make sure they were truly top toro, I ate another two and offered the rest to my shipmates. They refused even the tiniest taste. They never eat raw fish and consider the fatty belly of the bluefin too greasy to grill. “Keep it all,” they said, to a man. And so I did. If I lived near Hatteras, I would be in o-toro heaven every day of the week.

I examined those two triangles of fatty kama by the next morning's light. The flesh itself was pale pink, shot throughout with the finest veins of white, arranged in an infinitely branching pattern—close to the ultimate bluefin experience. I cannot describe how delicious it was.

Yet, I felt only small satisfaction in having landed a large, handsome, dumb, pitiable bluefin. Now that I have done it once, I would derive zero satisfaction from doing it again. I do not feel stronger or nobler for having triumphed over a fish. If I can do it, how hard can it be? I did feel physically, spiritually, and intellectually gratified at finding and landing, then sharing and consuming—nearly to the point of surfeit, but not quite—vast quantities of a food of which I had previously only dreamed.

My theory about the universal DNA of human gastronomic pleasure soon came crashing down. My friend Nafumi Tamura translated for me parts of several Japanese books about sushi. It came as a shock to learn that, though the Japanese have eaten tuna for a thousand years or more, in recent centuries it has been considered a poor man's food, and became popular only during the food shortages following World War II. Even then, the fatty belly of the bluefin was rarely eaten—it was considered too oily! Until the 1960s, the Japanese people appreciated toro no more than did my fishing partners from Virginia.

Here is what Ernest Hemingway wrote to Bernard Berenson the year he published The Old Man and the Sea: “There isn't any symbolism. The sea is the sea. The old man is an old man. The boy is a boy and the fish is a fish. The sharks are all sharks no better and no worse. All the symbolism that people say is shit. What goes beyond is what you see beyond when you know.”

Now I know. Now I see beyond the symbolism of the primordial bluefin. Fatty tuna belly is fatty tuna belly, and I can't get enough of it.

APRIL 2000


“This is a fish that I think is better canned than fresh” appears on page 229of James Beard's Fish Cookery (Little, Brown, 1954). Before laughing, one should reflect on one's own tuna awareness in 1954. “The albacore, which has the true white meat,” Beard continues, “is the one used for the finest pack tuna fish and for the most delicate dishes.” Tuna meant Bumblebee back then, and those small, expensive Mediterranean cans of darker tuna flesh poached in olive oil were next to unknown here. A generous reader, Paula Fromme, who fittingly lives on Marine Avenue in Brooklyn, supplied the source of that James Beard quotation, along with a gift of her own copy of the book.




BRAIN STORM

Iwas making fast work of a crisp roast duck and a bottle of red Bandol when my friend Michele called to inform me that profound interest in good food may be caused by a lesion in the anterior portion of the right cerebral hemisphere of one's brain. My brain!

Michele's source was a study in a recent issue of the respected journal Neurology, and she delivered the news without tears of condolence or sympathy. It was her latest foray in a war that has raged between us for 10 or 15 years. Michele relentlessly attacks what she regards as my obsession with good food. And I respond that it is only the weakness of her own sensory equipment that prevents her from making sensitive distinctions among the things she eats. Now, her muzzle to the wind, Michele sniffed victory.

Not for the last time in this sad and tangled tale, my appetite virtually disappeared. I pushed myself away from the table, washed my hands, looked up the word lesion (LEE-zhen), and learned that my brain may accordingly be afflicted with a wound, injury, or localized, pathological change in a bodily organ or tissue. I gently touched my scalp directly over where I imagined the anterior portion of my right cerebral hemisphere to be located.

I wasted no time in getting to the medical library and finding a copy of “ ‘Gourmand Syndrome’: Eating Passion Associated with Right Anterior Lesions,” by Marianne Regard, Ph.D., of Zurich, and Theodor Landis, M.D., of Geneva. And there, though not as stark and simple as I had first understood it, was the awful, possible truth about my brain.

The authors had hit upon their new syndrome with a case eerily similar to my own. A successful Swiss political journalist suffered a stroke. Though he had once been indifferent to food, happy enough with his wife's cooking, and weighing only slightly more than he should, suddenly everything changed. As he lay in the hospital, recovering from his stroke, he could think only of food, of “good sausage with hash browns, or some spaghetti bolognese, or risotto and a breaded cutlet, nicely decorated, or a scallop of game in cream sauce….” After four months he was able to return to work, but instead of covering politics, he persuaded his newspaper to let him write about food, which he did with great success. Drs. Landis and Regard fail to point out that there is no such dish as spaghetti bolognese, as spaghetti comes from the south of Italy and the pasta in Bologna is made with soft wheat and eggs. But otherwise, the case is a persuasive one.

Me, I had been a lawyer before taking the giant leap up to food writing nine years ago. In my case, there was no stroke or brain injury. Or was there? Just the thought of it all made me agitated. Should I telephone Switzerland? As always, my wife was the source of deepest consolation. “Better not,” she chortled. “They'll probably find a lesion the size of a white truffle!”

Drs. Regard and Landis list a whole range of eating disorders that spring from brain injuries. Some cases of both anorexia and hyperphagia (your doctor's name for overeating) have been linked with tumors affecting the ventromedial hypothalamus, which certainly sounds to me like a part of the brain, and to a lesser extent with the temporal cortex. Even when eating problems such as anorexia and bulimia appear to have purely psychological causes, physical changes in the brain can also be present, especially changes in the neurotransmitter systems and the levels of serotonin and noradrenalin. And brain lesions affecting the neurotransmitter systems have also been linked with addictive and obsessive-compulsive behaviors, pathological gambling, kleptomania, and so forth. And then there's Pica's disease, in which patients display a “morbid craving for unusual or unsuitable food, such as the ingestion of ice, clay, laundry starch, lettuce, or cigarette ashes.” Even in the midst of an impending personal tragedy, I was gladdened to find, at last, hard scientific evidence that lettuce is an unsuitable food and that a craving for lettuce is evidence of a diseased brain.

But, until Drs. Regard and Landis came along, nobody had connected excessive gourmandism with a disturbance in the old gray matter. After they discovered the Swiss political journalist and a similar case, they decided to test every patient diagnosed with a cerebral lesion who was referred over a three-year period to the neuropsychology unit at University Hospital in Zurich, where both of them then worked. Of 723 patients, 36 exhibited the gourmand syndrome, which the doctors defined as a newly acquired persistent craving for, and passionate eating of, high- quality food, having an onset at about the time the patient had sustained an injury or tumor or hemorrhage. In all but one of these patients, the lesion was located in the right front area of the brain. Most of them also showed poor learning and recall of simple visual figures, a deficit typically associated with right-brain injury. The authors took this as powerful evidence that they had found the site of a whole range of addictive behaviors.

I was puzzled by at least two things. First of all, Regard and Landis insist upon referring to gourmandism as an “impulsecontrol problem.” But I see it precisely as the reverse. A person who eats ten bags of potato chips or SnackWell's cookies in an afternoon has an impulse-control problem. But a person like me, who spends the afternoon—or a week of afternoons—planning the perfect dinner of barbecued ribs or braised foie gras, has clearly mastered his impulses. We passionate eaters elevate, we ennoble the bestial impulse to feed into a sublime activity, into an art, into the art of eating. And some of us create what might even be called literature while we're at it. We transmute what animals do into what the angels would do if angels ate food, which I don't think they do, at least not in their official capacity. This is what Freud called sublimation, the highest form of impulse control. Yes, Doctor, I plead guilty to an obsession with beauty, edible or otherwise. I am guilty as charged!

And, once we have turned eating into an art, and we see that it is good, then we practice this art as often as possible. And if, on occasion, an observer sees what appears to be nothing nobler than me wrestling with the wrapper on a giant package of miniature Fun Size Milky Way bars, this too is the art of eating. For isn't art nothing more nor less than whatever an artist does?

My second problem: Do all dedicated food lovers have something wrong with their noodle? Half of us? Ten percent? Drs. Regard and Landis are silent on this subject. And is a gourmand more likely than anybody else to have a brain lesion? The authors go no further than to say that “passionate eating has diagnostic significance when it occurs in previously ‘normal’ eaters and is associated with other organic behavioral alterations.” The implication is that if I have been an abnormal, obsessed, extreme eater all my life, then there is nothing wrong with my brain and never was. But, if I had once ignored food and now spend hours and days in flights of gourmandism, I must be in real trouble. I tried to remember if I had ever been a normal eater.

The thick fog of confusion was oozing into every convolution of my poor brain. Nothing less than a complete workup by Drs. Regard and Landis could put my mind to rest. I settled down next to the telephone with several pounds of ripe summer fruit and a plate of French cheeses, and started dialing Switzerland. Within 15 minutes, I had found Regard's phone number in Zurich and Landis's in Geneva. I called Landis first, because I was not in the mood for Swiss-German hospital food. The news was bad. Landis, professor and head of the highly regarded neurological service at the Hôpital Cantonal, Universitaires de Genève, was on his August vacation and not expected back for more than two weeks! Regard was also away, but her summer holiday was nearly through, and three days later, I reached her at University Hospital in Zurich. It required an additional seven days of obsessive and perseverating telephone calls on my part before Regard was willing to interrupt the last week of Landis's vacation, which he was spending at home while learning to hang glide near Geneva.

Landis tried to persuade me to have my MRI—magnetic resonance imaging—done in New York or Boston. But I had a better plan: I would fly to Paris, catch up on some important eating, wait for him to call me to say that everything had been arranged, take the TGV to Geneva, treat Dr. Landis to dinner at one of the greatest restaurants of France, Marc Veyrat's Auberge de l'Eridan, close to the Swiss border—and then subject myself to his tests. Landis agreed, aided in his decision, I am sure, by my offer of a grand feast. There was no need for me to languish in Paris. He would handle everything. In a few days, when his hang- gliding lessons were finished, I would fly directly to Geneva and jump the long queue for their most advanced MRI machine, as though I were an Arabian prince in a medical crisis.

And then, right there on the telephone, he began the neurological interview, taking a history, I guess it's called, inquiring in detail about the events in my life that might have given rise to a brain lesion, and about shifts in my eating behavior. Our mood grew quite serious and intense, broken only when I asked Landis whether he had ever studied the syndrome that afflicts 52-yearold neurologists who believe they can fly.

A week later, my taxi pulled up to the Hôpital Cantonal, Universitaires de Genève, where I was whisked upstairs to Theodor Landis's suite. Landis was every inch my picture of the Swiss neurologist—tall, good-looking, balding, and thin, with sharp, intelligent features and a calm, empathetic manner. It was already afternoon, and as the MRI machine would not be available until 8:15 the next morning, Landis went through all the other steps required for his diagnosis. After reviewing my history, he administered a portion of his standard neuropsychological examination—the full exam can take two and a half hours. I was asked to memorize and repeat a list of ten words, first immediately after Landis read them to me and then twice again later. I had to memorize and draw a complex figure made up of many straight lines and maybe a curve or two. And call out all the words I could think of in three minutes that begin with “S.” Things like that.

My performance was, quite frankly, superlative, until we came to the learning and recall of a series of visual figures. Landis showed me ten cards; on each was printed a simple drawing— a pair of short parallel lines or a triangle with either a large dot or a small circle drawn inside, I can't remember which.

Then, I had to draw them all from memory. After I had gotten four of them, my mind went blank. I sat there, staring down at the paper. Landis encouraged me. Nothing came. Uh-oh, I said to myself, remembering what he and Regard had written about the gourmand syndrome: “The most prominent cognitive symptoms were visual-spatial dysfunctions.” Uh-oh, Landis must have said to himself, in French. And then we talked about it for a minute or two. I think he used the word deficit or impairment, I can't remember which. After a cup of what Landis considers the best hospital coffee in Switzerland—a judgment with which I have no basis to disagree— we walked to the EEG (electroencephalograph) rooms. A tight, red, elastic cloth cap was drawn over my hair, and 21 electrical needles covered with sticky goop were painfully slid through white holes in the cap and into my scalp. Soon, 21 little pens were dancing to and fro as a long sheet of graph paper rolled beneath them, recording my brain waves. Everything was perfectly normal, except that I ended up with a head of hair covered with sticky goop. And I had washed it just two hours before!

Then, back to Landis's office for a long and very extensive examination of my neurological signs, reflexes, and responses— everything from the familiar knee-jerk reaction to weird ones like the appearance of a faint quiver in my chin when Landis scraped my palm. Nothing to worry about, he said, despite an occasional borderline response on my part. It was nearly seven in the evening when Landis and I finished up. I could not stop thinking about how poorly I had done at remembering those triangles, circles, and squares.

An hour later, Landis picked me up in his old white BMW for the 40-kilometer drive through idyllic sub-Alpine hills and valleys to the Auberge de l'Eridan on Lake Annecy, where chef Marc Veyrat runs one of the most original kitchens in France. The six hours that followed were proof, as if one needed proof, of the transformative and bewitching power of great food.

Every bite of Veyrat's cooking is a celebration of the region— Haute-Savoie and the Jura. There were 60 local cheeses, and a long list of delicious local wines (and an extraordinary young sommelier named Bruno), and a huge wooden cart of fine traditional and modern breads from local bakers. And every dish, whether fish from the lake or fowl from nearby farms—everything from the foie gras to the sorbets—was flavored with the wild herbs, spices, roots, and mushrooms of the region. Bruno and other young members of the staff get up at six in the morning and climb into the hills to forage for the wild plants the chef will need that day. For years I had avoided the Auberge de l'Eridan, fearing that the food would be precious and tricky. It was the opposite. Veyrat's achievement is that, while all his tastes and aromas are unusual and provocative, his food is at the same time strong, simple, and deeply satisfying.

Landis told me that he had never eaten on this level before, and I admitted that I rarely eat so interestingly and so well. Could it be that Landis was finally catching on to the heady upside of the gourmand syndrome? Would he now admit that his phrase, “excessive interest in fine food,” was an oxymoron, a troubling symptom of his own reluctance to wallow in pleasure?

We finished feasting at 2:30 a.m., and arrived back in Geneva more than an hour later. My MRI was a little more than four hours away.

Precisely on schedule, I lay supine and fully clothed on a sliding table as the MRI technician fitted an open cylinder over my head, adjusted two pads over my ears, and inserted me into a large circular opening in the wall. Over the next half hour, there were four periods of imaging—or acquisitions, I think they're called—each lasting between four and eight minutes, and each marked by a series of crashing, clanging sounds at high volume. My least favorite acquisition was the one that sounded like a New York City garbage truck parked next to me on the table.

Before flying to Geneva, I had read a little about MRIs. The machine beams a combination of electromagnetic and radio energy at some part of your body. This causes the hydrogen nuclei in the watery part to flip back and forth, which, in turn, generate radio waves of their own. These are picked up by an antenna, fed into a computer, and turned into a picture. “The procedure is considered to be without risk to the patient,” I read. They don't sound totally confident, do they? So, I lay there for half an hour, trying to feel my nuclei flipping back and forth and back and forth and back again, wondering whether I would ever be the same.

Then it was over, and they slid me and my table out of the machine, pulled the ear pads off, lifted the cylinder from my head, and led me next door into a darkened room filled with computer monitors and people sitting at them. There were Landis and Dr. Jacqueline Delavelle, an expert in imaging, waiting for the data from my MRI to thread its way through a central computer and reach their screen. Landis and I were in a merry mood. We joked about whether the computer could spot a hangover and about the advantages of being afflicted with the gourmand syndrome if you happened to live near Lake Annecy. And then the sections—visual slices—through my brain began to appear, 152in all. There were three sets. One started at the top of my head and moved downward, a millimeter at a time, to my chin; the second started at one ear and progressed by five-millimeter slices—each less than a quarter-inch thick—through the midpoint of my brain and out to the other ear; and the third started at the back of my head and moved forward, slice by slice, toward my nose. The joking stopped as we all concentrated on the screen.

“There,” said Landis, pointing. “Ah,” agreed Delavelle. In one slice, my right brain seemed to have shrunk a bit from the skull, possibly leaving a curve of scar tissue. And in another, the ventricles—the interconnected, water-filled cavities of the brain— seemed a bit larger than you would expect them to be, mainly on the right side. “Gourmand syndrome?” Landis wondered aloud.

My legs were shaky as we walked back to Landis's office. I tried to smile amiably, to joke about our grand dinner. Then I admitted to Landis how anxious I suddenly felt about the whole thing. What I really meant to say was that I felt doomed and damaged, defective, disabled, and depressed. I think he understood.

“Forget all about it,” Landis advised.

“But could you cure me if I defective, disabled, andasked you to?”

“You're not sick,” he replied. “If the lesion occurred at your birth or soon after [I was a premature baby], then it cannot have resulted in the gourmand syndrome, because your brain would have compensated for it. If it occurred in that automobile accident when you were 20, that might be the cause. Old lesions are stable, unless they are connected with epilepsy; they don't get worse. And remember—the gourmand syndrome is perfectly benign. It has no negative implications for your life.”

And yet, of course it does, or I mean it could have, theoretically at least. Let's assume that Dr. Landis is right—that my decision to stop being a lawyer and take up food writing was caused by an old injury to my brain. Landis seemed to be saying two contradictory things, one that there is nothing he or I could do about it, and the other that we would not want to do anything about it. But this is not true. If becoming an impecunious professional gourmand were merely a symptom with neurological causes, doesn't Landis have a duty to turn me back into a prosperous lawyer, or at least try to convince me that my decision was irrational?

Landis shrugged. “This is why I have never done my own MRI. And your case is fuzzy. Your eating habits did not change suddenly. The strongest indication we found was neuropsychological. If you're still interested, you might want to have a complete neuropsych exam done when you get home.”

Instead, I flew to Paris and tried unsuccessfully to resume the normal life of a gourmand. For several days I ate only listlessly, barely able to consume more than three meals a day. One evening, I had dinner with my friend Hervé and his wife, Pascale, a physician, and their friend, the lawyer for one of the paparazzi accused of pursuing Princess Diana, who had died in Paris two days earlier. Someday I will tell you what the lawyer said. But I was far more concerned about myself.

“Radiologists will always find something,” they told me. “You must get a second opinion.” And, with their help, I was able to arrange a 4:00 p.m. appointment the next day—even though it was Friday afternoon at the beginning of the Rentrée, the frenzied return of Parisians from their summer vacations. Two radiologists in the prosperous 16th arrondissement, Drs. Patrick Sterin and Frederic Zeitoun, had agreed to read my MRI films aveugle, blind—without knowing anything about me or why I was there. I arrived with a heavy stack of 152 images under my arm. Sterin and Zeitoun were impressed and a little overwhelmed by the sheer number—they are usually shown just a half dozen pictures of somebody's brain. We moved to a room with an illuminated wall, and the doctors spent a while sorting and viewing the pictures. And then, almost immediately, they identified pretty much what Landis and Delavelle had seen in Geneva, a little scarring at the edges of the right brain and slightly enlarged ventricles.

“But it is all entirely banal,” they said, which, in a Parisian doctor's office, also means, according to my thickest French dictionary, “innocuous.” The pictures were typical, they thought, of a man of my wisdom, a kindly French euphemism for age. And, as for the potentially ominous differences between my left and right sides, they guessed that my head had been slightly tilted during the MRI, causing the features on the right side to appear somewhat sooner and larger than those on the left. After all, they pointed out, the section that should have sliced evenly through the center of my eyeballs also showed the right one larger than the left, which it is not. As they saw it, my brain fits quite harmoniously within my skull. Only then did I explain why I had come, handing them a copy of the article in Neurology. They retired to a corner and read it.

“Forget about your so-called lesion,” Sterin advised. “Forget about your syndrome.”

Somehow, his advice had a beneficial effect, for that very evening I was able to resume my eating with renewed intensity and fascination. I was, after all, in Paris—and wide though my travels may range in their incessant and panoramic sweep from nation to nation and continent to continent, it is still and always Paris that claims the core of my culinary soul. There was a new cheese shop to be discovered on the rue de Sèvres, and a boulangerie on the rue Monge. There were three models of croissant to be compared and contrasted at Ladurée on the rue Royale, and 20 books to be shipped home from La Librairie Gourmande, and two butchers with whom to explore the farthest reaches of bovine anatomy. And there were important new edible objets d'art that begged to be incorporated into my body: Alain Ducasse's creamed and truffled macaroni with sweetbreads and coxcombs, and Pierre Gagnaire's cappuccino of frogs.

And yet, I wonder if I will ever again be able to surrender to experiences such as these with the same naïve wonder and childlike euphoria of which I was capable—no, for which I lived— before my friend Michele stumbled over the gourmand syndrome. For now, with nearly every bite I take, in the back of my mind there looms the same nagging question: Who is having all the fun? Is it my brain, or is it really me?

NOVEMBER 1997
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