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There’s nothing more fundamental

than knowing what you are putting in your mouth.

—KELSEY TIMMERMAN, Where Am I Eating?
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INTRODUCTION

Food fraud, or the act of defrauding buyers of food or ingredi-
ents for economic gain . . . has vexed the food industry through-
out history.

—RENEE JOHNSON, “Food Fraud and ‘Economically

Motivated Adulteration’ of Food and Food Ingredients”

I love food.

My friends tell me I have the best job in the world, and it’s hard
to argue. As a journalist focused on travel and food, I've spent the
last twenty-plus years visiting great hotels in some of the nicest
parts of the world and eating really well. When I’m not eating out,
I’'m cooking at home. I have a garden, I carry back exotic ingre-
dients from all corners of the globe, and I've traveled thousands
of miles to eat at particular restaurants or taste hard to find local
specialties. My work has taken me to roadside barbecue stands
and clam shacks, to Michelin-starred restaurants and top celebrity
chefs. It’s taken me inside the James Beard house, to food labora-
tories and processing plants, to farms and artisanal cheese dairies.
I've seen how some of the finest delicacies and specialty foods in
the world are made, I've seen food infused with passion, and I've
tasted dishes so good they haunt my memory. But among all these
bright spots, food hides a darker side.

I've visited Japan several times in the past two decades, and

while physically small, Japan packs a big culinary punch—it is one
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of the world’s great food countries. Visitors are often surprised to
learn that Japanese culture has a rich tradition of fake food, but
happily it’s a tradition designed to help consumers. Many restau-
rants in Japan display an array of replica dishes in their window
so you can see what they serve, even if you can’t understand the
menu, and in a pinch you can always point. These replicas are
works of art, elaborate and realistic despite being made of plastic.
Just as New York has a garment district and jewelry district, there
is an entire neighborhood in Tokyo known for its fake-food shops,
where restaurant owners come to buy models. Tourists visit as well,
seeking souvenirs, such as a tray of delicious-looking nigiri sushi
that can adorn a counter at home and never go bad, or a bowl of
ramen noodles topped with chopped green onions; egg; and a
tempura shrimp, complete with tail. Utterly fake, the stuff'is meant
to be inedible.

Like Japan, the United States also has a rich tradition of faking
food, but it is not quaint, helpful, or harmless. Our supermarkets
and our homes are full of Fake Foods that we actually eat. At their
least malicious, these are rip-offs, defrauding us economically, de-
priving us of quality, and literally leaving a bad taste in our mouths.
At their worst, they make us sick and may even kill us. Along the
way, they put farmers and food craftsmen around the globe out
of work, destroy the environment, and even promote slave labor.
Some of these fakeries are outright criminal, some merely im-
moral, and many not only legal but supported by our government.
Ironically, these foods often prey most heavily on consumers who
are actively trying to eat better and healthier, as well as those with
more rarefied tastes. Many fakes are found in the specialty foods
sector, which for the first time in 2014 topped one hundred bil-
lion dollars in the United States. This category is rife with scams,
including many foods viewed as healthier choices, as well as fancy

cheeses, meats, oils, and other “gourmet” items.
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Whether or not you care about your health, economic justice,
or the environment, if you simply care how your food tastes, this
issue matters. When you’ve eaten something that lingers in your
memory and leaves you craving more, when you’ve had one of
those sublime meals where you lick your lips and exclaim, “Yum!,”
you’ve probably just tasted Real Food. And whenever there is a
delicious Real Food, there is good chance someone is making a
fake version.

When I say fake, I mean fake, as in not what you think you are
buying or eating. There are a lot of problems with how food is pro-
duced in this country, and if you want to be terrified by the horrors
of industrial poultry production or find out why your drive-thru
meal contains so many ingredients you’ve never heard of, put this
book down and read Omnivore’s Dilemma, Food, Inc., or Fast Food Na-
tion. I'm talking about a massive industry of bait and switch, where
you get something other than promised. I don’t like industrially
produced supermarket beef, but it is in fact beef, and it lives up
to that billing. But when the same drug-laden, artificially fed beef
is passed off as “natural,” “grass fed,” or “pure,” then it becomes
fake—it is no longer what it claims to be. Fake Foods are usually of
low quality. But they are not fake because they are of low quality;
they are of low quality because they are fake. The perfect example
is Maine lobster, a Real Food that is delicious, coveted, and labor
intensive to shell, as anyone who has eaten whole lobster knows.
That’s why in New England, the popular lobster roll, basically a
heaping mound of lobster meat on a bun, is one of the most ex-
pensive sandwiches you can find on a menu. So how can fast-food
chains sell lobster rolls for half the price or less? Simple—their
lobster rolls don’t contain actual lobster. And it’s legal. Welcome
to Fake Food.

Japan’s restaurants may display fake food in windows, but in-

side there is plenty of Real Food to eat. On one trip years ago, I
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had the pleasure of tasting Kobe beef, which is perhaps the single
most famous food Japan produces, one that has taken on mythi-
cal proportions. So I was perplexed when I returned to the States
and found the Kobe beef on this side of the Pacific so dramatically
different, lacking in both marbling and flavor, nothing like what
I tasted in Japan. I decided to look into this and figure out why.
It did not take me long to discover that for years the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) had banned the import of all Japa-
nese beef, without exception.

The bottom line? All of the Kobe beef sold in this country,
by chefs famous and anonymous, in ten-dollar sliders or three-
hundred-dollar steaks, was fake, all of it, end of story. Every sin-
gle restaurant and store purporting to sell Kobe beef—or any
Japanese beef—was lying, including some of the country’s best-
known chefs.

When I'wrote about this for my online Forbes column, it became
the most widely read of hundreds of such columns, surpassing one
million readers, and several years later it still gets thousands of new
reads each month. I was amazed by the interest and furious pas-
sion I aroused—on both sides of the issue. Many readers wrote in
because they were outraged, justifiably, at having paid hundreds of
dollars for a single steak, only to be ripped off. Others took a more
xenophobic view, bashing Japan and defending the false advertis-
ing by insisting that we had no need to kowtow to other country’s
trademarks, and this being America, we should just do damn well
as we please. Others, somewhat irrelevantly, wrote in to praise the
quality of domestic beef. For me, the striking point was that almost
none of the respondents had actually tasted Kobe beef.

As a matter of policy, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) does not police most food fraud, and it hardly matters be-
cause most Kobe scams occur at restaurants, which are largely ex-

empted from labeling laws. So they almost always get away with it.



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY

INTRODUCTION xXvil

In light of all this, I began to wonder, if Kobe’s good name is so
blatantly misused to defraud the public on a nationwide scale, and
there are no repercussions for doing so, how many of our other
foods are fake? The unfortunate answer is a lot, and these foods
are often much scarier.

The seafood industry is far worse than beef, so rife with fakery,
both legal and illegal, that it boggles the mind. Suffice it to say, if
you think you are buying or eating red snapper—ever—you might
want to think again. Several recent studies put the chances of your
getting the white tuna you ordered in the typical New York sushi
restaurant at zero—as in never. Wild-caught salmon? Wild-caught
anything? Maybe not.

Every supermarket and gourmet store in the country has a
cheese counter, and every one of them is chock-full of fakes. So
is the wine department. And the oil aisle. It’s easy to take a “so
what?” attitude when you order one kind of fish and get another,
until you consider that the fake is likely pumped full of drugs and
antibiotics—sometimes banned and illegal—none of which would
have been in the fish you actually ordered. Not all Fake Foods
are harmless, and many are disgusting. If you cook, you probably
have a bottle of olive oil in your cupboard. Real extra-virgin olive
oil is just about the healthiest fat on the market, and studies have
repeatedly shown this is the main reason Americans buy so much
of it. Yet most bottles sold in this country are fake. The impostors
have often been stripped of health benefits—and some might not
even be made from olives. This is one of the most pervasive Fake
Foods in America, reaching deep into home kitchens, restaurants,
and supermarkets, and not unfamiliar to the government agencies
supposedly watching over our food supply.

The Grocery Manufacturers of America estimated that about
10 percent of all commercially available food in our country is

subjected to some sort of adulteration. Unless you are leaving the
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supermarket via the “8 Items or Less” express lane, something
in your cart is likely fake. Commonly sold fake foodstuffs are not
limited to exotic items like Kobe beef; they include everyday sta-
ples such as coffee, orange juice, apple juice, wine, rice, cheese,
honey—and, of course, seafood.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) esti-
mates that about forty-eight million Americans suffer from some
sort of food-related illness each year, and only about a fifth can
be causally identified. That leaves more than thirty-eight million
Americans each year sickened in unknown ways by what they ate.
One of the world’s leading experts believes that “food fraud prob-
ably accounts for quite a substantial proportion of that.” If you’ve
ever gotten sick after eating sushi and blamed “bad fish,” you
might have been only half right: it was the fish but probably not
because it was spoiled. In many cases, the fake substituted for what
you order is a fish that is always “bad,” an inherently toxic species
banned in other countries. This practice is so common it is the
new normal.

As I expanded my investigation into Fake Food, I became in-
creasingly angry. I had expected piracy, because crime thrives on
profit, and if there is a buck to be made counterfeiting any valu-
able consumer good, someone will do it. But I wasn’t prepared for
the scale, with organized crime rings and infrastructure similar
to large-scale drug-smuggling operations. More disturbing is our
government’s participation and complicity in Fake Food. At the
low end of the damage curve, officials who have higher priori-
ties or limited budgets simply look the other way and ignore what
they know is widespread and often dangerous fraud. In several
industries, government regulations, such as labeling laws allow-
ing winemakers to produce domestic “Champagne,” actively en-
courage producers to counterfeit valuable products and mislead

American consumers. As I learned all this, it was hard sometimes
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to not just throw my hands up in bewilderment at a food world
where Walmart often does a better job of protecting American
consumers than does the FDA.

Michigan State University’s Food Fraud Initiative (FFI) esti-
mates fraud at nearly fifty billion dollars annually. That’s twice the
entire world market for coffee, the single most valuable agricul-
tural commodity. One fake honey scam in the United States netted
eighty million dollars. Michigan State’s FFI is just one of several
such recently opened facilities around the world. In 2013, Great
Britain created a new criminal investigative division, the Food
Crimes Unit—a real-life CSI devoted solely to this issue. Italy has
a special police food fraud unit that 60 Minutes called the “FBI of
Food.” Lots of foods we take for granted should be viewed with
reasoned skepticism. Your home, from the liquor cabinet to the
freezer, is full of food impostors. That’s the bad news.

The good news is that there is plenty of healthful and delicious
Real Food. You just have to know what to look for. When counter-
feiters hawk bogus goods in the street, they are usually selling fake
versions of costly brands with cachet or perceived quality, like Ro-
lex watches or Louis Vuitton handbags. As a counterfeiter, there is
little profit in faking cheap or less desirable goods. The only rea-
son there is so much Fake Food is that there is so much Real Food.

And I love Real Food.
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1. Real Food, Perfected:
A Day in the Life of Parma

This is one of the most important and influential cheeses of
Italy, if not the world. Important because the genuine article
is so incredibly delicious and balanced in flavor . . . influential
because there are hundreds, if not thousands of imitations pro-
duced around the world, from wedges of “parmesan” to green
cylindrical boxes containing a grated substance that resembles

sawdust, though it still bears the name on its label.
—JOHN FISCHER, Cheese
(Culinary Institute of America textbook)

The Parmesan cheese you sprinkle on your penne could be
wood: Some brands promising 100 percent purity contained no
Parmesan at all.

—LYDIA MULVANY, “The Parmesan Cheese

You Sprinkle on Your Penne Could Be Wood”

tis a typical day in Parma and time to make cheese. The
first rays of the sun are just breaking through the darkness
when a dairy worker—Ilet’s call him Paolo Rainieri*—is awakened
by his alarm clock. Itis 5:00 a.m., and to say he is used to this early

hour is an understatement: Rainieri has been rising at this same

*“Paolo Rainieri” is an amalgam of Parma cheese makers I met, almost all
male and almost all second, third, or fifth generation in their jobs. One had

worked every day, save his two-day honeymoon, for thirty-five years.
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time to make cheese seven days a week for the past thirty-five years.
The last time he had a day off was when a scooter accident sent
him to the emergency room, and the last vacation he enjoyed was
his honeymoon—and even that was a short escape—twenty-seven
years ago. His father was a Parma cheese maker, like his father
before him, and very little has changed from generation to genera-
tion, except that Paolo has replaced the rooster’s crow that woke
his grandfather with an alarm clock.

The Rainieris’ devotion to their endless work is hardly unusual
here, more the rule than the exception among the city’s cheese
makers, a highly exalted bunch. After all, the cows of Parma do not
have calendars, do not take vacations or observe holidays, and ev-
ery single day they produce milk. Every single day the farmers who
own the cows rush this white gold straight to dairies like the one
Rainieri works in—because Italian law says cheese making here
must commence within two hours of milking.

There are more than three hundred such dairies in a relatively
confined, legally designated zone around Parma and the neigh-
boring town of Reggio, both in Italy’s Emilia-Romagna province,
each of which makes one and only one product: huge wheels of
Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. Under newer EU regulations and
Italian laws dating back centuries, Parmigiano-Reggiano can only
be prepared in this one spot, where it has been made in the same
painstaking way for more than eight hundred years. Thanks to its
unrivaled quality and consistency, it enjoys a coveted nickname,
“King of Cheeses,” and is considered by many experts to be the
finest widely available cheese. The daily transfers of ultrafresh milk
from cows to farmers to cheese makers are just two small steps
in an intricate dance, a complex but closed virtuous circle of life
that involves grass and flowers and cows and pigs and banks and
warehouses and inspectors and craftspeople, and makes Parma a

near-perfect community of agricultural sustainability.
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The small city of Parma is Italy’s gourmet epicenter. Not too
far away, Bologna proudly and loudly claims to have the best res-
taurants in all of Italy, a distinction the Milanese, Modenese, Flo-
rentines, Romans, and Sicilians happily and passionately argue,
but no one challenges Parma for the supremacy of its products.
This one small city, off the radar for most tourists, is home to the
world’s largest pasta maker, Barilla, which also runs a major culi-
nary academy here. And Parma claims Italy’s largest food producer
of any type, agri-giant Parmalat, named for its hometown. The
city produces two of the world’s most recognizable and coveted
foodstuffs, Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese and Prosciutto di Parma,
Italy’s beloved cured ham.

Less well known outside Emilia-Romagna is Parma’s most
elite delicacy, culatello, air dried eye round of pork. Because the
making of a single small culatello loin involves cutting up the pig
leg and thus rendering it unusable for prosciutto, with its much
greater yield, culatellois expensive and rare, a cured meat specialty
of Parma that is virtually impossible to find outside of, and even
within much of, Italy. Commercial production is limited, so it has
traditionally been a homemade “bootleg” specialty, like Ireland’s
famed poitin moonshine, easier to get from a friend in the know
than a store. But with effort culatello can be purchased, and is
worth seeking out, because it is delicious, and many fans consider
it the finest of all cured pork products.

Another best-in-class food product is made just down the road
in the neighboring town of Modena, equally famous for its exotic
cars, as headquarters of both Ferrari and Lamborghini, and its
exalted aged vinegar, Aceto Balsamico Tradizionale di Modena.
This thick, powerful, complex vinegar is precious and far apart
in flavor from the sad, thin, generic, and often heavily processed
commodity item simply called balsamic vinegar in much of the

world. Like most things in the Parma region—except the sports
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cars—it has been made in the same traditional craft manner, un-
der strict quality laws, for centuries, earning it a coveted PDO (Pro-
tected Designation Origin) status from the European Union. This
means that anything bearing the name Aceto Balsamico Tradizio-
nale di Modena can only be made in Modena, just as Parmigiano-
Reggiano, another PDO product, can only be made in Parma and
neighboring Reggio. Regulations dictate that this real balsamic
can be made only from wine-quality grapes grown within Modena,
specifically of the Lambrusco or Trebbiano variety. Making bal-
samic vinegar from these premium grapes means not making wine
from them, driving up the cost.

No other ingredients but grapes can be used. They must be
crushed and then immediately cooked in an open pot over an
open flame until the pressed-grape must is reduced by half. The
thickened must is transferred to breathable wooden barrels, where
it ages for over a decade. It ages best in nearly full barrels, so be-
cause of continuous evaporation loss—what Scotch whisky makers
call the angels’ share—the contents are moved every year or two
to progressively smaller barrels, with six sizes in a typical set. Only
after a minimum of twelve years, and often twenty-five or more,
can this elixir be bottled, labeled, and sold as the famed balsamic
of Modena. What remains is a tiny ultraconcentrated amount from
the huge volume of high-quality grape juice that began the process
well over a decade earlier.

This is why real balsamic vinegar is thick and syrupy, and why a
tiny bottle can cost three figures. It is not for salad dressing—the
Modenese make another excellent vinegar, condimento, for that,
still far superior to most supermarket versions of so-called bal-
samic. Instead, it is used in small amounts as a super flavor booster
for soups, roasts, and stews or served straight and sparingly on
fresh strawberries and even vanilla gelato, an unlikely but stunning

flavor combination. There is perhaps no higher calling for this
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fine aged vinegar than drizzled over chunks of aged Parmigiano-
Reggiano cheese, a taste partnership made in heaven. In this part
of Italy, the ingredients tend to speak for themselves with a divine
simplicity, so a standard celebratory feast would begin with a plate
of paper-thin sliced prosciutto and another of bite-sized nuggets
of cheese with ancient balsamic, accompanied by good red wine.
It is everything a dinner guest could hope for.

Parmigiano-Reggiano belongs to a cheese family known as
hard grating cheeses, and while technically correct, this has made
it widely misunderstood in the United States. It is harder than, say
Brie or feta, for sure, yet hard cheese is a bit of an exaggeration.
Because in the United States it tends to be kept too long, cut too
small, and stored poorly at retail, it is often dried out and harder
than it should be. It does make an excellent topping or recipe
addition when grated and tends to be used mainly for this on our
side of the Atlantic. But in Italy—and in my house—the King of
Cheese is for eating first, grating second.

When fresh, Parmigiano-Reggiano has a texture just firmer
than aged cheddar, sometimes called semihard, but it is filled
with tiny, crunchy crystals of calcium lactate that give it a distinc-
tive texture and mouth feel, almost an effervescence. The body
of the cheese yields easily to the teeth, and starts to dissipate in a
rich creaminess on the tongue right away, sort of like biting into
a thick slab of chocolate, neither soft nor hard. Throw in the tiny
crystalline structure and you have the cheese version of a fancy
Nestle Crunch bar in terms of consistency. It’s better when cut
from the wheel in large slices, the size of an enormous wedge of
three-layer wedding cake, and served neither sliced nor grated
but broken into chunks. With the exception of near relatives like
Grana Padano, there is no other cheese eaten this way

Parmigiano-Reggiano is so special that there is a specific tool

for serving it, something every household in Emilia-Romagna
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possesses: a teardrop-shaped knife with a gentle blade that looks
like a guitar pick mounted on a handle, point down. Because of its
crystallized structure, natural irregular fault lines run through the
cheese, and by inserting the tip of this pick and applying a slight
forward prying pressure, chunks about half the size of Ping-Pong
balls easily break off.

Once you start popping them in your mouth, the nutty, buttery
richness and intense flavor that come from age and concentration
make it impossible to stop. When you eat a young soft cheese like
mozzarella or cottage cheese, you are eating a lot of water, but
Parmigiano-Reggiano is almost pure protein left after evaporation—
a single two-pound wedge is four gallons of the freshest, purest
milk you can imagine, compressed.

At the Parma headquarters of the quasi-governmental consor-
tium that oversees cheese production, I participated in a structured
tasting of samples from different dairies with an expert, Mario.
He explained to me that the cheese is volatile, and when I broke
a chunk off with my knife he advised me to smell it immediately to
get the best indication. I did. I smelled cheese. Mario got hazelnuts
and grass from the cow’s diet. Then we tasted it. I got really deli-
cious, creamy, nutty, slightly salty cheese. Mario got grassy, slightly
salty, and fruity “but not in a sweet way, more acidic, like pineapple.”
Hey, at least we agreed on slightly salty. We also agreed on delicious.

But the cheese is even better with one drop per chunk of aged
balsamic, so powerful it is often applied with an eyedropper. When
discussing food, we use the terms concentrated and intense a lot, but
there is no product I can think of, with the possible exception of
saffron, that takes these properties to such an extreme as balsamic
vinegar—and good balsamic is much more complex than saffron.
The main quality is sweet and sour with a dense texture, but it also
has berries, grapes, vanilla, and a rich earthy mustiness, in a good

way. If dark was a taste, it would have that, too.
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Like most foods around Parma, making balsamic vinegar takes
a lot of time and a lot of help from Mother Nature, and because
the start-up time frame to produce a single bottle is at least a dozen
years, the small industry has what economists call a high barrier to
entry. Most producers are family owned and have been for genera-
tions. The barrels themselves, usually in matched sets of five or six,
can be well over a hundred years old, and in Modena it has long
been tradition that such a set of well-seasoned barrels is given by
the bride’s family at her wedding, a priceless dowry.

It is no coincidence that so many delicious foods come from
this one place, because Parma has two irreplaceable advantages:
history and terroir. The history mirrors the Italian culture’s love
of regionalism, with those regions’ specialties predetermined by
natural resources. As a result, what is law today in Parma is nothing
more than the way things have been done by custom for at least
nine centuries. The high quality of Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese
was famously praised by the author Boccaccio in his 1348 master-
piece The Decameron, but bills of sale and trade documents trace
the cheese more than a century and a half earlier. Experts believe
that by the thirteenth century it had achieved essentially the same
form it has today. Only after being made in exactly the same way
for hundreds of years, a method carefully taught to sons by their
fathers, did it enter Italian legal codes.

Europeans have long embraced food purity laws, hearken-
ing back to the world’s first, the Reinheitsgebot. Variously known
as the German Beer Purity Law or Bavarian Purity Law, it was
enacted in 1516 by then-independent Bavaria (which not coin-
cidentally later gave us the wonderful tradition of Oktoberfest—
and to this day, only beer brewed within Munich city limits can
be served at the festival) to govern production of beer. The
Reinheitsgebot mandated that only three ingredients—water, bar-

ley, and hops—could go into beverages sold as “beer.” Unlike some
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contemporary protectionist regulations drafted by lobbyists, what
is thought of as a purity law was really one of the earliest forms of
consumer protection, to ensure drinkers got what they thought
they were buying—real beer. Over the centuries the law was modi-
fied, first to accommodate the use of yeast and later newer styles
of brewing.

Other European nations have followed in the footsteps of the
Reinheitsgebot for centuries, crafting similar rules governing pro-
duction of wines, cheeses, and even French bread. While the term
baguette commonly refers to a shape of loaf in the United States, in
France it is such a serious legal definition that what we might think
of as artistic creativity—a seeded baguette for instance—is fraud, a
crime, and a Parisian baker could theoretically be punished for in-
cluding anything but wheat flour, water, yeast, and salt in a baguette
de tradition fran¢aise. The purpose is not to limit the bread eating
experience of the French but rather so that when consumers do
decide to buy a baguette over other baked choices, they know ex-
actly what they are getting.

Similar laws govern day-to-day life in Parma, and cheese mak-
ing begins with the coming of spring and the renewed growth of
the grasses and wildflowers that make up the area pastures. It is
here that history intersects with that second vital part of the re-
gional equation, terroir. A French word derived from terre, for land,
it has no clear English translation, but rather a complex mean-
ing suggesting the complexity of nature itself. In layman’s terms
it means that a product’s specific qualities literally come with the
territory. Like today’s popular expression “sense of place,” terroir
is the sum of all things that give individuality to a particular re-
gion’s agriculture. These can include the chemical composition
of the soil, the flora, what kinds of animals, insects, and even mi-

crobes are found there, as well as weather and seasonal changes.
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Proximity to the sea is a classic ingredient of a particular terroir,
especially evident in briny, peaty, single-malt Scotch whiskies.
While terroir may have a notable defining factor, like the iodine
in the salt air of Scotland’s Speyside, it is always far more: a jigsaw
puzzle of natural inputs, sometimes so unusual that they exist in
only one place. This explains why it would be impossible to grow
better tomatoes in a greenhouse in Alaska, despite unlimited effort
and resources, than in Naples or New Jersey. It is why sweet onions
grown in Vidalia, Georgia; on the Hawaiian island of Maui; or in
Walla Walla, Washington, taste sweeter than the same exact onion
species grown in the rest of the United States. It is why corn grows
taller in Nebraska than in Vermont and why the syrup from maple
trees in Vermont tastes better than that from maple trees in Indiana.
There are thousands of such examples, but the bottom line is that
terroiris so multifaceted that it can rarely be replicated intentionally.
The countryside around Parma is mountainous, with unadul-
terated local grasses and flowers, changing slightly in composition
at various altitudes and sun exposures. By law, these pastures can-
not be chemically fertilized or planted with new types of crops,
thus ensuring the purity and consistency of the milk supply, and
legally the cattle of Parma—some four thousand head strong and
every single one numbered, monitored, and accounted for—can
eat only this natural growth from spring to fall. In winter, they dine
only on dried hay from the same fields. Silage, a wet feed made
by the fermentation of various grasses, grains, cereals, or corns,
widely used in the American cattle industry to foster fast, cheap
growth, is expressly forbidden. So are all supplements, antibiotics,
and bovine growth hormones—along with all hormones of any
kind. If a cow becomes sick to the point where it is medically nec-
essary for a veterinarian to administer antibiotics, it is taken out of

milk production until such a time as the treatment has ended and
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the cow’s system is clear of the drugs. This all makes the milk today
largely unchanged since Benedictine monks here first invented
Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese.

The Parmigiani claim it is their fields that give the cheese its
taste, and that certainly makes sense, though there are many other
steps in the process from field to plate, all equally adherent to
strict traditions. Because the flavor and natural composition of
the cows’ milk varies between the first and second milking of the
day, the milk used to make cheese is always a half-and-half mix
of the morning milking, not more than two hours before cheese
making commences, and the milking from the night before. No
Parmigiano-Reggiano can ever be made with milk that has been
out of the cow for over eighteen hours, but it is often far less. In
Parma, mutual financial dependence, rather than fences, makes
good neighbors, and the two-hour regulation guarantees not only
freshness but also locality, with many farmers just a tractor ride
from the cheese dairies they supply.

From the first time a calf grazes in Parma, every single step
of cheese production, from temperatures to length of aging to
the size of wheels to the types of round molds used, is not only
set in stone but is also strictly enforced by a mini-army of inspec-
tors. Their full-time job is to do nothing but verify—and later
grade—the quality of Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese with a devo-
tion that seeks nothing less than perfection.

When the milk arrives, our dairyman Paolo Rainieri pours it
into large copper kettles, and adds a small amount of rennet, a
digestive bacteria naturally occurring in cattle intestines, while the
mixture is heated until curds form. These curds are broken up
mechanically with a spinning blade that resembles a giant bread
mixer while the liquid continues to solidify. When it reaches the
desired consistency, Rainieri will shut off the heat and mixing

blade and slide a muslin sheet beneath the semiformed lump, and
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with the help of an assistant, he will use this porous blanket to lift
the ball-shaped mass. The four corners of the muslin are tied off
around a metal rod from which it hangs, allowing the cheese to
drain. This entire process has taken less than an hour, and since
the day’s milk arrives all at once, Rainieri and his assistant simul-
taneously manage several of these copper vats, perhaps dozens
in a larger dairy, rushing from one to the next and repeating the
same steps.

The leftover whey and milk from the vat is carefully put aside
for another important use, and later the vats will be scrubbed
clean to prepare for the next day. Since there is just one morning
milking, there is just one daily production run of cheese. When
it is done draining, Rainieri will unwrap the muslin and carefully
cut the primordial lump in half to make two wheels, the sole yield
of each copper vat and the eleven hundred liters of pure fresh
milk that went into it. The size of each wheel is the same as it was
a century ago, as it was when America declared its independence
in 1776, as it was when Michelangelo painted the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel. Paolo Rainieri is making Parmigiano-Reggiano,
the King of Cheeses, and he cannot make it in smaller or larger
vats or smaller or larger wheels.

He places each freshly cut half of the ball into a round stainless-
steel mold the size of a car tire, and these discs are submerged
in long, open holding tanks of brine. After three weeks in this
salt bath, the wheels are removed, the salt water rinsed off, and
now that the rind has started to form, the cheese-making part of
the process is essentially finished. But the cheese is still much too
young for consumption and aging begins. Roughly two years from
now the result will be a wheel of Parmigiano-Reggiano weighing
eighty-six pounds.

The stainless-steel mold gives the cheese its disc shape, about

ten inches thick and two feet in diameter. But the mold serves
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another increasingly important function, as an anticounterfeit-
ing measure. The molds are specially produced by the Consorzio
Parmigiano-Reggiano, an independent and self-regulating indus-
try group funded by fees levied on cheese producers. Carefully
tracked and numbered, molds are supplied only to licensed and
inspected dairies, and each is lined with Braille-like needles that
create a pinpoint pattern instantly recognizable to foodies, spell-
ing out the name of the cheese over and over again in a pattern
forever imprinted on its rind. A similar raised-pin mold made of
plastic is slipped between the steel and the cheese to permanently
number the rind of every lot so that any wheel can be traced back
to a particular dairy and day of origin. Like a tattoo, these num-
bers and the words Parmigiano-Reggiano become part of the skin.
Later in its life, because counterfeiting the King of Cheeses has
become a global pastime, this will be augmented with security
holograms.

Besides the pure milk and rennet, the only other ingredient
allowed is salt, and that is added by absorption from the brine
bath. This purity is one reason its health benefits are legendary:
in Italy it is routinely prescribed by doctors as the first thing for
babies to eat when weaned off mother’s milk. Its consumption has
been linked to improved bone density, and it is believed to be re-
sponsible for many other health benefits. After lengthy and sophis-
ticated laboratory testing and analysis, it remains the only cheese
approved for consumption by astronauts, chosen separately by
both NASA and the Russian Federal Space Agency. It was literally
the first cheese in space.

Like the grass, insects, and cows, the residents of Parma have
a symbiotic relationship that keeps the circle of life very much
alive. The popular business management terms vertical integration
and horizontal integration are nonexistent here. Cheese makers do

not own cows, and cattle farmers do not make cheese. Instead,
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interrelated interests bind everyone involved in the city’s main
industry—food production—from distributors to bankers to
those who manufacture seemingly unrelated products. Without its
lengthy aging, Parmigiano-Reggiano is not Parmigiano-Reggiano,
and thus an entire industry exists, unique to Parma, for building
and operating warehouses devoted solely to cheese aging.

Artisans like Rainieri produce hefty wheels of cheese daily,
but they will not reach customers for over a year—at least—so
they accumulate, hundreds upon hundreds of tons of cheese. The
wheels, nearly a foot thick and weighing almost ninety pounds,
are stacked by the thousands on wooden shelves lining warehouse
aisles hundreds of feet long, often up to twenty-five shelves high,
several stories of towering cheese, as far as the eye can see in every
direction. Entering such a warehouse, it would be easy to believe
that all of the world’s cheese is here, like a creamy Fort Knox, but
these edifices dot the Parma countryside. Each one is the size of
several football fields, obsessively climate controlled with backup
generators, and holds millions of dollars’ worth of cheese.

The product is so valuable, with a single wheel having a “street
value” of thousands of dollars, that theft has been a historical
problem. Because the wheels resemble car tires in appearance, no
forklifts or dollies are needed. (To the delight of thieves they also
roll like tires, and burglars over the years have made use of this
fact, raiding warehouses and rolling wheels to a waiting truck.)
Better alarms, locks, and video surveillance have made warehouse
theft largely a problem of the past. However, theft remains the
number one problem for supermarkets: recent studies show it is
the single most shoplifted food product in Italy, and as much as
9 percent of all the cheese displayed for retail sale is stolen annu-
ally. Apparently, in Italy even shoplifters have good taste.

The challenge to the ager is not simply storing, cooling, and

guarding the cheese. Every single wheel must be flipped weekly,
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and before it is replaced, the wooden shelf must be wiped clean,
since moisture accumulates beneath it. For hundreds of years this
was done manually, with workers climbing ladders, pulling off
those eighty-six-pound wheels, wiping the shelves while holding
the cheese, then flipping and replacing them, one at a time, level
by level, row by row, week after week—a tedious, exhausting, and
dangerous job. Today, most warehouses use robotic mini-forklifts
custom built to gingerly withdraw the wheels, rotate them, clean
the shelves, and replace them. At all hours these robots prowl
the aisles, and the design, construction, and maintenance of
cheese-flipping robots is another niche local industry spun off by
agriculture.

To be sold as Parmigiano-Reggiano, each wheel must be aged
for a minimum of one year, but few are sold that young. To ob-
tain the more common, desirable, and pricier Vecchio-quality
designation (vecchio meaning “old” or, in this context, “aged”), at
least eighteen months is required; a minimum of two years, and
often as many as three, is needed for the most desirable Stravec-
chio (extra-aged) rating. Across Parma, the average age at which a
wheel is sold is twenty to twenty-four months, and for this reason,
warehousing is a big deal. At the same time, few cheese makers are
in the financial position to wait two years to recoup their invest-
ment, having long ago paid for the milk and labor. Warehouse
owners have long played the role of bankers, and lend cheese
makers funds secured by their aging inventory, which is held “on
deposit,” while charging a fee for storage and laborious flipping.
Warehouses in turn are often financed by Parma’s actual bankers,
an additional spoke in the wheel.

Another Parmigiani subculture created by cheese is the Con-
sorzio Parmigiano-Reggiano, which plays a role not dissimilar to
the offices of Major League Baseball or the National Football League.
On one hand, the Consorzio exists to promote the greater good of

all things cheese, helping to market it at the global level, including
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public education, special events, public relations, and litigating
on behalf of its membership; on the other hand, it also tests the
cheese and ensures the best quality product for consumers. Be-
cause of this duality, its relationship with its own “teams,” the dair-
ies, can be adversarial.

Like sports leagues, the Consorzio is funded by its owners yet is
put in the often schizophrenic roles of booster, umpire, and jury,
occasionally levying fines, mostly in the form of rejected cheese.
Aging may be the last step in production, but until a final quality
testing is performed, the cheese is just cheese, not Parmigiano-
Reggiano. Before a grade like Vecchio or Stravecchio is assigned
and the final security hologram adhered, one of the Consorzio’s
staff of expert tasters must personally inspect it. If flipping the
aging cheeses seems daunting, consider that every single wheel
must be individually inspected before it can be sold as Parmigiano-
Reggiano. In 2009, there were 2,947,292 wheels made.

While the “recipe” for Parmigiano-Reggiano appears simple,
the reality is anything but. Like baking or winemaking, cheese pro-
duction is a funny thing, and molecules do not always behave the
way we would like. Cheese is alive, and just as the most meticu-
lously tended tomato plants do not produce identical tomatoes,
every attempt at Parmigiano-Reggiano does not result in great-
ness. Yet the promise to the consumer is that you know exactly
what you will get, and what you will get is excellence, and always
the same excellence, the only variant being the three sanctioned
ages. The final individual testing is a laborious but vital step.

The testers themselves, full-time employees of the Consorzio,
are Old World craftsmen, arriving at the warehouses with the tools
of their trade: a metal and rubber percussion hammer, a screw-
like auger, and a long steel needle. They place the wheel on its
side and visually inspect it for cracks, holes, or other faults. Next,
they use the hammer as a doctor wields a stethoscope, tapping

the wheel over and over while listening carefully, because hollow
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spots within suggest chemistry has failed and the proper structural
crystallization has not taken place.

If a structural defect is revealed to a trained ear, the steel nee-
dle is used to test the physical structure of the interior, but only
when the hammer’s judging is unclear. Finally, as a last backup
measure to remove any doubt, the very thin steel auger extracts a
tiny cylindrical cross section of the wheel, the same way a geolo-
gist might take a core sample of the earth, allowing the Consorzio
examiner to visually check the entire width of the wheel, smell it,
and most important, taste it.

If the cheese passes inspection with flying colors, it is awarded
a hologram and can be sold based on its final age. If it is pass-
able but not exceptional and does not earn the higher rating, it
must be sold as twelve month old, regardless of age. Sometimes
the cheese is developing correctly but slowly and is sent back to
the shelves for additional aging and retesting. About 8 percent, a
huge volume in both weight and dollars, simply fails, and this too
is part of the city’s circle of life. The subpar wheel is mechanically
defaced to obliterate the logo and sold as commercial grade to
food manufacturers, the largest of which is the city’s own Parmalat.
Still far superior to most mass-produced cheeses, it is typically used
as an ingredient in processed foods, often ground into powder for
instant macaroni and cheese or similar products (but it cannot be
called Parmigiano-Reggiano on the ingredient list).

Virtually nothing is wasted in the daily cycle of production
here, from the grass in the fields to the milk of the cows to the
nearly great cheese that does not quite meet lofty local standards.
Even discards have value in Parma. Remember the leftover whey
and milk that was removed from the copper vats and set aside
from the cheese-making process? It has the same excellent nutri-
tional, taste, and purity qualities that the raw milk had, but even

more so, enhanced by the first steps of cheese production and
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concentration. After the wheels go into the brine, Paolo Rainieri
will still be hard at work, tying up loose ends. One of those loose
ends is the whey mixture, which is delivered to yet another one of
his Parma neighbors, the pig farmer. This by-product is fed to what
must be some of the happiest pigs on earth, at least until they meet
their end in the form of Prosciutto di Parma.

Similar to its cheese cousin, Prosciutto di Parma is called “King
of Ham,” and has its own strict ancient rules and independent
Consorzio to monitor production and quality, and to promote its
cause. The Consorzio’s logo is a not-subtle crown inscribed with
the word Parma. In America, the word prosciutto typically refers to
a particular Italian-inspired style of cured but uncooked ham, very
thinly sliced. But in Italian, it simply means ham, including many
types of prosciutto cotto (cooked) and crudo (raw), of which Italy’s
finest is Prosciutto di Parma, or Ham of Parma. It cannot legally
be manufactured anywhere else in Europe.

Parma’s prosciutto has an even longer history than its cheese,
quite a bit longer if you subscribe to the prevailing local theory
that Cato, as far back as 100 BCE, was describing a proto-Parma
ham when he wrote of whole pig legs here being aged in barrels of
salt and then smoked. Legend also has it that Hannibal stopped his
famed road trip over the Alps to fill his stomach with Parma ham
a thousand years ago. Sometime before the Renaissance, smoking
was discarded in favor of air drying, using the reliable warm, dry
wind that sweeps down the Po River valley. A take on Prosciutto
di Parma much closer to the one we know today was produced in
individual homes along the Po since at least the thirteenth cen-
tury. About two centuries ago, purpose-built riverfront air drying
“factories” replaced homes, and many are still in use today.

Once again, venerable traditions became law, and as in the
cheese, salt is a key ingredient—the only one allowed other than

the pork itself. However, the Consorzio insists that its hams actually
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have four ingredients: pork, salt, air, and time. Prosciutto di Parma
is always totally pure and free of preservatives. Even completely
natural ingredients common in ham making elsewhere—water,
sugar, smoke, and spices—are banned. The twin goals of the artists
who make what is known as a “sweet ham” are to use as little salt
as necessary so it does not overwhelm the taste of the pork and to
concentrate flavor through a slow aging process. The final product
loses up to a quarter of its original weight, all through evaporation,
leaving richer taste behind.

While the process begins with pigs fed tasty and nutritious whey,
actual ham making begins with their slaughter at nine months old,
no more, no less, and only if at that age they weigh a minimum of
340 pounds. Whole legs are delivered to the Prosciutto di Parma
warehouses along the river, where they are trimmed into the famil-
iar ham shape, not unlike a giant chicken drumstick. The ham is
then salted, always by hand, by a maestro salatore, or master salter.
The fresh ham goes into a cool climate-controlled room at 80 per-
cent humidity for one week, then is removed, cleaned, and re-
salted before going back into the humidity for fifteen to eighteen
more days. During this formative stage, each ham is checked daily,
with salt added or removed, depending on conditions. Next, the
hams move to refrigerated but much less humid rooms to age for
nine to ten weeks.

The technique used to make Prosciutto di Parma is a form of
what is known in meat parlance as dry curing. The two main al-
ternatives are smoking and wet curing. The latter usually involves
a bath in chemicals and is popular today because it is quick and
cheap. There are natural wet cures, but they are rarer.

It is after the hams emerge from the refrigeration that Parma’s
terroir kicks into full gear. The hams are hung in long rows, one
above the next, in massive aging rooms. These are usually on the

upper floors of the warehouses, almost completely lined with
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louvered floor-to-ceiling windows. Here they hang for three
months, while ham makers continuously fiddle with the louvers,
opening and closing them in complicated combinations depend-
ing on the weather and breeze to continuously assure the ideal air
circulation, temperature, and humidity.

After this full season of aging, the hams are spread with a paste
of salt and pork lard, then moved to cool basements to sit in the
darkness and further concentrate their flavors, typically for three
to five months, sometimes much longer. Including all these steps,
any ham that ends up labeled Prosciutto di Parma and earns the
crown logo will have aged for a minimum of four hundred days,
while many require as much as two and a half years. Of course, be-
fore they can be labeled, each and every ham must be individually
examined by testers from the Consorzio.

Long before stainless steel, ham makers discovered that a
hollow needle made of horse bone had the same neutral quali-
ties and could be used to puncture the ham and extract a tiny
cylindrical sample, about an eighth of an inch in diameter. Today,
while cheese tasters use metal, the horse bone needle is still the
implement of choice for ham, and inspectors test each leg in five
locations for both aroma and taste. All hams sold as Prosciutto di
Parma must pass this five-point test before they are given the seal

of approval. Roughly 4 percent are rejected.

TO JADED CITIZENS of Parma, the miracle that turns
grass and flowers into exquisite cheese and meat is an everyday
occurrence. In the city’s main shopping street, a pedestrian thor-
oughfare lined with stores specializing in lace, there is a popular
pizzeria on the main piazza, with tables set out on cobblestones
and a seemingly random nautical/pirate theme. Every time I
have visited Parma I have come here for lunch, and while piz-

zas are available with a wide variety of toppings, I always choose
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prosciutto, which comes generously spread across every inch of
the pie. It’s delicious.

Like almost every restaurant in Parma, large or small, the piz-
zeria has a huge ornate enameled antique meat slicer proudly on
display. These are almost always hand cranked, owing to a belief
that the heat of a motor would harm the quality of the thin sliced,
delicate ham. Whether you order a pizza topped with Prosciutto di
Parma or a platter of the ham, itis sliced to order for you, carefully
and lovingly, from a whole leg.

These slicers are beautiful machines, works of art themselves,
and I want one. They are as ubiquitous in Parma’s trattorias, os-
terias, and cafes as Wi-Fi is in Seattle coffee shops. I envy the lo-
cals because when they order this same pizza, they have no doubt
about where it comes from, how it was made, or how delicious it
is about to taste. If they grate any extra cheese onto their pizza
from the huge wedge offered, they know without asking that it is
Parmigiano-Reggiano, made no more than a few miles from where
they sit. They do not have to be an armchair gourmand or dedi-
cated foodie to enjoy this fine meal, made with the best ingredi-
ents available, and they do not have to read endless food blogs to
learn how good the meat and cheese are—they take it for granted.

Alas, the rest of the world is not so fortunate, and ironically,
the ignorance of the Parmigiani may truly equal bliss, because this
is a situation where even information is not always a savior. For
instance, you might go out to eat at one of the most acclaimed
and expensive Italian restaurants in New York, which is to say, in
the entire country, like my friend Alice Fixx did. Alice has repre-
sented the cheese makers of Parma in a public relations effort to
spread their truth for two decades. She speaks fluent Italian, lives
several months a year in Italy’s Veneto region, and otherwise re-

sides in New York City. She also used to do work for the Parma ham
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Consorzio, and no one I know is more knowledgeable about both
the King of Cheeses and Italian cuisine in general.

One night, friends came to town and invited Alice out to din-
ner at celebrity chef Mario Batali’s vaunted flagship Italian eatery,
Babbo. As Alice told me this story, at one point during their meal,
the waiter displayed a grater and large wedge of cheese with great
flourish, asking her if she wanted Parmigiano-Reggiano on her
pasta. She did not say yes. She did not say no. Instead Alice looked at
the cheese and asked, “Are you sure that’s Parmigiano-Reggiano?”

He replied with certainty, “Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

She then asked to see the cheese. The waiter panicked, mum-
bled some excuse, and fled into the kitchen. He returned a few
minutes later with a different and much smaller chunk of cheese,
which he handed over for examination. The new speck was old,
dry, and long past its useful shelf-life, but it was real Parmigiano-
Reggiano, evidenced by the pin-dot pattern.

“The first one was Grana Padano,” she explained. “I could
clearly read the rind. They must have gone searching through all
the drawers in the kitchen in a panic until they found this forgot-
ten crumb of Parmigiano-Reggiano.” Alice Fixx was the wrong per-
son to try this kind of bait and switch on, but she is the exception,
and I wonder how many other expense-account diners swallowed
a cheaper substitute. This occurred at one of the most famous and
expensive Italian eateries in the country. What do you think hap-
pens at other restaurants?

Until 2013, it was illegal to sell real Prosciutto di Parma in
Canada except under the odd name “Original Ham.” That is be-
cause a local meat producer, Maple Leaf Meats, trademarked the

real name in 1971 and for the past forty-five years has been duping
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Canadian consumers. By the time actual ham makers from Parma
realized, the best available name they could secure was “Original
Ham.” This has been a thorn in the side of EU regulators ever
since, and finally, as part of a 2013 trade agreement, they suc-
ceeded in their negotiations—sort of. Both the actual Parma pro-
ducers and Maple Leaf Meats can now sell Prosciutto di Parma,
real and fake, in Canada.

Americans fared better with this gourmet product, but it took
the ham Consorzio ten years and over a million dollars in legal fees
to get Parma ham trademarked in the United States as ham from
Parma. As a result, unlike our Canadian neighbors, we weren’t
being routinely tricked into buying a fake version of an ultrapure
ham—a fake that could be packed with chemicals and preserva-
tives and fillers and hormones (we just call this one prosciutto).
The bad news is we got duped that way on the cheese front.

Most “Parmesan” cheese is a blatant counterfeiting of Parma’s
product, best exemplified by the ubiquitous Kraft grated version
that comes in green cardboard tubes and tastes like what you would
get if you ground up green cardboard tubes. This may not be as
far from reality as it sounds. In early 2016, the FDA showed that
Parmesan fraud has become a very serious problem for American
consumers. Its tests showed that products described as “100 per-
cent Parmesan” are routinely cut with cheaper products, and not
just less expensive cheeses but also wood pulp. Tests by Bloomberg
showed that Kraft Parmesan contained almost 4 percent cellulose,
a plant-derived polymer mainly used to make paper and paper-
board. Other brands had cellulose content as high as 7.8 percent.

According to culinary website Grub Street, the FDA is prosecut-
ing Castle Cheese, long a huge supplier to supermarket chains, for
three decades of alleged fraud, including manufacturing three top
selling brands “all of which contained no Parmesan cheese despite

claiming on their labels to be 100 percent.” Neal Schuman, whose
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family-owned New Jersey company is the nation’s largest seller of
hard Italian cheeses, told Bloomberg News that 40 percent of so-
called grated Parmesan cheese is not even real cheese at all.

Kraft was forced by courts to stop selling this product as Parme-
san cheese in Europe and renamed it Pamasello, but sells it here
as “100% Grated Parmesan Cheese.” My guess is that the “100%”
refers to the grating, not the cheese, and in fact it is completely
grated. Remember that by both EU and Italian law, the real thing
is allowed to contain only three very simple ingredients: pure
drug-free milk, salt, and rennet. Kraft’s includes milk of unknown
origin and purity, cellulose powder, potassium sorbate, and cheese
cultures.

But Parmesan and Parmigiano-Reggiano are different, you
might think. Except they are not. Parmesan is the direct English
translation of Parmigiano-Reggiano, just as the country it comes
from is not actually Italy, as we call it, but rather Italia. Italia’s
capital is Roma, not Rome, but to argue that by Rome, Italy, we
mean something different from Roma, Italia, is pure idiocy. In
Japanese, the country’s name is Nippon, yet by law we insist that
imported products be labeled with our version, “Made in Japan.”
In almost every case other than Parmesan cheese, we take the
legal position that our word means the same as the word from
which it is translated. In 2008, European courts correctly decreed
that Parmigiano-Reggiano is the only hard cheese that can legally
be called Parmesan, and with a handful of exceptions such as
Argentina and New Zealand, almost all of our first world peers—
not just in Europe—understand this and agree.

Furthermore, the word Parmesan has been used to specifically
refer only to Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese since about 250 years
before the United States came into existence. In the sixteenth cen-
tury it was the Italians themselves, in other parts of the country,

who began calling it Parmesano, which means “of or from Parma.”
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This was shortened to Parmesan by the French, the first foreigners
to gain a deep appreciation of the cheese’s virtues. The words have
been precisely synonymous for five hundred years—and still are
today—except to American consumers trying to buy Real Food.
Today almost nothing you can buy in a store in this country labeled
Parmesan resembles something “of or from Parma” in any way.

There is a museum in Parma devoted entirely to the history of
Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. To be perfectly honest, the museum
is pretty hokey, and few visitors will regret having missed it—the
pirate pizzeria is a far more important stop. But one display is es-
pecially humorous, though probably not to the Consorzio: it is a
worldwide collection of “homages,” products created to profit from
an unwarranted and undeserved association with the Parmigiano-
Reggiano name. These include powdered cheeselike substances,
grated cheese, and macaroni-and-cheese kits, along with wheels
and wedges of actual “cheese,” some of which do not even meet
the minimum legal standards to be called cheese of any kind.
There is every imaginable variant of the word Parmigiano, includ-
ing Parmesan, Parmigiana, Parmesana, Parmegano, Parmesano, Par-
meso, Parmetto, Parma cheese, Parma-Reggiano, Parggiano, Parmabon,
Parmezan, Parmezano, and my all-time favorite, Permesansan (really).
From China comes cheese Parmesan-Reggiano, while the ultimate
slap in the face is real Parma.

Also displayed is the short-lived Wisconsin Parveggiano, one of
the very few instances in which the Consorzio actually won a U.S.
trademark case. Before extending sympathies to the Wisconsin
cheese factory that lost the suit, be aware that it is still able to mar-
ket Parmesan, along with various other geographically designated
cheeses widely protected in most of the rest of the world, includ-
ing faux Asiago and Gorgonzola. The only term the Consorzio was
able to legally secure in the United States is Parmigiano, and it can

only defend this trademark against terms deemed too “similar” by
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U.S. courts. Even this limited protection is thinner than it looks,
because it grandfathers and exempts all previous existing copycats,
such as Parmesan.

The reason Parmesan and similar terms cannot receive pro-
tection under U.S. trademark law is that they have been deemed
generic, or common names. This first happened in 1921 in Bayer
Co. v. United Drug Co., the seminal case for all generic trademark
issues since. At the time, aspirin was a brand name owned by the
Bayer Company (as was heroin, also since deemed generic). The de-
fendant, United Drug, asserted that the term had become the
common descriptive name for the kind of drug and fallen into
the public domain. United’s victory cemented the notion that fu-
ture courts should weigh whether a trademark has become the
“common descriptive name of an article,” rather than a brand.
However, this overly simplistic interpretation ignores the crux of
United’s case—and victory—which was that Bayer’s patent had
expired several years earlier. The common descriptive name argu-
ment was an ancillary notion attorneys threw into the mix, but it
has remained there ever since, and other famous examples of for-
mer brands names include laundromat, escalator, kerosene, cellophane,
dry ice, and zipper.

On the other hand, many names just as widely used to describe
common items have won their claims as distinctive brand names,
including ChapStick, Crock-Pot, Dumpster, Fiberglas, Jacuzzi,
Xerox, Band-Aids, and of course, Kleenex brand tissues. In many
of these cases, it has been held that the real issue is not whether a
name like Dumpster is widely used to commonly describe all large
trash receptacles but how vehemently the company has fought
to prevent this—even if unsuccessful. The Parmigiani never had
their patent expire, have fought vigorously—and have still been
unsuccessful.

But while most consumers may not have known who made
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the original aspirin, they do know exactly what aspirin is, and
FDA rules specifically prohibit using the name to describe other
painkillers such as naproxen sodium (Aleve) or acetaminophen
(Tylenol). Yet Parmesan can be used for any type of cheese, which
contradicts the entire notion that it has a commonly recognized
meaning. When I asked the legal counsel for the Consorzio about
this, he said, “In most cases in the U.S., the name Parmesan is not
used as a common name of a kind of cheese; it is used in a way
that may mislead the public as to the geographical origin of the
product. If Parmesan has become the common name of a kind of
cheese in the U.S., which kind of product exactly would Parme-
san designate? Hard cheese? Hard cheese with a minimum aging
period? Hard cheese with a minimum aging period only made
from cow’s milk? Or anything else?” He’s got a point—no one uses
the word Kleenex to describe other members of the paper prod-
uct family, like paper towels or napkins. Even generic terms mean
something, but in our country, Parmesan usually only means fake.

This issue is not about splitting hairs over names, nor is it about
protectionist trade policies; it is about common sense, public safety,
and consumer fraud. Or as Franz Fischler, the EU’s commissioner
for agriculture, rural development, and fisheries, noted, “This is
not about protectionism. It is about fairness.” Think one last time
about all the steps that go into the production of Parmigiano-
Reggiano, think about the pure natural grass, the hormone-free
cows, the meticulous oversight, the exacting standards to which the
cheese production is held, the two-plus years of careful aging, and
then the testing standards so high that they flunk nearly a tenth
of the finished cheese. Then ask yourself if you believe any simi-
lar standards are being applied at any of the industrial processed
cheese factories—Kraft is not the only one—around the world.

It may be fair to assume that most consumers know there is

practical difference between a cardboard tube of Kraft “Parmesan”
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powder and twenty-dollar-per-pound wedges of the real cheese at
a specialty cheese shop. But how many notice that the eighteen-
dollar-per-pound Parmesan next to the twenty-dollar wedge, also
hand cut and wrapped in plastic in the fancy cheese case, is from
a plant in Argentina, where the only legal standard governing its
import is that it not be poisonous? No, the labeling issue is not
one of splitting hairs. While U.S. cheese producers would—and
do—beg to differ that Parmesan is its own word, one that does not
confuse consumers, this is simply not true.

“It’s misleading to use these names, there’s no question about
it. The green can calls itself Parmesan but has nothing in it that I
think can actually even be called cheese. Parmigiano-Reggiano is
the quintessential example. It’s the gold standard, but most people
have never had it because everything is called Parmesan here,”
said Laura Werlin, a James Beard Award—winning author who has
written six books on cheese and is a frequent presenter at top culi-
nary festivals like Pebble Beach and Aspen’s Food & Wine Classic.
I spoke to her in 2015.

Under EU law, both Parmigiano-Reggiano and its English
translation, Parmesan, are clearly protected. But when the Codex
Committee on Milk and Milk Products, which sets globally ac-
cepted standards for international trade, tried extending this
European protection to its entire membership, the attempt was
shot down by “stiff opposition from countries such as the USA
and New Zealand as well as large producers such as Kraft. One of
the worries was that if the EU succeeded, it would set a precedent
for other products,” according to trade publication Dairy Industries
International. It’s hard to imagine how a precedent requiring ac-
curate food labeling would be a bad thing.

Every time I've visited Parma, I've eaten my final meal of the
trip at La Greppia, a classic mom-and-pop restaurant in the heart

of the city, where the husband is the maitre d’ and his wife, a true
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nonna, or Italian grandmother, heads up an allfemale kitchen
(the couple just, finally, retired). La Greppia’s specialty is classic
local dishes, and it is wise to begin with their signature appetizer,
poached pears with a thick mousse made from Parmigiano-
Reggiano, milk, and cream. For sharing, nothing beats the region’s
most decadent starter, gnocco fritto, always served in family-style
platters. Gnocco fritto consists of two parts: ultralight square pillows
of fried dough, a close relative of New Orleans’s beignets, served
piping hot and oily, alongside a plate of Prosciutto di Parma. You
grab a fritter, wrap your ham slice around it, and almost instantly
the paper-thin ribbons of fat in the meat melt, creating the most
delicious inside-out doughnut sandwich you can imagine. Once
you start wolfing down gnocco fritto, it is impossible to stop until the
last piece of hot dough and the last slice of ham have disappeared.

Next comes the city’s legendary main course, the “Rose of
Parma,” a name befitting the visiting royalty for whom it was
originally created. This is a whole tenderloin of beef butterflied
and stuffed with layers of Parmigiano-Reggiano and Prosciutto di
Parma, along with garlic, olive oil, fresh herbs, and spices, then
rolled, cooked, and sliced into decadent medallions. At La Greppia,
and all throughout Emilia-Romagna, the beloved local specialties
even make their way into desserts, from strudels and tarts stuffed
with cheese to the classic, simple, and singularly delicious combi-
nation of homemade vanilla gelato drizzled with long-aged bal-
samic vinegar, a match made in gastronomic heaven.

The first time I visited Parma, I was so wowed by the cheese
that I brought back a dozen wedges, each weighing two to three
pounds. One of the dairies had a shop that would cut wedges to
order from a freshly opened wheel, then immediately vacuum seal
them. Because Parmigiano-Reggiano is best enjoyed fresh, it is im-
portant to keep it from exposure to air, and even when you buy the

real thing in supermarkets, it is often dried out. Vacuum sealing
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ensured that each time I opened a wedge, it was like cutting into
a new wheel. Once opened, my wife and I took great care to me-
ticulously double wrap it tightly in plastic between servings, and
did our best to eat it as quickly as possible—we succeeded. This
preserved the grainy crunch factor and underlying creaminess. I
came home with over thirty pounds, enough to almost fill a suit-
case to the baggage limit, which seems excessive and probably was,
but nonetheless, we hoarded it greedily.

There is a famous episode of the sitcom Seinfeld where Elaine’s
favorite birth control goes off the market, and faced with a finite
supply, she begins to conserve, questioning whether her suitors are
“sponge-worthy.” We entertain a lot and began following her lead,
deeming only certain guests “cheese-worthy,” despite our ample
supply. As the stash dwindled, our standards went up. Only once
during those months did we ever take a wedge to someone else’s
house, and to those friends who had us for dinner, now you know
how much your invitation meant to us. It is hard to imagine thirty
pounds of cheese could warrant such stinginess, but it was that
good. Our worthy guests agreed wholeheartedly, and as cheese
expert Werlin had suggested, many were surprised that as well-
versed food fans, they had never really tasted great Parmesan be-

fore. There is a reason for that, and it is called Fake Food.

** SHOPPING TIPS

Most of the fakery surrounding the King of Cheese has to do with
the misleading use of “Parmesan,” not Parmigiano-Reggiano, so
when you see the full Italian name and it says “Made in Italy” and
has the PDO seal, it is usually the real deal. The same is true of Pro-
sciutto di Parma. However, the cheese is made in very large wheels
that begin to deteriorate once cut, so it is important to buy from
retailers with a lot of volume turnover who are constantly opening

new wheels and storing it right. More than many other cheeses,
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it’s usually better to buy from a specialty cheese shop like Murray’s
in New York—most cities have these. If you go mail order/online,
you cannot beat Zingerman’s in Ann Arbor, Michigan, which buys
whole wheels directly from dairies in Parma and handles them
very well. This is the choice of the Consorzio itself when it needs
to ship the cheese within the United States for events.

For high-quality balsamic, look for the full name Aceto Bal-
samico Tradizionale di Modena or Aceto Balsamico Tradizionale
di Reggio Emilia. Italian law precludes the years of aging on the
labels, but better retailers list it, and eight years is the minimum
for the good stuff, though truly exceptional balsamic, the kind to
be applied with an eyedropper to cheese and ice cream, should be
at least twenty-five to fifty years and will always cost you more than
a hundred dollars, sometimes much more, for a small bottle. The
best are labeled by color, with silver and gold denoting the oldest.
Again, Zingerman’s is an excellent resource for authentic standout

balsamic vinegars.
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MAaMA RosA’s RosA DI PARMA

I Rosa Musi Reverberi is the quintessential nonna, or Italian
grandmother. She sews, she cleans, she makes her own wine, and
most of all, she cooks. She is not a chef but rather keeps alive tra-
ditions taught to her by her mother, who learned them from her
mother. She has only one specialty—traditional foods of Parma.
Mama Rosa, as everyone in her neighborhood calls her, does not
run a cooking school, but she would sometimes let visiting jour-
nalists into her kitchen for cooking demonstrations. Mama Rosa
does not speak English, so her adult daughter translated, while
her gray-haired mama padded around the kitchen in sturdy black
shoes and fringed apron. My job was to drink her homemade wine,
poured from glass milk bottles, watch, learn, and taste. It was a
fabulous job to have.

Rosa di Parma, the Rose of Parma, is reserved for special occa-
sions like Christmas or important guests, but it is so easy that you

might make it more often. Mama Rosa’s version serves 8 to 10.

2 garlic cloves, finely minced

Y% cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 beef tenderloin (3 to 4 pounds), well trimmed

1 pound Prosciutto di Parma, thinly sliced

8 ounces Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, shaved into thin slices
with a vegetable peeler

2 tablespoons butter, preferably from Parma

1 tablespoon coarse sea salt

1 teaspoon chopped fresh rosemary

6 sprigs fresh rosemary

Y cup brandy

Y4 to ¥4 cup beef broth
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DIRECTIONS

— In a small bowl, whisk together the garlic and oil.

— With a sharp knife, butterfly the tenderloin by cutting length-
wise almost all the way through, leaving just % to % inch of
meat before unfolding like a book. Cover with parchment pa-
per and pound with a heavy frying pan until the beef is about
Y% inch thick. Brush the beef with the garlic oil.

— Cover entire surface of the beef with half the prosciutto,
slightly overlapping the slices. Top the prosciutto with the
shaved Parmigiano-Reggiano. Top with the remaining pro-
sciutto, again overlapping slices slightly.

— Starting at one edge, carefully roll the meat up into a log
shape. Mama Rosa sews the edge of the seam closed with a
needle and sewing thread. Alternatively, you can tie the roll
at close intervals with kitchen twine, but you will not get as
good a seal.

— Place 1 tablespoon of the butter in a large saucepan over high
heat. In a small bowl, mix the salt and chopped rosemary, then
rub the herbed salt over the meat log. Add the beef to the pan
and sauté, turning occasionally, until all sides are browned,
about 10 minutes.

— Dot the meat log with the remaining 1 tablespoon butter and
scatter the rosemary sprigs in the pan. Pour the brandy over
the top. Reduce the heat to low and cook for 30 minutes, add-
ing broth as needed to keep the pan from drying out, until
the beef is medium rare and reaches an internal temperature
between 130°F and 135°F.

— Remove the beef to a cutting board and let rest for 5 to 10 min-

utes. Slice into spirals and serve. Mangia!
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2.  What Is Fake Food?

None of us likes being swindled, particularly when all we were
trying to do was buy something nice to eat . . . Being cheated
over food is one of the universal human experiences.

—BEE WILSON, Swindled

Before we go any further down this road, let’s get some

paperwork out of the way. I'm planning to use the terms
Real Food and Fake Food quite a bit in these pages, and since dif-
ferent people might interpret them differently, it is important to
clarify what exactly I mean.

Real Food is straightforward—it is what it says it is. Living in
New England, one of my favorite examples is the whole Maine lob-
ster, more accurately the North Atlantic lobster, because they are
exactly the same in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut,
Rhode Island, and Canada. We all know what these creatures look
like, and when served whole they cannot be faked, even by rela-
tives like the spiny Caribbean or Mediterranean lobsters. Maine
lobsters are always wild caught and never farmed or artificially
raised; as a result, you don’t have worry about whether they were
“natural,” “free range,” or “pasture raised.” They aren’t fattened
with hormones and antibiotics that are hidden from consumers,
and they aren’t crossbred with cheaper shellfish to make hybrids.
They are simply lobsters.

But most important, they are delicious, and while some lobsters
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taste slightly better than others, and fans passionately argue the
merits of steaming versus boiling and soft shell versus hard shell
(same lobster, different time of year), it is virtually impossible to
get a bad whole Maine lobster—I've never had one. You crack it
open, you pull out big chunks of rich, flavorful, moist meat, dip
them in melted butter to make them even richer, and you have
one of the world’s great meals. Just writing these words makes me
want one. Whether you go the lazy man’s route and pay someone
to break it for you in a white tablecloth restaurant, or roll up your
sleeves at a beachside picnic table and dig in, it tastes equally good,
and no matter which you choose, you will end up deeply satisfied
and licking your lips.

Most Real Food is not so obvious. If I put a glass of actual
red Burgundy on the table next to a glass of fake California “Bur-
gundy,” you’d be hard pressed to tell by looking which one was
real. But if you tasted them, you could discern the imitator right
away, even with little wine knowledge, because it will not come
remotely close to replicating the quality of the real thing.

When you already know it is genuine, because you see the bottle
of red French Burgundy, you have a different kind of Real Food
example: not only is it what it says it is, but what it says is a very spe-
cific promise. If the Burgundy could talk, this is what it might say:
“My name means something. It means I am made from nothing
but 100 percent pinot noir, with no exceptions. This is because
the place I come from is world famous for the quality of its pinot
noir grapes, where vineyards have been tended for more than two
thousand years. Further, my country’s government assesses and
rates the qualities of individual vineyards within my region, and by
law I can only be made from grapes from the best ones.”

Conversely, the California “Burgundy” might say, “Burgundy
is a famous high-quality wine from Burgundy, which is in France,

and by putting its name on my label I'm hoping to trick you into
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confusing me with that wine. Because I can’t compete on qual-
ity, ’'m not even going to bother trying to imitate real Burgundy.
What is pinot noir anyway? I’'m a blend made of whatever grapes
were selling most cheaply this year, and next year when they make
another huge batch of me in big tanks, I'll have a different recipe.”

Not all Fake Food is equally fake, and throughout this discus-
sion you’ll see that there are three main ways in which food is
faked.

¥ ILLEGAL COUNTERFEITS

This is perhaps the most understandable scam—when I say fake
Nike or Gucci, you know exactly what I mean. This is the case
of someone actively counterfeiting, making an unofficial or unli-
censed copy of an existing individual product, usually a high-value
brand. A good example happened in 2014 when Italian authori-
ties seized thirty thousand bottles of counterfeit Brunello, Chi-
anti Classico, and other high-end Italian DOCG (Denominazione
di Origine Controllata e Garantita, or Controlled Designation of
Origin Guaranteed) wines. DOCG is the highest legal classifica-
tion given wine by the Italian government, “guaranteeing” quality.
But these were cheaper wines put into expensively labeled bottles,
complete with fake official DOCG seals. By the time police made
arrests, bottles had been sold in retail stores and served in bars
and restaurants. The following month six hundred bottles of simi-
larly packaged faux high-end Barolos were seized. A year earlier,
two fraudsters had netted more than two million euros—over
$2,500,000—by selling just four hundred bottles of cheap wine
repackaged as one of the world’s most coveted and collectible
French Burgundies. That’s over six grand a bottle, made possible
in part because the bold duo chose to also label the wines with a
faux-standout vintage.

While insidious, this type of purely criminal fraud is largely
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skipped over in the coming pages, with a few notable exceptions
such as olive oil and seafood. There are two reasons for this: First,
as Fake Food issues go, it’s a small one. Second, there’s really noth-
ing you can do about it, no matter how closely you read the label.
These are crimes, pure and simple, akin to a pickpocketing or
having your car stolen off the street, the victims being consumers
in the wrong place at the wrong time. Unfortunately, crime exists,
and always has, in every society on earth. But all the other types of
food fraud described herein, even when also criminal, are more

common and more preventable.

*t UTTER IMPOSTORS

This is the worst level of common fakery, an unapologetic take-
no-prisoners approach to swindling consumers, which simply
substitutes an unrelated product for the thing it pretends to be.
At least the illegal counterfeiters mentioned above had the “de-
cency” to use cheap wine in place of good wine, an act known as
an economic fraud, where damage is measured chiefly in dollars.
But what if they never even used wine at all? What if they used
something potentially lethal instead? In 1986, Italian winemakers
substituted toxic methyl alcohol for grape-derived alcohol, killing
more than twenty people.

These kinds of product swaps have been going on since an-
cient times, and in London at the turn of the eighteenth century
it was commonplace for merchants to take readily available leaves,
chop them up, roast them, darken them with slightly poisonous
dyes and pass the mixture off as Chinese black tea. The worst ver-
sion was “green tea,” dyed with much more poisonous copper. A
more contemporary and highly publicized example is the wide-
spread European horsemeat scandal of the past few years, where
cheaper horsemeat was found to have been widely substituted for
beef, especially in processed foods.

There is no way for the average consumer to look at a bunch
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of ground-up leaves in a teabag or chopped meat in frozen lasagna
with the naked eye and positively identify it. This visual ignorance
is a recurring Fake Food theme we will see in our restaurants and
supermarkets.

This type of fraud, selling fiction, is just slightly less common
today, in an era where accurately testing the contents of food is
easier. Butitis still happens much more than you would think, and
far less testing or inspection of our food supply is done than most
people believe. Most of the foods we eat every day are produced or
imported, labeled, and sold with almost no oversight at all. In cer-
tain food categories, this kind of utter impostor fraud is so regular
as to be a public health risk. For now, let’s just say that if you are
drinking a cup of herb tea as you read this, you might want to put
it down for another hundred pages or so. Pour yourself a Scotch
whisky instead, one of the few reliably Real Foods.

While often just as criminal as illegal counterfeits, utter impos-
tors are systemic in nature and with knowledge you can protect
yourself against these fakes. The first step is to learn which foods
are most at risk, and the second is to shop for these particular
products from more reliable vendors or producers. In this case,
our own government is also much more to blame, because per-
petrators are so rarely punished. Those wine counterfeiters were
arrested, but in most cases where fish, tea, cheese, or any other
food is intentionally sold as something else, no matter how dan-
gerous the deception is, the result is a slap on the wrist or warn-
ing letter—if that—which amounts to de facto decriminalization.
Counterfeit wine represents a tiny fraction of the wine market, but

in many cases counterfeit fish is the market.

¥ LEGAL AND GRAY-AREA COUNTERFEITS
This is where we get into a moral area on which some readers
may not take my side. Earlier I defined Real Food as being what it

says it is. By this same logic, when a manufacturer intentionally
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misleads the consumer into thinking she is buying something dif-
ferent (and usually better) than the actual product, the result is
a fake, even if no law is broken. There are plenty of legal Fake
Foods—Ilike the California “Burgundy.”

If you adhere to the philosophy that businesses and indi-
viduals should be able to do whatever they want and get away
with whatever they can, as long as they do not break laws, even
when the laws are clearly inadequate and the behavior is harmful
and/or dishonest, then you probably will have trouble accepting
these foods as fake. I hope to convince you otherwise.

Let’s use a dramatic hypothetical example: Suppose that instead
of the United States you live in Russia. Now suppose the Russian
government decides to shore up the domestic auto or computer
industry by making it legal for Russian companies to produce spe-
cific “American” products using the same brand names. Suddenly,
you can buy a copy of Microsoft Office not made by Microsoft,
but rather by some local teen, which might lack certain important
components, such as Word and Excel. Likewise, you can buy a
Cadillac Escalade, but instead of an SUV made in Detroit costing
seventy-five thousand dollars, it might be a sedan made in Tolyatti
costing seventy-five hundred dollars.

In this hypothetical new world where Russian law allowed all
this, would American manufacturers like Cadillac and Microsoft
become incensed? You bet. Would the U.S. government formally
and vigorously protest? Uh-huh. The Russian manufacturers of
these products would not be able to export them, except maybe
to North Korea or China, because in most civilized countries they
would be considered obvious counterfeits and banned. But the
Russian and Chinese market is more than big enough to support
its own domestic fakes of these well-known brands.

At the end of the day, who would be affected? First, the Rus-

sian consumer who thinks he is getting the quality, features,
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compatibility, and support Microsoft is known for, but is not. That
1s an economic fraud. On the other hand, the Russian owner of
“Microsoft” is getting rich and is much better off under this ar-
rangement, as long as he can sleep at night. The manufacturers
of the real products are adversely affected because they are losing
sales to the fakes, often unwittingly. Suppose a rich oligarch who
knows of Cadillac’s global cachet and reputation for quality and
who can afford a real Escalade buys the fake, thinking he is getting
the real thing. Now the damage mounts: The buyer suffers eco-
nomic fraud and potentially injury or death if he has an accident
in this far less safe “Cadillac.” But the real Cadillac also suffers
harm, as does the autoworker in Detroit who loses his job because
sales are down in the Russian market. Would the respective CEOs
of the affected American companies consider these Russian prod-
ucts real or fake? It wouldn’t matter, because in Russia they’d still
be legal, just like our “Burgundy” here.

This scenario brings up a key point about the Real Food, Fake
Food issue. Most Real Foods are not recipes; they are executions of
a process. Earlier I mentioned onions and corn, and how planting
the exact same seed, kernel, or bulb in different places will yield
vastly different results. You can make a 100 percent pinot noir
wine in Oregon that might be as good or better than one from
Burgundy, but it will never be the same, even if using identical
vines and winemaking techniques, because the soil and weather
are different. Burgundy is essentially a brand name for a particu-
lar style of wine. Others can make the wine in the same way, but
they should not be able to call it by the brand name Burgundy.
Parmigiano-Reggiano is a “brand” of cheese, with three different
“models,” just as Cadillac is brand of car. Cadillac can legally pro-
tect its name but cannot claim an automobile exclusive—there
are lots of other brands of cars. But in all these cases, the name or

brand also connotes unusually high quality. The confusing issue is
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that the United States has a different trademark law system from
France and Italy, and ours does not allow trademarks to be collec-
tively owned. Cadillac is one company, while Parmigiano-Reggiano
is a consortium of companies.

I know the Russia example sounds farfetched, but a real version
of this situation is unfolding right now on a smaller scale—with
pizza. Dating back seventy-five years, Brooklyn-born Grimaldi’s is
one of New York’s most popular and iconic pizzerias, and there is
usually a long line out the door at the flagship. It is famous for us-
ing coal-fired ovens, not typical for New York—style pizza, giving it a
distinctive taste. Grimaldi’s has parlayed its successful original into
a brand name known for both a particular style of pizza and excel-
lence making it, and it has grown into a national chain, with nearly
fifty restaurants in a dozen states. It’s not quite a McDonald’s or
Chipotle in scope, but it is a significant food undertaking, all built
on the presumption that its brand and long history of delivering a
high level of product quality means something to customers—just
as it does for Cadillac. Other companies can make cars, but they
can’t make Cadillac cars. Other companies can make pizzas, but
they can’t make Grimaldi’s pizzas. Unless they are in China.

The owners of the real Grimaldi’s woke up one morning to
find their pizzeria had been carbon-copied in Shanghai, right
down to signage and T-shirts identical to those their staff wears,
emblazoned with the signature slogan “I'm gonna make you a
pizza you can’t refuse.” Because the real Grimaldi’s appears in ev-
ery New York City travel guidebook, including those published in
Chinese, and there are often many Chinese visitors waiting in the
Brooklyn line, it obviously has a quality perception in Shanghai
worth trying to cash in on—otherwise there would be no need
to steal the name; Chinese pizzerias could just attempt to make
a similar type of pizza. Many winemakers make wines in the style

of Burgundy without using the name, and in fact, the only ones
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who do use it are selling the lowest-quality imitations. The real
Grimaldi’s sued a former employee involved in the “clone” for
twenty-five million dollars.

Immoral? No doubt. Illegal? Well, considering the “Parmesan”
standard, that depends on whether the real Grimaldi’s folks had
appropriately trademarked their name under Chinese law. Or
maybe the Chinese government will deem the word Grimaldi’s to be
a generic term for high-quality pizza and thus incapable of trade-
mark protection, as the United States has done with Champagne.

Regardless, Grimaldi’s has spent decades building a lofty repu-
tation for its distinctive take on pizza, and that reputation has been
hijacked, known in trademark law as riding the coattails. Even if
it doesn’t hurt the owners economically (which of course it does),
it hurts them because it is wrong, and at the end of the day, that
may be enough.

Besides an attempt to mislead consumers, another reason pro-
ducers usurp existing product names is to make it easier to explain
what they are selling. In Switzerland, most people understand what
real Gruyere cheese is without further explanation. But when a
U.S. manufacturer makes a Gruyere-style cheese and doesn’t want
to lie and call it Gruyére, that honest cheese maker is faced with
a tough choice of how to convey to the consumer what type of
cheese it is—a unique name like “Joe’s Great Cheese” might not
do the trick. So at this point I will make an important clarification
in the scheme of Real Foods and Fake Foods: I'm a big fan of using
the terms imitation and stylewhen advertising inauthentic products
because they offer a transparent solution to many of these issues.
Since these words clearly alert consumers that what they are buy-
ing is not the genuine article, consumers cannot accuse producers
of acting in bad faith. Imitation Gruyere is not Gruyere (though
it still might be real cheese). Similarly, if you see a sign for Kansas

City—style barbecue, it’s a sure indication that you’re not in Kansas
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(or Missouri) anymore. For this reason, I heartily suggest the use
of such modifiers as imitation Kobe or Parmesan-style, because no
matter how good they may taste, if the Kobe isn’t from Japan and
if the Parmesan isn’t from Parma, they are not what they purport
to be.* (Interestingly, one of the largest U.S. tobacco product re-
tailers, JR, sells “Genuine Counterfeit Cuban Cigars,” which it de-
scribes as Cuban-style made in Nicaragua. Few if any consumers
would confuse that with the real thing, and I can definitely live
with counterfeit as a modifier—it is often the most accurate one!)

What I can’t support, however, is the use of domestic and similar
terms as qualifiers. While, yes, clarifying a product’s origin (e.g.,
“domestic Kobe” or “California Champagne”) will signal its inau-
thenticity, it also places an unfair burden on less-savvy consumers,
who must now memorize the history and source of all Real Foods.
The simple reality is that there can be no such thing as “California
Champagne,” since by definition Champagne cannot be produced
there. Therefore it should not be advertised as such.

Now, what about foods labeled “natural,” “pure,” or “100%
something or other”? This is another gray area since these terms
have little or no legal definition but are often intentionally used to
dupe buyers. In general, the law allows these claims to be slapped
on almost anything, and manufacturers take advantage by applying
them to products in confusing—and sometimes ridiculous—ways.
During a court case between hot dog giants Ball Park and Oscar
Meyer, in which Kraft defended its “100 percent pure beef” label

*It should be noted that the European Union wholly disagrees with me on
the use of imitation, style, and similar designations. Its rules for geographic indica-
tions on foods emphatically states, “Registered names shall be protected against
any misuse, imitation or evocation, even if the true origin of the products or
services is indicated or if the protected name is translated or accompanied by
an expression such as ‘style,” ‘type,” ‘method,” ‘as produced in,” ‘imitation,” or
similar” (EU Commission Regulation No. 1107/96, art. 13). These rules would

ban such disclosures as “imitation Kobe beef.”
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on Oscar Mayer hot dogs, Stephen O’Neil, the attorney for Kraft,
“told the judge that the 100 percent beef tag was never intended to
suggest there weren’t other ingredients.” The hot dog makers later
settled their lawsuits. In this case, the manufacturer apparently
meant that whatever beef was in the hot dogs was in fact beef but
did not clarify how much of the hot dog comprised beef. Which
informs consumers not at all.

But when using such disingenuous labeling, there is a line that
can be crossed, as the law also generally prohibits marketing that
“misleads.” In reality, misleading consumers is a far higher stan-
dard than you might think to prove, and it is resolved only through
lawsuits on a case-by-case basis.

Kobe beef is solidly in this gray area. There is no doubt that
almost all of what is sold in this country as Kobe beef is fake, but
since there is no law specifically prohibiting it, Faux-be beef would
appear to fit the bill of a legal counterfeit. Consumer lawsuits for
this kind of food fraud rarely come to fruition unless they are
class-action suits involving enormous numbers of transactions and
deep-pocketed perpetrators. This excludes most individual restau-
rants, leaving them free to ride roughshod over customers with all
sorts of fictional menu claims.

Masa Noda is an attorney, specializing in trademark law with
the New York firm Greenberg Traurig. He has been trying to help
protect Kobe beef through the legal strategy of chipping away at
trademark infringement. As he told me, “I too have been bothered
by the use of ‘Kobe beef’ on restaurant menus over the years. I
took it on not for the money, but for the principal, so that people
won’t be deceived. When people hear ‘Kobe beef,” they think, ‘Oh
that’s something good,’ so there is definitely consumer deception
going on, no doubt. But once you learn that natural means noth-
ing, organic means nothing, you learn that you need to go only

with what you trust. But the more you learn, the less you trust.”
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Most seafood buyers . . . assume that the seafood they buy is what

the seller claims it is. However, this is not always the case. Some-

times seafood products are mislabeled for financial gain—an

activity called seafood fraud . . . fraud can result in food safety
problems.

—U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE,

“Seafood Fraud”

A civil engineer by training, my father served in the
Pacific theater toward the end of World War II with
the Army Corps of Engineers. He avoided ever discussing his war-
time duties in detail, but from what I've read, as the fighting went
island to island, one of the first tasks needed after troops seized
a beachhead—and well before the place was anything close to
secured—was a supply of clean drinking water. This was a job for
the engineers, and the working conditions, to put it lightly, were
less than ideal.

What he did like to talk about was sushi. After the war ended,
my father stayed on with the Army of Occupation in a much dif-
ferent role, helping to rebuild the badly damaged Japanese in-
frastructure. It was, I imagine, a far more pleasant job, working
without wondering if you’d be shot, sleeping in a bed indoors,
and spending whatever leisure time the army afforded exploring a

place that, as foreign as Japan can seem to visitors today, was much
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more foreign then. During his explorations of Tokyo and other
cities, my father became enamored of the local cuisine—sushi and
sashimi in particular.

Japanese food was largely lost in translation between the
cultures of East and West at that time and would remain almost
completely unknown in this country well into the 1970s. If you
were born in the past thirty-five years it is probably impossible to
fathom, but just as there was a time before smartphones and the
internet, there was time before sushi. When I was growing up in
the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, if you wanted to eat Japa-
nese and you didn’t live in New York or LA you were pretty much
out of luck, and even then it required some heavy lifting, on par
with finding a South African eatery today. My father would pack
us into the car and drive to one of the handful of small Japanese
immigrant enclaves in Queens, where we would feast on sushi and
tempura and sukiyaki while the other patrons stared at us, since
we were typically the only “Westerners” in the place.

I've loved sushi and sashimi ever since. When it is prepared well
from quality fish, it is hard to beat in terms of coaxing maximum
flavor from minimal ingredients. It is all about simplicity and deli-
cious seafood, a meal mostly prepared by Mother Nature. I've had
unbelievable sushi and sashimi in Tokyo, Alaska, Chile, Australia,
and memorably on a boat off the coast of Biloxi, Mississippi, where
the captain carved up a wahoo we had just caught and drizzled it
with soy sauce from a bottle he carried for just that reason. We ate
it while the boat was still rocking. I've also had great sushi in less
likely places, including Aspen, Colorado; Switzerland’s Gstaad; and
Las Vegas, because today, if restaurateurs care enough and spend
enough, they can get excellent fresh fish flown just about any-
where. But it has been conclusively proven that most restaurants—
especially sushi restaurants—really don’t care at all.

Today the Big Apple rains raw fish at every turn, with sushi
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eateries every couple of blocks in many neighborhoods, often piggy-
backed onto unrelated Asian cuisines like Chinese or Korean; sushi
is also sold in supermarkets, delis, and convenience stores. But un-
less I'm splurging at a serious specialist like Nobu or Masa, where
world-class fish comes with equally lofty prices, I simply do not eat
sushi in New York anymore, and generally not in the United States
at all, because ever since it became generic, it has tasted blah. This
is not a coincidence, and there is a reason why most sushi is of such
low quality: it’s often fake.

This rampant fraud is not only a sushi problem but a seafood
problem, and itis a bad one, found everywhere from coast to coast.
Fake fish swim in every direction, from the sushi bar to the seafood
market to the frozen-food section of the supermarket, and across
restaurant menus at every price point, from fastfood eateries to
five-star restaurants. Bluntly, the seafood industry is rife with fraud,
substitution, and adulteration. Imagine if half the time you pulled
into a gas station you were filling your tank with dirty water instead
of gasoline. That’s the story with seafood.

While sushi is statistically the worst offender, there is good rea-
son to be dubious about seafood of almost every description, raw
or cooked, shellfish or fin fish. While you might find fake grass-
fed beef hiding in your grocer’s meat case, you can still be fairly
confident that the beef is beef, whatever else may be lurking in it.
But this is not the case when it comes to seafood, and fake seafood
can be far more dangerous than other food fakes, even poisonous.

In many major U.S. cities, your chances of getting what you
ordered—and paid for—in both restaurants and stores are slim at
best. Pulling no punches, Elizabeth Weise, writing for USA Today,
unequivocally stated that “fish is the most frequently faked food
Americans buy.” The problem is so bad that in mid-2014 Presi-
dent Obama announced that he was going to clean it up and ap-

pointed a seafood task force. When was the last time a national
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food crisis—and it is a crisis—got so out of control that the presi-
dent had to step in?

“I could talk for days about seafood fraud. It is an industry that
is rife with concerns. Oh my God, seafood is just terrible,” Steven
Kronenberg, an attorney who specializes in food fraud cases at
San Francisco’s Veen Group, told me. “There’s a recurring un-
dercurrent of seafood fraud issues that surface every couple of
years, and not a whole lot is ever done about it. As long as there
is an economic motive for people to profit by defrauding others,
it will continue. The penalties associated with seafood fraud are
relatively modest compared with the money that can be made, and
it’s much safer, generally speaking, to perpetrate that kind of fraud
than to traffic in contraband.”

How terrible is it? A study of New York City seafood done by
scientists at nonprofit marine conservation group Oceana found
fraud in 58 percent of retail outlets and 39 percent of restaurants.
The one especially scary finding that would have my father turn-
ing over in his grave was that every sushi restaurant from which
samples were collected—100 percent of them—served fake fish.
Obviously, researchers did not test every New York sushi restau-
rant, but they tested enough to make it worrisome that not even
one could meet the baseline standard of serving Real Food. And
the practices in New York, it would turn out, were the rule, not the
exception, for the entire country.

Species substitution and species adulteration are terms for a com-
mon scam in which a much less expensive—and sometimes
dangerous—fish is sold as a premium species to which it is often
completely unrelated. With some of the most desirable fish, this is
a frequent occurrence. Consumers ordering white tuna get a com-
pletely different animal, no kind of tuna at all, 94 percent of the
time. Your odds of getting served real white tuna in a restaurant

are about the same as hitting zero/double zero on a Vegas roulette
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wheel, which is to say, not good. Not only do you not get what you
pay for, you really don’t want what you do get: the single most
common substitute for the tuna is escolar, one of most dangerous
seafood products you can buy.

In the seafood industry, escolar is nicknamed “Ex-Lax fish,” be-
cause it contains a natural wax ester that can give people digestive
distress and diarrhea for days. It was responsible for a wave of six
hundred illnesses in Hong Kong and has been banned completely
in food-safety-obsessed Japan for nearly forty years. It was effec-
tively banned here too by an “import bulletin” issued by the FDA
in the early 1990s but then unbanned in 1998 when the bulletin
was canceled. When people get sick after eating sushi or sashimi,
they often blame the rawness for their stomach distress, saying
something like, “I must have had bad tuna.” It’s more likely their
problems were caused by the fact that they never had tuna at all.
While no one ever orders it, escolar is one of the best-selling and
most widely served fish in this country.

“You can probably go into any restaurant in most any state
and not get what you ordered, particularly for grouper and red
snapper,” Bob Jones, who represents domestic fish suppliers, told
the St. Petersburg Times. He was interviewed during what became
known as the “Florida grouper scandal of 2006,” one of the few
prosecuted fake-fish incidents in this country. Grouper is a region-
ally beloved fish widely caught off Florida’s west coast. After the
paper’s investigation tested fish and found pervasive substitutions
in restaurants, the exposé shocked locals and the state’s attorney
general got involved. Ultimately a federal grand jury indicted a
Panama City seafood wholesaler on charges of importing a million
pounds of cheap frozen Asian catfish and passing it off as grouper,
which could wholesale for more than four times as much. Florida’s
economic crimes division prosecuted seventeen restaurants in the

Tampa area. One served an expensive “champagne braised black



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY

Fishy Fish 49

grouper” entrée actually made of cheaper frozen tilapia. My well-
educated guess is that the Champagne was an impostor as well.

I visited the Tampa area in 2014 and made the drive up to
Clearwater Beach, not to eat at the original Hooter’s, a mecca
for chicken wing and breast lovers that is located here and still
thriving, and not to shop at the Hulk Hogan signature store in
downtown Clearwater—the Hulkster is arguably the city’s most
famous son. Instead, I went to eat at a beloved seaside grouper
spot called Frenchy’s Rockaway Grill, a bustling hole in the wall
where you can sit inches from the sand, the kind of open air place
missing parts of the walls, with plastic sharks and Corona beer
signage hung as decorations and lots of mali tais, coladas, and rum
runners going by on trays carried by attractive young women. I sat
under a perfect Florida sunny sky and had lunch with the owner,
Michael Preston, who originally hails from Quebec of all places,
hence his nickname, Frenchy. Preston had come to Clearwater
Beach thirty-four years earlier to visit friends on vacation and, like
so many others, was seduced by the beautiful beach. He never left
and now owns a handful of restaurants and a small hotel, the Oa-
sis. Frenchy’s specialty is not poutine but grouper.

“The grouper has always been our signature item, it’s exactly
the same after thirty-four years, like a time warp,” he told me. The
original grouper sandwich that put Frenchy’s on the map is fried
in seasoned butter and served on an onion roll with cheese. I ate
one with Preston, and it was delightful, the light but thick slab
of fish absorbing the butter’s richness and pairing perfectly with
the flavor and texture of the roll, and to me, cheese improves just
about any sandwich. Grouper is a meaty white fish, but light in tex-
ture and mild in taste, and its best characteristic is that it absorbs
flavors very well, so it is perfect for cooking with ingredients like
seasoned butter.

Throughout the decades Preston introduced several new variants
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of the sandwich, the two main ones being grilled and Cajun grilled,
and along with the original, these three are the most popular
menu items, evenly split. Since this was important research, I had
another half sandwich of each style, and because seasonings and
grouper go so well together, I loved the Cajun. Frenchy’s grouper
sandwich also comes Buffalo-style, which means batter fried and
topped with hot wing sauce and bleu cheese dressing. That
sounded pretty interesting, so I had one of those too—hey, it’s my
job. His grouper Reuben, while not as popular as the main trium-
virate, has the most passionate following, with dedicated custom-
ers who never order anything else. It is grilled grouper on toasted
marble rye with sauerkraut, Swiss-style cheese and Thousand Is-
land dressing. I tried that too. My favorite was the original, which
really lets the fish shine, though the Buffalo and Cajun grilled
were both close seconds.

Preston won’t admit a preference because “they are like chil-
dren, I love them all,” but he did concede that the onion roll, an
innovation he brought south with him from snow country, is the
key differentiator from many other grouper sandwiches served
in these parts. “There have been fish sandwiches forever, and we
didn’t invent the grouper sandwich—we just elevated it. We do
everything fresh, use good lettuce, tomato, make our own tartar
sauce, and I've just always loved onion rolls and they work really
well.” There is one other thing that separates Frenchy’s grouper
sandwiches from many others, and it’s the reason I visited—they
are real.

Preston’s claim about being frozen in time and everything be-
ing like the early 1980s is not really true. Back then it was easy to
get real grouper. Now, not so much. As his local restaurant empire
expanded, so did his demand for a fish that is only wild caught,
never farm raised, and native to the Gulf of Mexico, about a hun-

dred feet from me as he told his story. To ensure his supply of the
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real thing, he took a bold direction and launched his own seafood
company. Preston hires boatmen, between eight and eleven at any
time, who fish exclusively for him, though he sells off any extra,
sometimes to other restaurants.

“There are certain things that don’t travel well and taste better
regionally. Grouper tastes better here, and we know how to handle
it right. You hear all about farm to table being a hot concept, but
we’ve been doing that forever.” He described clientele who vaca-
tion once or twice a year in Clearwater Beach, and as soon as their
plane hits the tarmac, they head to Frenchy’s, often with luggage
in hand before checking into their hotels, because they have been
waiting all year long for their beloved grouper Reuben. Then they
come back on the last day of their trip and do it again, so that their
favorite taste is the last memory of their vacation. He can’t take the
chance of serving those devoted folks fake fish and letting them
down. “I can trace every single fish from the moment it is caught
until we serve it.” That’s why Frenchy’s is the only place I will eat
grouper.

Dr. Kimberly Warner is a scientist who coauthored six Oceana
studies on seafood fraud and was living on the Gulf Coast dur-
ing the 2006 grouper scandal. She explained to me that the fish
most commonly used to fake grouper also plays the part of many
other fishes we wrongly think we are eating, and one almost no
even knows exists: the Cambodian ponga (aka pangasius), a type
of Asian catfish, usually farmed. Other Florida grouper fakes in-
cluded tilapia, hake, and one creepy fish that according to DNA
testing belonged to an unknown species and could not even be
identified. But most of the fake grouper was farmed Asian catfish,
mainly ponga.

While grouper is always wild caught, ponga is almost always
farmed, usually in places with dubious standards and established

track records for using unapproved—or banned—antibiotics and
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drugs in their aquaculture. A versatile counterfeit, ponga is also
routinely passed off as everything from the very different North
American catfish to sole to flounder to cod. While many of us
might head to the fish market with the intention of buying south-
ern catfish, grouper, flounder, or sole to cook for dinner, I've never
known a single person to voluntarily go shopping for ponga, yet
according to Dr. Warner it is one of the highest-volume fishes in
this country commercially, seemingly imported in vast quantities
just so it can be resold as counterfeits of more valuable species.

“If you look at the top seafood items being imported, it’s al-
ways in the top ten. They look amazingly like grouper, and when
I was living in the Gulf in the mid-2000s, there were lots and lots
of grouper being sold that wasn’t grouper at all. They were mis-
labeling it,” said Warner. The same holds true for the dangerous
escolar: almost no one wants it or knowingly buys it, yet the fish is
sold everywhere.

But if there is a poster child for fake fish, it’s red snapper,
a premium choice that is both rare and exceedingly popular at
better restaurants, an apparent contradiction. Expert after expert
told me to avoid buying or eating it because it is so unlikely you
will ever get it. To this day, I still don’t know whether I've ever ac-
tually tasted it. In the Oceana study, it did the worst, with the real
thing appearing less than 6 percent of the time. Again, take your
money to Vegas instead—at least you might get a free drink.

Because almost all red snapper sold in this country is fake,
it has many different imitators, including mercury-rich tilefish,
which is on the FDA’s do-not-eat list for sensitive groups such as
children and pregnant women. Tilefish is also used to fake pricy
halibut. “Your Red Snapper Is Probably Fake,” an article on the
DailyFinance website pronounced, then laid out specific health
concerns: “Eaters who are totally getting cheated: pregnant

women . . . They aren’t supposed to eat fish that live a long time
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like shark, mackerel, tilefish . . . Mercury causes birth defects. The
fish industry likes to play up fish’s omega-3 health benefits and say
that women just have to avoid certain species. But that’s impossible
when so much fish is totally mislabeled.”

The most common fakes for pricy red snapper were tilefish
and tilapia—often farmed and drug laden—but the Oceana study
found many other equally dubious swaps. When tilapia was not
posing as red snapper it was often dressed up as catfish, one of
the most legally protected domestic species. The high tariffs on
imported catfish can be avoided through simple fakery. Undesir-
able farmed shrimp is routinely swapped for wild caught; steel-
head trout has been a stand-in for salmon; inexpensive fish roe
is used in place or to dilute expensive caviar; and in one memo-
rable case pufferfish was illegally imported, relabeled, and sold as
monkfish. Better known to exotic diners as fuju, pufferfish is the
second-most poisonous vertebrate in the world, after the golden
poison frog. It’s a delicacy in Japan where chefs require special
safety training in order to be allowed to prepare and serve it, but
no one prepared the two people poisoned in Chicago when they
bought, cooked, and ate “monkfish” in 2007. Real monkfish does
not contain potentially deadly tetrodotoxin. They survived, but
they were lucky.

Shipping and country-of-origin information is routinely—and
illegally—falsified to cover up poaching and hide fish coming
from dangerous farms that use unapproved chemicals and even
slave labor. All the gross details you have heard about industrial
cattle farming—from the widespread use of antibiotics and chemi-
cals to animals living in their own feces and being fed parts of
other animals they don’t naturally consume—occurs in the sea-
food arena as well, only it is much better hidden.

Domestic seafood industry spokesman Bob Jones believes that

from wholesalers to retailers, fish substitution is so prevalent that
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at this point it may well be unstoppable. I asked Dr. David Kessler,
former FDA commissioner under both the George H. W. Bush and
Clinton administrations, about this hot-button issue. Kessler is a
medical doctor and lawyer, as well as best-selling author and public
health campaigner. “If there is a fish that costs twenty cents, it’s not
going to have a lot of fraud. If there’s fish that costs ten bucks and
I can find a fish that looks like it for four bucks and sell it, there
is going to be fraud,” he said matter of factly. “You can almost sit
back and predict, based on the underlying economics, when there
is going to be fraud.”

Just as the St. Petersburg Times had done in Florida, the Boston
Globe investigated seafood fraud in Massachusetts and found tons
of it. One local restaurant served a twenty-three-dollar “flounder”
fillet made of swai, a Vietnamese fish investigators described as
“nutritionally inferior and often priced under $4 a pound.” The
five-month Globe probe into the mislabeling of fish showed that
“Massachusetts consumers routinely and unwittingly overpay for
less desirable, sometimes undesirable, species—or buy seafood
that is simply not what it is advertised to be.” The study also dem-
onstrated the prevailing attitude in an industry where even when
caught, retailers and restaurants rarely get more than a slap on
the wrist: “Minado, a bustling buffet restaurant off Route 9 that
churns out hundreds of rolls of sushi and nigiri pieces daily, admit-
ted it labeled tilapia as red snapper. ‘Not because we are trying to
trick,” said Alexa Poletti, a Minado manager. ‘We’re doing it how
everybody does it.””

“Consumers ask me all the time, ‘What can I do?’ and all I
can say is just don’t ever buy red snapper. Red snapper is the big
one—when you buy it you almost never get it,” said Dr. Mark
Stoeckle, shaking his head over the breakfast we shared at a New
York City coffee shop. He was shaking his head because his only

concrete advice for the American consumer is to avoid a problem
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rather than solve it. Stoeckle echoed every expert I spoke to when
he warned against ordering it, but none could suggest a way to
actually get red snapper.

Stoeckle is a physician specializing in infectious diseases, a
clinical associate professor of medicine at Weill Medical College,
and senior research associate in the Program for the Human En-
vironment at the Rockefeller University. In this latter role, he has
spent years working on the Barcode of Life project, an interna-
tional database attempting to map the DNA of practically every
living thing. It was because of this that he was drawn deeply into
the world of fake fish and then the larger world of Fake Food,
years before the Oceana study—Dby his high school daughter. “In
2008, I was working on this DNA project and my daughter and her
high school friend asked me whether it would be possible for me
to DNA test sushi. I hadn’t heard of anyone ever doing it, and I
said sure. They bought all this sushi at neighborhood places and I
helped them send it to the lab, and a quarter of it was mislabeled
but always with a less expensive fish masquerading as a more ex-
pensive fish. It turns out this problem is not just one store or one
restaurant or one city—it is widespread.”

The two young women, Kate Stoeckle and Louisa Strauss, were
high school seniors working on a science project, and they tested
sixty New York fish samples by DNA identification. Overall, half
the restaurants and more than half of the retailers sold fake fish.
Besides red snapper, they found many of the other usual suspects,
including tilapia widely passed off as tuna in sushi places. Their
sample was small, but their study got prominent coverage in the
New York Times, and larger studies followed, with much more statis-
tically significant data—and these found even worse results. “Their
work inspired a lot of bigger studies,” said Dr. Stoeckle. “Oceana
did the furthest-reaching one, which found that almost a third of

all the seafood in this country was mislabeled.”
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Fake seafood is not a Florida problem or a Massachusetts prob-
lem or a New York City problem—it is an everywhere problem.
Oceana took its study national in 2013 and found that mislabeling
in violation of FDA regulations was often much worse in the big-
gest cities. A summary released with the report noted that “Oceana
found seafood fraud everywhere it tested, including mislabeling
rates of 52 percent in Southern California, 49 percent in Austin
and Houston, 48 percent in Boston, 39 percent in New York City,
38 percent in Northern California and South Florida, 32 percent
in Chicago, 26 percent in Washington, DC, and 18 percent in
Seattle.” Perhaps because of its famed Pike Place Market, teem-
ing with gorgeous regional seafood like Alaskan salmon and fresh
Dungeness crab, Seattle residents can be proud to know they did
so well, with “only” one fish in five being fake.

Substitution and adulteration is easiest in products hard to dif-
ferentiate with the naked eye, and therefore fish, especially fillets
of white fish, are ideal. In markets, fish is often sliced so consum-
ers never see it whole, but this practice is worse in restaurants,
where you don’t see anything at all until it arrives on your plate,
maybe under a mound of sauce or breaded and fried. Imagine
trying to ID the chunks of fish in a seafood stew like cioppino.
“The National Fisheries Institute just did some research, and one
of the reasons there are so many problems is that most people
don’t know how to pick out seafood, or even what it is supposed to
look like,” said TJ Tate of Gulf Wild, a marketing advocacy group
for real wild-caught seafood from the Gulf of Mexico, while speak-
ing at a Monterey Bay Aquarium conference I attended. It would
be hard to sell most consumers chicken claiming it was steak, or
potatoes masquerading as cucumbers, but many American shop-
pers have no idea what color or shape many popular fish are, let
alone more subtle differences. I for one have no clue what orange

roughy looks like, yet it is a popular menu item, so a restaurant
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could sell me pretty much any fish and tell me it is orange roughy
and I wouldn’t—couldn’t—object. In fact, until researching this
book, I assumed it was a venerable fish and not a made-up name

created to better market the less tasty-sounding slime head.

WITH ALMOST NOTHING but coastline, Chile is one of the
world’s greatest seafood countries. The supermodel of nations, it
is very tall and very thin, its widest spot barely two hundred miles
across, while stretching almost twenty-seven hundred miles north
to south, nearly as much coastline as the width of the United
States. Almost everyone in Chile lives within an hour of the Pacific
Ocean, and because the massive seaboard spans climates from sub-
tropical to Antarctic, the breadth of creatures that come out of its
waters is truly fantastic. In the heart of its capital, Santiago, there
is a seafood market that resembles the classic food halls of eastern
Europe, an ornate and imposing steel structure that was designed
by Gustav Eiffel, of Eiffel Tower fame. If you ever have the chance
to visit Santiago, one of the world’s most unsung great cities, a stop
at the Mercado Central is mandatory. While far smaller and less
dramatic than Tokyo’s famed Tsujiki Fish Market, it is still packed
with eye-popping aquatic wonders. It is also unique in that it has
several restaurants within the heart of the market itself, right next
to the rows of varied seafood booths.

The first time I visited, I went with a friend for lunch at Donde
Augusto, which had been recommended, and the menu was a
who’s who of the market’s wet denizens. I remember that we had
baby eels in garlic, served in a classic Chilean glazed terra-cotta
bowl with two small handles protruding from either side that goes
straight from the oven to the table. It was filled with a heap of tiny
eels, each only an inch or two long, swimming in garlic and butter,
delicate and delicious and clearly the real thing. But the star of

the day was Patagonian king crab, a relative of the Alaskan version



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY

58 ReAaL Foop/FakeE Foop

but from the polar opposite end of the earth. It is rare to find it
anywhere but in Patagonia or Santiago. The crustacean is so im-
posing that before cooking the waiter presented its glory tableside,
stretching its legs apart so we could marvel at its massive leg span.
Wider than his shoulders, it reached from one of his outstretched
hands to the other, about five feet of crabby goodness.

Once cooked, the crab was returned, now the bright red and
white colors associated with king crab, this time by two waiters,
each armed with gloves and an assortment of special crab scis-
sors and tools. With great pomp and circumstance, they disjointed
our friend, such a larger-than-life fish that he deserved a name,
and ever since, I have called him Senor Crab. They broke each of
Senor Crab’s long legs down into sections about eight inches long,
then snipped these shells lengthwise, until finally we were left with
a pile of easy-to-eat meaty sticks of delicious crab, adorned with
just a brief dip in melted butter. It was lunch as theater and I have
never forgotten it, nor Senor Crab.

Two years later I returned on assignment to Santiago with my
wife in tow, and having regaled her with endless stories of Senor
Crab, I felt she needed to experience it for herself, so we returned
to Donde Augusto for lunch. But much to my chagrin, they had no
Patagonian king crab that day. I had never thought to call ahead.
In retrospect, its absence on the menu is understandable: this crab
is a relatively rare creature that is an expensive delicacy by Chilean
standards (but still reasonable in U.S. dollars). The waiter saw my
crestfallen look and inquired, and I explained that we had come
a long way just for their crab. So he sent another staffer out into
the market to see if any of the peddlers had any Patagonian king
crab, and sure enough, a few minutes later he returned bearing
the goods. My wife got the whole song and dance, from the plastic
lobster bib tied graciously for her around her neck to the elabo-

rate tableside presentation to the final lick of her lips. That is Real
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Food, in a real place, and there is no mistaking the giant crab
prepared in front of your eyes for the weirdly textured packaged
blocks of imitation crab meat served every single day in most sushi
restaurants in the United States. But to know it, you need to see it.

Historically, in zoology, species identifications were made visu-
ally, by experts looking at samples, but fish is rarely sold to most
buyers whole. “If you take a fillet to the Museum of Natural History
and ask them to positively ID the species, they just can’t do that,”
Dr. Stoeckle explained. “DNA testing allows you to do something
you otherwise couldn’t do. What really surprised me when we did
it was how many of these substitute fish were odd species that only
exist in Southeast Asia. You can look at maps of fish habitats and
a lot of them come from a specific area between Australia and
China. I always wonder how did they get here, and who buys them?
These are not fish that are ever sold as themselves in stores, and in
many cases I didn’t even know you could eat them.”

Because he is also a physician and infectious disease special-
ist, this realization led Dr. Stoeckle to worry about the health risks
inherent in fake seafood, especially with all the farming. “No one
knows where they were raised, how they were raised, how they got
here, or what kinds of antibiotics were used. There’s a huge dis-
connect between growing consumer interest in where it’s grown
and how it’s grown on one hand, and the fact that we are not even
getting the species being advertised on the other.”

From a health and environmental perspective, faking the coun-
try of origin may be a worse problem than species substitution.
Much fraud revolves around what is called transshipment. This oc-
curs when a product is exported to one or more countries between
its place of origin and the United States and illegally relabeled to
hide its true birthplace. Even without transshipment—which hap-
pens on a massive scale—by law, processed foods only have to in-

dicate where they were processed, and much seafood is processed.
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There is no way to know if the frozen crab cakes or breaded fillets
you buy, which may have been assembled in the United States,
Canada, or Europe, contain farmed fish from China—or anyplace
else. And in seafood, this goes way beyond what we normally think
of as “processed foods,” like TV dinners. Simply shelling crab or
putting tuna in cans is processing. Just as species substitution ex-
clusively swaps cheap fish for more expensive names, transship-
ment is almost always done to disguise a place consumers might
try to avoid, which in the case of seafood usually means China or
Thailand.

Oceana’s Dr. Warner told me, “There are species that harbor
natural toxins and unnatural toxins—we saw high mercury fish
that the FDA tells people to avoid being sold as much less danger-
ous fish. Other risks are allergies with seafood, which are some-
times very species specific. There are a number of other health
hazards: We have ciguatera poisoning from fish in tropical and
subtropical waters that are infected, and it is a very nasty poisoning
with neurological symptoms that some people don’t ever recover
from. The tests to screen for it are not easy to perform.” Such tests
and safeguards are more likely to be skipped in less developed
countries. “There are paralytic shellfish poisonings, viral diseases,
cholera. In the U.S. we monitor our shellfish a lot more carefully,
but most of it is not domestic.”

Ninety-one percent of the seafood consumed in the United
States is imported, and about half of this is farmed. Yet only one-
thousandth of 1 percent of imports are inspected for seafood fraud.
In addition, about a third of the imported seafood is poached or
caught illegally, which further obfuscates any clue about its actual
origins. I attended the annual Monterey Bay Aquarium Sustain-
able Seafood Symposium, where one of the keynote speakers was
Eric Schwaab, chief conservation officer at the National Aquar-

ium in Baltimore. Schwaab is a former assistant secretary for the
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National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. He explained
that “roughly half of the seafood we consume is the product of
aquaculture, sometimes from perfectly fine operations, other
times not. We have huge labeling problems. Not only do we have
lots of illegally caught fish, but they make their way into our food
supply with little traceability in terms of country of origin or even
species. I don’t think there is any bigger problem facing the indus-
try right now.”

There is nothing inherently wrong with fish farming, but there
is something wrong with most fish farms in practice. Overseas
aquaculture is fraught with multiple health, environmental, and
social concerns. It can simultaneously destroy healthful environ-
ments and dump huge amounts of waste into the ocean. Fish are
routinely fed drugs that are either outlawed or unapproved in this
country, and these often remain in their systems. Adding insult to
injury, the State Department released a report in mid-2014 reveal-
ing that slave labor from human trafficking is used to produce
farmed shrimp in Thailand, and Thailand is—by far—the biggest
producer of shrimp for the United States.

Farming is especially efficient for catfish, which is why so much
of the fake fish is imported farmed catfish. The imported fish is
much different from our domestically farmed catfish, which is ac-
tually one of the safest, most environmentally sound, and heav-
ily overseen forms of food production in the nation. Aquaculture
is also excellent for mollusks, which provide natural filtration to
the bays and oceans. As with raising beef cattle, fish farming can
be done in a healthful, responsible, sustainable way, but unfortu-
nately it is just much cheaper to do it badly, relying on hormones
and antibiotics, and dyes.

“Across the board not all aquaculture is bad,” Ken Peterson,
spokesman for the Monterey Bay Aquarium, the world’s gold

standard of expertise in seafood sustainability, production, and
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fisheries, explained to me over lunch. “The problem is when you
have carnivores like salmon. Then you are extracting wild fish from
the ocean to feed to farmed fish, so you are still taking a lot of fish
out of the ocean. The conversion rates are poor: it might take
10 pounds of wild-caught fish to produce one pound of farmed
salmon [three to five pounds of wild-caught feed is more typical].
It’s a feedlot just like cattle and they use antibiotics. Salmon and
shrimp farming are by far the worst.” A 2004 study of hundreds of
farmed salmon samples from five leading countries found most so
polluted with dioxins and PCBs that the author suggested people
not eat it more than once a month. Unlike problematic shrimp
and catfish from developing nations, some of the worst salmon
performers were developed countries like Scotland and Norway.

Only one salmon farm anywhere, a cutting-edge Chilean oper-
ation, gets the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s seal of approval, because
it uses far fewer antibiotics. Of course, in the wild salmon don’t use
any antibiotics. And they don’t have to be artificially colored pink.
Most fish-farm feeds don’t include krill, a mainstay of the salmon’s
natural diet, which is what gives the fish its distinctive color, so
farmed salmon are dyed to look like naturally occurring salmon.
As a result, a USA Today article about the widespread substitution
of farmed for supposedly wild caught fish gave one useful tip for
consumers to spot the fake: “When you cook it, the wild salmon
retains its color, and in the aquaculture salmon, the color tends
to leak out.”

A big problem is that wild-caught salmon is widely considered
one of the best fish you can eat. “Alaska salmon is well managed,
sustainably caught, a good source of omega-3 fatty acids, all kinds
of good things,” says Dr. Warner. Because salmon is so recogniz-
able, even after it is cut into steaks or fillets, it is harder to swap
it out for another species. But not impossible. In 2014, the De-

partment of Justice charged Miami-based True Nature Seafood,
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LLC, with importing nearly six tons of steelhead trout from Chile
and intentionally relabeling it as salmon. True Nature was able to
inflate the value of the fish by about 25 percent by reselling it to
customers as “salmon.” The company pleaded guilty and agreed
to pay one million dollars in fines and community service fines, a
rare instance of actual fake-fish punishment.

This type of salmon deception is much rarer than the more
common fraud of passing off farmed as wild caught, especially
farmed Atlantic salmon (the only kind of Atlantic salmon, which
is extinct in the wild) for the more desirable Alaskan or Pacific
salmon. Fish farming is illegal across the board in Alaska, and all
actual Alaskan salmon is wild caught. Wild-caught salmon always
commands a price premium, and studies have clearly shown that
most consumers have a definite preference for it. When Consumer
Reports tested twenty-three supposedly wild-caught salmon fillets
bought nationwide in 2005-6, only ten were in fact wild.

If faux salmon, red snapper, and tuna sushi were our only fake
fish, we’d be lucky. We are not. Shrimp is the nation’s single most
consumed seafood, with the average American eating four pounds
each year, most of which is farmed and imported. “For a variety
of reasons, imported shrimp may be one of the worst food buy-
ing decisions consumers can make,” said Ken Peterson as I dug
into my delicious swordfish steak at the Monterey Bay Aquarium.
I could not recall the last time I had swordfish, but it had been
many years, ever since it started to be widely publicized as an im-
moral choice, overfished to the verge of extinction and politi-
cally incorrect. That’s why I was shocked to see it on the menu at
Cindy’s Waterfront, the seafood restaurant inside the aquarium.
The aquarium is world famous for publishing its annual color-
coded Seafood Watch guides, which instruct consumers on which
fish they can eat without guilt and which they should avoid.

Peterson explained that the real problem with swordfish is as
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bycatch, accidentally being trapped in nets intended for other spe-
cies, often in other countries. The sustainable version served here
is individually harpoon caught off the California coast, which I
can see from our table. Cindy’s Waterfront is run by renowned
chef Cindy Pawlcyn, a James Beard Award winner better known
for her Mustard Grill in the Napa Valley; she has been at the fore-
front of the farm-to-table movement for three decades. Here, she
combines great cooking with all the information of the aquarium’s
science-driven research to offer what is quite possibly the most
guilt-free—and fake-free—fish-eating restaurant experience in
the country. The research has been done for diners; there is no
need to fret over menu choices; and you won'’t find either of the
two worst offenders, farmed salmon or shrimp.

“In many places outside of the U.S. they locate shrimp farms
in coastal areas that were mangroves. Mangrove habitat is very im-
portant to a lot of other fish species and birds, and it is also na-
ture’s buffer against tsunamis. But they clear cut the mangroves
for shrimp farms. The shrimp are raised in ponds, and their waste
has to go somewhere, so they just dump it into the ocean,” said
Peterson. This environmental destruction alone would be reason
for many people to avoid imported Asian shrimp, but then there is
the matter of the slave labor used to produce it and of the antibiot-
ics and unapproved or banned drugs in it.

While researching this book I learned a lot of shocking and
unpleasant things, and as a result there were many changes I made
in my own behavior, but few as absolute as with farmed shrimp. I
buy only truly natural grass-fed beef for cooking, but I’ll eat the
occasional grain-fed steak or burger in a restaurant. I only buy real
Greek feta cheese, but I might still risk a Greek salad while out.
However, I drew a line in the sand with shrimp—I won’t buy it,
ever, if it is farmed or imported. I won’t eat it in restaurants unless

I'm someplace like Charleston or Hilton Head or Kennebunkport
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or Biloxi or Gulfport, and only then if I am at an eatery cut from
the same cloth as Frenchy’s, where I have very good reason to be-
lieve they bought actual local shrimp. I will no longer eat shrimp
in most Asian restaurants, period. I only buy domestic wild-caught
shrimp, and only when I believe there is a strong likelihood that
those two statements are not lies, which means only some of the
time. That is a lot of rules, but still, my position is more flexible
than that of food-fraud specialist and attorney Kronenberg, who
felt compelled to give it up altogether.

“Personally I have big problems with imported shrimp, espe-
cially all the chemical residues. The working conditions are just
horrible and it’s a real social justice issue that consumers might
not think about, because it’s not like they are going to put on the
front of the package, ‘Made with slave labor,” but for me, I am
concerned about that. They only test something like two percent
of the imported shrimp, and there are any number of studies that
show that the shrimp might well come from a different place than
what’s listed on the package. There’s a lot of transshipment of
shrimp with potential drug residues or illegal chemicals.” He has
seen so much information about it that he won’t even take the
chance of being duped.

According to the FDA, there are forty-one distinct species of
shellfish, farmed and wild, from all over the world, which can all
be simply labeled “shrimp.” There are a handful of more specific
shrimp names, such as “white shrimp,” which can only be used for
labeling one specific species, in this case typically found only in
North America. Assuming the label itself is not a lie, which may be
a substantial leap of faith, these specific breeds are often the most
reliable “real shrimp” names from a consumer perspective. The
most prized of all is Royal Red shrimp, which can also be labeled
“red shrimp,” with both names legally exclusive to a single rare

and delicious species, Pleoticus robustus.
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Almost mythical in status and unknown even to many dedi-
cated foodies, the Royal Red is a coveted regional specialty on
the Gulf Coast, from the panhandle of Florida to Alabama, where
better local restaurants and markets specialize in them. They are
found almost exclusively around Pensacola, Florida, and Gulf
Shores, Alabama, and only in very deep, cold water, usually one
hundred miles or more from shore, making them an expensive
shrimp to catch. (Oddly, a small, commercially insignificant en-
clave of Royal Reds was also found in the deep waters off the coast
of Stonington, Connecticut.) They are still relatively unknown in
terms of scientific study, but they are delicious and live up to their
billing. Silkier and richer than other shrimp, they have a distinctly
lobsterlike quality to them, meaty yet tender. I ate them once in
Gulfport, Mississippi, and can’t wait to do it again. They are large,
very rich, and delicious, and they come out of the sea unusually
pink or red, looking almost cooked, hence their name. They are
also soft shelled, do not travel well, are rarely shipped, and to date
have not been found elsewhere in the world, so they remain one
of those foods best enjoyed at its source. If you are in the neigh-
borhood, make sure you try them, and if you see them on a menu
anywhere else, well, caveat emptor.

Few of us can enjoy Royal Red shrimp, and only in a hand-
ful of places, but we can eat other wild-caught shrimp from the
Gulf of Mexico, which “consistently fetch the highest prices of any
commercial shrimp in the world, and are the choice of discern-
ing four- and five-star restaurants,” said Captain Mike Moore, a
shrimp fisherman out of Biloxi, Mississippi, who owns his own
boat, The Sailfish. I went out with him shrimping for the day to
learn more about the industry. “Shrimp live in the mud and fa-
vor slightly warmer water, so the Mississippi sound in the Gulf is
optimum. The Mississippi river carries nutrient rich soil that con-

stantly replenishes the mud, and the average water temperature is
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eighty-five. Shrimp grow most rapidly when it is above seventy-two.
The shrimp here are bigger, meatier, sweeter, and easier to peel.
This has always been the premier fishing ground in the U.S., and
seventy-five percent of the country’s wild caught shrimp comes
from right here in the Gulf of Mexico. Our wild caught shrimp
trades internationally for the highest prices.”

But while these healthy crustaceans are exported, the vast
majority of the shrimp consumed in America is farmed—often
under extremely dubious conditions—imported, and routinely
mislabeled. In 2007, the FDA banned the import of five Chinese
farmed seafood products, including shrimp, after testing revealed
unapproved drugs in the shrimp, just the kind of health concerns
Kronenberg and Stoeckle worry about. So Chinese shrimp farmers
began illegally transshipping their shrimp through Indonesia, en-
tering the United States with a “Product of Indonesia” label. That
worked fine for the first six million dollars worth of shrimp the
pirates exported, until the United States noticed a spike in the vol-
ume of cheap shrimp suddenly coming out of Indonesia and levied
antidumping tariffs. Without missing a beat, the banned Chinese
shrimp were next sent to Malaysia, rebranded as Malaysian, and
sold to U.S. consumers. After U.S. Customs officers discovered an
illegal transshipment, they began testing “Malaysian shrimp”—
after it had been sold and consumed in this country—and found
contamination with the same unapproved drugs that got it banned
in the first place.

This incident came to light as the result of a U.S. Government
Accountability Office (GAO) review of seafood fraud, a report
highly critical of the FDA, which concluded that in addition to
avoiding tariffs, this illegal transshipment of potentially dangerous
shrimp “had a health-and-food-safety-related effect. FDA is respon-
sible for ensuring that foods are safe, wholesome, sanitary, and

properly labeled . . . FDA considers detecting violations like these
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a low priority and devotes minimal resources to such work, accord-
ing to published program guidance and senior FDA officials . . . no
resources have been allocated for seafood fraud-related work” (emphasis
mine). As in none, zero, zilch, nada.

In the long-running hit sitcom Cheers, one of the main charac-
ters, Norm, favored a bargain-priced restaurant called the Hungry
Heifer that served ersatz dishes such as “bef,” which he described as
“a Hungry Heifer trademark for a processed, synthetic . . . meatlike
substance . . . What do you expect for four bucks? You see me com-
plainin’ about the ‘loobster’?” Life often imitates art, and in 2005
the FDA approved the commercial use of the name “langostino
lobster,” at the request of Rubio’s Restaurants, Inc. They also did it
somewhat secretively, without adding it to the official U.S. Seafood
List, the public slate of approved names under which seafood can
be sold. The FDA did all this over vehement written objections
from the Maine Lobster Promotion Council, which protested that
the name change would allow a lower-market-value seafood, lan-
gostinos, to take advantage of the higher market value and reputa-
tion of the American lobster name. Langostino, meaning “prawn”
in Spanish, refers to several species of shrimp and crab, none of
them lobster in any remote sense. Nonetheless, a lawsuit filed in
California court to try to force Rubio’s, a San Diego—based chain,
to stop calling its nonlobster burrito a “lobster burrito” failed.

This court decision allowed several restaurant chains watching
the case, including Red Lobster and Long John Silver’s, to jump
in and heavily promote the term lobster for dishes that contained
no such thing. According to a 2016 investigation by Inside Edition,
DNA testing of the meat in lobster bisque from multiple locations
of Red Lobster, the nation’s largest seafood restaurant chain, came
back as langostino. “Red Lobster told us that their lobster bisque
can contain meat from Maine lobster, langostino lobster, or, in

some cases, a combination of both,” said Inside Edition reporter



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY

Fishy Fish 69

Lisa Guerrero. Not surprisingly, langostino is much cheaper. Like
the artificial truffle flavor that appears on the ingredient list of
something called truffle oil, you might find langostino in the fine
print but almost never in the name of the product, be it lobster
rolls, lobster tacos, or lobster quesadillas.

Inside Edition tried all sorts of lobster dishes at twenty-eight res-
taurants across the country, from independent eateries to the big-
gest chains. More than a third of the dishes did not contain lobster
and usually had cheaper seafood substitutes, especially whiting.
The Lobster Salad Sandwich at Nathan’s Famous in Coney Island,
the flagship of the large national chain, was whiting, not lobster.
And lobster ravioli at a restaurant in New York’s Little Italy had no
seafood at all, just cheese.

Some lobster deception is more subtle, such as restaurants dis-
playing live North American lobsters but serving something else.
Instantly recognizable, the iconic crustacean is most associated
with Maine, and if you eat it whole or see it go from the display
tank into the pot you will be okay. But in his book Where Am I Eat-
ing? in which author Kelsey Timmerman traces the geographic
origins of many popular foodstuffs, this doesn’t always happen.
“There always seems to be a wait to get into Red Lobster, leaving
you plenty of time to consider the bubbling tank with live lob-
sters staring out . . . The lobsters in the tank are North American
lobsters, found mostly on the East Coast of the United States . . .
But the rock lobster you order at Red Lobster aren’t the poor dis-
play lobsters in the lobby. You're served a lobster that has traveled
much further . . . Rock lobsters have been making the trip from
warm southern waters onto U.S. plates for decades . . . Perhaps
the tank in the lobby is an effort to shield patrons from the far less
appetizing truth about where their meal really came from—and
how it ultimately got to them.”

Timmerman reports that 90 percent of Nicaragua’s substantial
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lobster production comes to the United States, the two biggest
buyers being Red Lobster’s parent company and giant wholesale
food distributor Sysco. You can buy these shell-on, uncooked tails
(these lobsters have no claws) frozen in the supermarket. There is
nothing inherently wrong with the lobster-tail meat or warm-water
lobsters, except that they arrive frozen and do not taste as good.
Like ponga, escolar, and langostino, many tons of it arrives on
these shores to be widely sold and eaten, yet few consumers even
know there is another kind of lobster. Across the globe, restaurants
proudly boast of serving “live Maine lobster,” but unless you go to
Nicaragua, chances are good you will never see Nicaraguan lobster
advertised anywhere—Ilive or frozen.

Maine’s lobster industry group estimated that langostino was
costing its fishermen forty-four million dollars a year. Maine’s U.S.
senator, Olympia Snowe, happened to be chair of the Senate Sub-
committee on Fisheries and objected vigorously to the FDA com-
missioner, stating that “use of this term is misleading to consumers
and unfairly affiliates langostino with actual lobster . . . Langostino
is not lobster, nor should it be marketed as such. The FDA will
be remiss in its duties if it allows restaurants or other entities to
perpetuate this hoax at the expense of Maine’s lobstermen and
America’s seafood consumers.” That’s us, by the way. Nonethe-
less, Snowe’s efforts to change FDA policy have so far been un-
successful, and to this day, the befuddling FDA decision explains
the too-good-to-be-true prices for lobster rolls and other fast-food
“lobster” dishes legally sold without containing actual lobster.

It gets worse: When is “langostino lobster” not even “langos-
tino lobster”? When it is not using langostino at all. Because fresh-
water crawfish from China are overabundant and subject to an
antidumping duty of 223 percent, it greatly behooves Chinese ex-
porters to transship and relabel these crustaceans as langostino.

When FDA officials collected a sample of imported “langostino”
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meat they determined it was actually crawfish, leading to an initial
investigation that indicated at least twenty-three similar imports of
fake langostino meat had already occurred. Since very few Ameri-
can consumers buy langostino intentionally, it seems fair to hazard
a guess that the fake langostino was on its way to join the cast of
real langostino playing the part of fake lobster in fast-food eateries,
a Fake Food twice removed from reality.

If shrimp and lobster are regularly faked, what about their near
relative in price and status, the scallop? Experts say longstanding
rumors of restaurants using cookie cutters to punch faux scallops
out of skate or shark are largely urban myths. But the scallop indus-
try has its own special kinds of deceit. Restaurant menus love using
the term diver scallops on pricy entrées, referring to the best and
largest specimens hand harvested by scuba divers. But according to
a consumer brochure released by the Gulf of Maine Research In-
stitute (GMRI), “Dealers often label anything that is U10 or larger
a ‘diver’ scallop, regardless of where or how it was harvested.” The
shellfish numbering system for shrimp and scallops refers to the
number of units per pound, so U10 are scallops so big that they
come just ten or less to the pound. Weighing more than an ounce
and a half each, these are routinely pawned off by retailers and res-
taurants as “diver caught.” Further embellishing, because Maine is
famous for its scallops, many advertise them as “fresh Maine diver
scallops” or simply “fresh Maine scallops” at all times of the year
but especially during summer, seafood’s high season. But scallop-
ing runs from just December through March—there is no such
thing as fresh Maine scallops most of the year.

The more insidious way to get money out of consumer pockets
is adulterating scallops (and, to a lesser degree, shrimp). This is
done by adding water and phosphates, inorganic chemicals, to
boost their weight, since seafood is typically sold by the pound.

In addition to charging consumers fifteen or eighteen bucks a
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pound for water, this also lowers the quality of the scallops. The
phosphates help them absorb more water than they could natu-
rally, and as much as 25 percent of the total weight—a quarter
of what you are paying for—becomes water. But you won’t find
phosphates, water—or any ingredients—on the label.

The practice affects most scallops sold in this country and
is so common that better specialty stores often sell so-called dry
scallops—meaning normal scallops—at a high premium. What
makes these pricier specimens “special” is merely the fact that they
haven’t been doctored. Except even this is often a lie. According to
GRMI, dry scallops, sold for higher prices, can still be phosphate-
soaked wet scallops. As long as they remain under 82 percent total
moisture, they may legally be labeled “dry.” A spokesperson for
GRMI told me that some suppliers intentionally add water until
they get as close as possible to the legal limit while still selling dry
scallops that are nearly one-fifth water at a premium price.

By choice, I shop at a fancier and more conscientious gro-
cery store with a very good seafood counter, where dry scallops are
nearly always available. When I cook them I can instantly tell the
difference. In a sauté pan, they brown well, hold their shape and
size, and are delicious, with perfect scallop texture and a creamy
ivory interior. By comparison, when you cook wet scallops, which
means most scallops, some of the extra absorbed water seeps out
during cooking so the scallops can’t brown properly, while the rest
evaporates, shrinking your scallops and rendering them smaller,
dried out, and largely tasteless. You actually see this whitish liquid,
like skim milk, pool in the pan, and the scallops are uniformly
white throughout.

The list of high-value seafood faked every day in this coun-
try goes on and on. In one example, Russian beluga caviar care-
fully smuggled in turned out to be a fake even the smugglers did

not know about, not Russian at all as labeled, but rather Chinese,
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adulterated by mixing high-quality beluga with less valuable fish
roe. Maryland is famous for its delicious blue crab from the Chesa-
peake Bay and especially its signature crab cakes. But even at the
source, immediately around the waters the blue crab comes from,
itis financially tempting for restaurants to substitute imported crab
or different species, because real Maryland blue crab cakes can
run over thirty dollars as a menu entrée. A 2015 study showed that
four out of ten restaurants tested in Annapolis, Maryland; Wash-
ington, DC; and around Chesapeake Bay used other less expensive
species as a substitute for native blue crab. Maryland’s Department
of Natural Resources launched the True Blue program in 2012 to
certify restaurants serving the real thing. To receive certification,
these restaurants agree to let the state audit their crab invoices.
One participating restaurant owner described customers to the
Annapolis’s Capital Gazette this way: “They’re amazed that here we
are in Maryland and most places they’d go and eat don’t serve
Maryland crab . . . People should know what it is they’re eating.”
Much consumer confusion is caused by the FDA’s Seafood
List, a database of over one thousand acceptable names for the
commercial sale of fish. This was the list that langostino was added
to—as “lobster.” The list includes both “market names,” which is
how the fish is usually sold, and “common names” for particular
fish. So, for instance, flounder is the acceptable market name for
labeling more than two dozen different fish, some of which are
actually flounders, but also unrelated species, such as brill and a
couple of types of halibut that can legally be sold as flounder. Of
the thousand-plus names, there are only eight that have specific
protections from misrepresentation, three of which are canned
products. The most notable is catfish, which received exclusivity in
order to protect domestic catfish producers. Legally, only catfish
produced in the United States can be called catfish. In theory, to

sell any fish by any name, that name must appear on this list, which
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is ostensibly accessible to consumers online. In practice, according
to the GAO report, the FDA added some four hundred fish names,
some real and some made up by marketers, usually at the request
of the industry, over a period of sixteen years, without ever once
updating the public list.

While much of the seafood business is regulated by the FDA, it
is the USDA that is responsible for setting national “organic” stan-
dards in meats and produce. As we will see when it comes to pork,
beef, and chicken, the newest USDA organic certifications actu-
ally provide some long-needed confidence for consumers. But not
with fish: while seafood in both stores and restaurants is routinely
labeled organic, it falls under the same Wild West regulations that
existed in meat before the USDA created national rules. To put it
simply, there are no legal organic rules for seafood at all but also no
rules against using the term. Some companies claim to follow third-
party “organic” standards; some, European standards. But it doesn’t
really matter because they don’t have to follow any standards and
can slap an “organic” label on any seafood, even drug-addled Thai-
farmed shrimp. The USDA is considering issuing organic rules for
aquaculture that would cover the farmed side of seafood, but since
the department’s consideration of anything important tends to take
many years, the light at the end of this tunnel is dim.

The sad bottom line is that in many cases consumers cannot
buy seafood knowing where it actually came from, whether or how
it was farmed or caught, whether it contains potentially danger-
ous chemicals or natural toxins, or even what kind of fish it is,
and the matter gets worse as the “quality” of the seafood goes up.
As we know from other Real Foods, the problem is even worse in
restaurants, which are exempt from most rules and have the added
advantage of preparing food in ways that further disguises it.

Dr. Warner’s most recent project for Oceana was a global “study
of studies,” in which she and her colleagues did a comprehensive

analysis of fake fish studies conducted by many different entities
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in different countries, including sixty-seven peer-reviewed studies,
seven government reports, and twenty-three news articles. The re-
sults are pages and pages of more disturbing fraud information,
but she was able to sum up the results for me in two sentences: “All
studies that have investigated seafood fraud have found it. The
take-home message is that anytime someone looks for mislabel-
ing and species substitution in the marketplace, anywhere, they
find it.” In case after case, when confronted, restaurateurs, chefs,
retailers, and distributors caught selling fake fish almost reflex-
ively blamed it on a mistake, labeling, or order error by a supplier
further up the food chain. The convoluted nature of the seafood
industry—where the average imported fish travels 5,475 miles be-
fore reaching a diner—makes substitution easy and pointing the
finger hard. But the evidence indicates that this is never actually
a mistake: in every study and case I found, and there are plenty, it
was a cheaper fish substituted for a more expensive one and never,
as an “accident” would suggest, the other way around.

All these disturbing studies seem to have pushed the govern-
ment toward some action on seafood, something it is reluctant
to do for many other Fake Foods. In March 2013, more than a
year before Vice President Joe Biden’s speech announcing the
Obama administration crackdown on seafood fraud, Congress-
man Ed Markey (D-MA) reintroduced the SAFE Seafood Act as a
new, bipartisan version of a previously introduced bill (Safety and
Fraud Enforcement for Seafood Act), to combat seafood fraud
“that cheats fishermen and consumers, while posing health risks
to pregnant mothers and others,” adding, that “fish fraud is a na-
tional problem that needs a national solution. This bill finally tells
the seafood swindlers and fish fraudsters that we will protect Amer-
ica’s fishermen and consumers from Massachusetts to Alaska.” But
two years later, the bill still hadn’t even been vetted by committee.
Until authorities take action, which may be never, seafood remains

the single most confusing food to buy, but here are some tips.
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¥ A THIRD-PARTY CERTIFICATIONS

A seal of approval from an outside auditor, usually a nonprofit,
is the easiest way for consumers to shop with confidence, but the
certification is only as good as the people behind it. Manufacturers
and industry groups often create their own self-aggrandizing seals
to make products look better. The two most respected broad cer-
tifications are those from the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC;
the logo is a blue fish in the shape of a checkmark) for wild-caught
fish, and Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best Aquaculture Practices
(BAP) for farmed fish. The Monterey Bay Aquarium uses both
in making its Seafood Watch decisions, along with another fish
farming certification, from the Aquaculture Stewardship Council.
A less common good one is the Blue Ocean Institute ratings by
the Safina Center at Stony Brook. The Gulf Wild seal assures the
authenticity of wild-caught seafood from the Gulf of Mexico and
is best for shrimp. The Gulf of Maine Research Institute’s Gulf of
Maine Responsibly Harvested certification is excellent: not only do
all products with this logo have third-party chain of custody veri-
fication that they came from the Gulf of Maine, processing must
occur within the state. Most U.S. seafood is processed overseas,

then reimported.

# BUY ALASKAN

Perhaps the most reliable of all seafood logos is “Alaska Seafood:
Wild, Natural, Sustainable.” Required sustainability, including its
vast riches of seafood, was written into Alaska’s state constitution
in 1959, making it unique in the United States. The state also com-
pletely outlaws fish farming—there is no such thing as farmed Alas-
kan seafood. All is wild caught, and the state’s fisheries are widely
regarded as well managed against overfishing, pollution, and habi-
tat damage. Alaska has the largest stock of wild salmon on earth and

none have been classified as overfished. Wild Alaskan salmon—



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY
Fishy Fish 77

which means all real Alaskan salmon—has little to no traces of
contaminants, is consistently very low in levels of heavy metals and
organochlorines, and is purer than fish from most parts of the
world. The Alaska Seafood seal is overseen by Global Trust Certi-
fication, which earned ISO 65 accreditation (a highly respected
international standard for process execution by the International
Organization for Standardization), and the process requires chain
of custody of the seafood from catch to retail. The seal applies spe-
cifically to Alaskan pollock, king crab, snow crab, black cod, Pacific
halibut and all five species of Alaskan salmon: king (aka chinook),
sockeye (aka red), coho (aka silver), keta (aka chum), and pink.

If I buy salmon, it has the Alaska logo.

## BUY AMERICAN

For health, environmental, and authenticity reasons, you are usu-
ally best off buying domestic seafood. In many Fake Food cases,
we have to look to other countries, especially Canada and those in
the European Union, but sometimes as far flung as Uruguay or Ja-
pan, for inspiration and guidance in terms of authentic, safe, deli-
cious, quality food and consumer protections. But that is decidedly
not the case with seafood, in which the United States is far and
away the world leader in fishery management, safety, sustainability,
and responsible aquaculture, a model for the planet. This is true
across the board, from wild-caught ocean fishing to shellfish beds
to shrimp farms (of which there are very few). “Fishery manage-
ment in the U.S. is the best in the world,” said Michael Bell, direc-
tor of the California Coastal and Marine Program for the Nature
Conservancy. Domestic monitoring of the environmental factors
is also better, and the supply chain is less convoluted. Alaskan fish,
especially crab and salmon; Mississippi gulf fish, especially wild-
caught shrimp; Maine lobster, scallops, and fish; and domestically

farmed catfish are all good choices—if they are labeled honestly.
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## BUY WILD CAUGHT

There are just a few exceptions to this rule, mainly domestically
farmed catfish and globally farmed mussels, oysters, and clams.
There are also a handful of boutique artisanal salmon farms sell-
ing name-brand fish, like Chile’s Verlasso, the only farmed salmon
approved by Seafood Watch, and Skuna Bay in Vancouver, which
received BAP certification by the Global Aquaculture Alliance. But
these are minor exceptions to the rule. Especially avoid farmed

foreign shrimp.

*k SEA SCALLOPS
Buy dry scallops, but not all are really dry, so avoid scallops that are
frozen, cloudy, white, or translucent. Real scallops have a cream or

tannish hue; treated scallops tend to be bright white.

# EATING OUT

Seventy percent of seafood consumed in this country is eaten in
restaurants, which consistently perform worse than retailers, es-
pecially with sushi. Unless you eat at the nation’s very best (and
most expensive) sushi eateries, assume the worst and you will al-
most certainly be right. There’s not much you can do except to
avoid the most commonly substituted fish: order white tuna or red
snapper, and you will almost always get something fake. Salmon
and shrimp will likely be farmed. Crab will usually be imitation.
At other seafood restaurants, ask very specifically about where fish
comes from, be wary of grouper, and again, never get red snapper.

Ordering whole fish allows you to actually see what you are eating.

## RED FLAGS

Be wary of the labels “fresh,” “natural” or “organic,” which have
no legal meaning. Equally suspect are “sushi grade” and “sashimi
grade,” which are frequently used to suggest higher quality. No such

grades exist.
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*# SHOP AT WHOLE FOODS
If pressed for one simple, nationwide solution to the fake seafood
retail issue, I would say buy at Whole Foods. The chain is not per-
fect, has its critics, and is certainly in it for profit, but it profits by
charging more for better fish by way of higher standards. If real
seafood seems too expensive, eat it less often. That’s what I do.
Not everything Whole Foods sells is something I would buy,
like imported farmed fish, but at least you can tell it is imported
and farmed, because this chain has excellent disclosure, labeling,
and information practices. Signage in all seafood cases indicates
whether fish has been frozen or has had color added to it. All
frozen shrimp indicates both country of origin and whether it was
farmed or wild. Whole Foods relies heavily on third-party certifi-
cation and on audits. “Whole Foods has made a big sustainable
seafood commitment,” said the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Ken
Peterson. For wild-caught seafood, it uses the industry’s gold stan-
dard, the MSC’s Certified Fisheries program. During wild salmon
season in Alaska, Whole Foods also has its own port buyers who
bar-code fish off the boat. It makes use of the Monterey Bay Aquar-
ium watch list and the Blue Ocean Institute for East Coast fisheries.
Whole Foods also has its own aquaculture logo, the Responsibly
Farmed Seal, with very detailed standards published online, but
a highlight includes “farmed seafood that’s free of synthetic pig-
ments, antibiotics, added growth hormones, added preservatives

like sulfites and phosphates and animal by-products in feed.”

*k SHOP AT BIG-BOX STORES

While it is easy to make fun of retailers like Walmart, Costco, and
BJ’s, these quantity-focused companies have enormous leverage
over producers and suppliers, whom they often force to adhere
to higher standards. Much to my surprise while researching this
book, industry expert after expert, from vegetables to fish, sang the

praises of big-box stores. In the Boston Globe seafood study, while
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about half of all retail fish stores and restaurants failed, these giants
did very well, sometimes perfectly: “Frozen fish at grocery stores
was far less frequently misidentified, with some sellers—including
Walmart, Trader Joe’s, and B]’s Wholesale Club—passing muster
in all instances.” After the FDA’s 2015 decision to approve geneti-
cally engineered salmon as the first such modified animal product
allowed for sale in this country (and unlabeled as such), Costco,
Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s, and several other large retailers im-
mediately announced they would not sell it. Personally, I shop at
BJ’s because it’s my closest warehouse club and much of their sea-
food now has third-party certification, typically by the Sustainable
Fishery Partnership and the Global Aquaculture Alliance, for wild-
caught and farmed seafood, respectively. This makes Real Food
much more affordable.

Brittni Furrow is the director of sustainability for Walmart
Stores, Inc., the world’s largest retailer, with 245 million custom-
ers in twenty-eight global markets. “When customers walk into
a store,” she told the audience at the Monterey Bay Aquarium
conference, “they don’t expect to have to pay a premium for safe
food. Safety isn’t a niche. The trend we see the most with food is
that people want to know where their food comes from. There’s a
human element to it that our customers have been disconnected
from. There is a rising trend toward transparency, and our seafood
sourcing process was one of our first endeavors, so we made a re-
quirement of our suppliers either having certification or actively
working towards getting it. We gave them time to implement the
standards and today more than ninety percent of our seafood is

either certified or in a fishery improvement program.”
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This is what nearly everyone in the world thinks is extra virgin
olive oil! This stuff is killing quality oil, and putting honest oil-
makers out of business . . . Extra virgin? What's this oil got to do
with virginity? This is a whore.

—Flavio Zaramella, quoted by Tom Mueller, Extra Virginity

What you are smelling is literally liquid sunshine ex-
pressed in fruit,” says Bill Briwa, a chef-instructor—
or professor—at the Culinary Institute of America (CIA). The
“Harvard of Cooking,” the CIA is the nation’s foremost school for
professional chefs.

In front of me sit three glasses full of one of the oldest and
most important foods in the world, an array that would make any
gourmet rapturous. They are three takes on olive oil, the lifeblood
of the Mediterranean basin, the stuff of gladiators and philoso-
phers, sultans and kings. This elixir is the secret to the longevity
and health of the Mediterranean diet, the adornment that makes
Tuscany’s deliciously decadent bistecca alla fiorentina, beef steak of
Florence, different from every other steak on earth, a partner in a
marriage made in heaven for all kinds of seafood, vegetables, and
cheeses. It is a superlative recipe ingredient, an unmatched condi-
ment, and to the Greeks, a beverage on its own.

My samples are all ultrafresh and ultrahigh quality, represent-
ing the best of the styles of California, Spain, and Tuscany, where
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unlike most other parts of Europe—which prefer single varietal
oils—they excel at blending. The Tuscan oil is noticeably lighter,
gold and bright, almost the color of a heavily oaked California char-
donnay. The California oil is darker and greener but still bright,
while the Spanish version is the swamp water of the three: dark,
mossy green, opaque, and mysterious. It is the color of ripeness.

Though arrayed like a wine tasting, no three wines were ever
this pungent, and just a minute after Briwa sets them down, a de-
lectable scent cloud of ripe fruit has already risen from the glasses
and completely enveloped me. Soon the oil will become a part of
me, but at first it feels quite the opposite, as if these glasses are
sucking me in—which suddenly seems like a good way to drown.
I can’t wait to taste them.

Briwa oversees the new olive oil education initiative at Greystone,
the CIA’s Napa Valley campus. Despite rapid growth in olive oil
sales for the past few years, a trend riding the twin coattails of
healthier eating and interest in all things gourmet, the ancient
and near-mythical substance remains largely misunderstood in
this country. Many experts, including Briwa, presume that a lot
of Americans, even those who love food and eat out regularly,
may have never actually tasted high-quality olive oil—not once.
Later, in the months after this tasting, when I start to pay atten-
tion to the oils served in “fine dining” restaurants and look at the
long-expired thirty- to forty-dollar fancy bottles still for sale on the
shelves of gourmet stores, I start to understand his point.

This ignorance is so pervasive that it extends to chefs, even at
top restaurants, who often know much more about different types
of salts than oils. Because its mission is to prepare the best profes-
sional cooks of tomorrow, the CIA recently added olive oil to its
curriculum. The school also renovated a space within its impres-
sive retail culinary equipment and cookbook store into an oleoteca,

an oil-centric dispensary patterned after an enoteca, or wine bar.
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It is a warm, inviting area with comfortable couches and chairs,
where visitors can relax in a living room atmosphere and order a
tasting flight of extra-virgin olive oil (often referred to as EVOO),
along with charcuterie, cheeses, chocolates, and a glass of wine.

If you visit Napa, take advantage of this delicious opportunity,
especially since the olive oil storage system here is the first of its
kind in the country. I flew across the United States specifically to
experience an oil tasting under Briwa’s guidance because of his
expertise and because this is one of the few places in the world in
possession of a sophisticated OliveToLive serving system. Think
of how bars handle draft beer, in temperature controlled, totally
closed and pressurized systems devoid of flavor killing oxygen and
light. Now substitute fresh, floral Spanish oil for Budweiser on tap
and you get the idea.

Everyone who loves olive oil—and passions run very deep on
the subject—has had an ah-ha moment, when the realization hits
that the really good stuff exists on a higher culinary plane. Mine
was more than fifteen years ago, during a visit to Masseria San Do-
menico, a deluxe resort in Puglia, a region of southern Italy famed
for its olive oil production. More oil is produced in Puglia than any
other part of Italy, and as I drove to the resort, there seemed to
be nothing but olive groves as far as the eye could see. There are
about sixty million olive trees locally, many of them centuries old,
while some go back much further.

T.J. Robinson, aka the “Olive Oil Hunter,” is one of the world’s
greatest oil cheerleaders, a globally acclaimed expert taster and
judge who runs the mail-order Fresh Pressed Olive Oil Club. His
shipments include tasting notes and a newsletter that is part ser-
mon, part worshipful ode. Nobody captures the olive’s inherent
romance like Robinson, whose notes for one shipment reflect on
the fact that the artisanal production of olive oil has been “a cen-

tral part of the Italian culture since the days of the Roman Empire.
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Olive trees can live for thousands of years . . . when Rome ruled
the known world . . . or when the Empire was sacked by barbar-

ians . . . or during the long Dark Ages, followed by the Crusades,
the Renaissance, and right up to modern times. There are trees
still bearing fruit today that may have supplied oil for the table of
Julius Caesar or a gladiator’s final meal.”

Itis hard to drive through Puglia and miss the evocative allure
of the inland sea of olives, next to the azure waters of the actual
sea, the Mediterranean. I did not pass many homes in the rural,
arid, and agricultural region, but every one I did pass had its own
trees—lots of them. It seems that in Puglia to be without olives is
like to be in America without an internet connection. Masseria San
Domenico produces its own oil, from its own trees, and serves it
in the various restaurants on the property. I first tasted the oil at
the open air poolside lunch spot: the elixir was generously poured
over grilled baby octopus, and I still remember the moment like
it was yesterday. The second the liquid hit my mouth everything
changed into a world of greenness, freshness, and explosive flavor.
A moment later came the finish, with a slightly hot, peppery, but
altogether pleasant bite. It had a slurp-inducing thickness and vis-
cosity that made me swirl it all around my mouth, a very pleasant
silkiness that was not the slightest bit oily. It coated my tongue with
its smoothness for a delightful moment, but then it was gone, not
at all like the fatty residue of meat that lingers in a greasy overdose.

Olives are fruit after all, and at its best, olive oil is nothing
more than fresh squeezed fruit juice, a vessel for capturing, as
Briwa suggested, the brightness and energy of the sun. Another
Californian, Deborah Rogers of McEvoy Ranch, arguably the finest
olive oil maker in the States, describes the real thing thusly: “If you
could taste and smell the color green, this would be it.”

I’ve spent time in Italy, Spain, Portugal, Chile, Australia, South

Africa, and many other top olive-producing nations since that
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life-changing moment, and I’ve had a lot more experiences with
olive oil—good and bad. Excellent olive oil is certainly more
widely available in Europe than in the United States, especially in
restaurants, but it is far from commonplace. At its finest, olive oil is
not an ingredient for salad dressing or sauce, as most people here
assume—it is the dressing or sauce. One classic use is on fresh bur-
rata cheese, a ball of which is punctured and filled with a generous
amount of olive oil. A heavy pouring hand helps octopus, shrimp,
raw and cooked vegetables, and almost every kind of fish slathered
in the stuff. Actually, there aren’t too many foods that real olive oil
can’t make better—I’ve even had it on ice cream.

“Aside from its intrinsic health benefits—it’s the top of the
heap of all fats—as an ingredient it makes other foods taste great,”
said Briwa. “We serve plain shredded cabbage with just a bit of
salt and lemon and a /ot of extra virgin olive oil, and it’s delicious,
and then you really see how important great oil is.” Nowhere is
this more apparent than in Tuscany’s most famous regional dish,
bistecca alla fiorentina, nothing more than a thick T-bone grilled
over a live wood fire until crusty on the outside but still quite rare
in the middle, then sliced and drizzled with plenty of olive oil.
Meat, fire, and oil is a simple but impossibly delicious combina-
tion that depends entirely on two factors, good steak and good
oil. In this country, where we’d be far more likely to drown beef
in ketchup or A-1 sauce than olive oil, the wonderful concept is
largely unknown. Try it on your next steak—if you can find good
oil. That’s the rub.

Despite being the world’s third-largest market for extra-virgin
olive oils, as a nation we are novices. The average person in Greece
consumes twenty-three to twenty-four liters per year, or a large
bottle every two weeks. In Italy and Spain, it is half that, twelve to
fourteen liters, just over a bottle each month. “In the U.S., we’re

scaring the daylights out of a liter per year per person,” said John
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Akeson, CEO of Deoleo North America. Industry giant Deoleo
owns the best-selling brands in Italy (Carapelli), Spain (Carbonell),
the United States, and the world (Bertolli). Like wine, olive oils
are made from hundreds of different fruit varietals; vary by flavor
regionally; have good and bad years; and have magazines, newslet-
ters, and critical ratings devoted to them.

Yet studies have repeatedly shown that American consumers
understand only price and “Italy,” and make virtually no differen-
tiation among brands or quality of olive oils. At the opposite end
of this spectrum is a typically over-the-top oil review by the ob-
sessed T. J. Robinson: “On the nose there are ample, lovely notes
of raw artichoke, green tomato, fresh-chopped parsley, baby aru-
gula, fresh-snipped grass, fennel bulb, wild mint, and a tiny bit of
rubbed sage, plus a trace of light-green vegetal sweetness, like torn
butter lettuce . . . The mouth feel is round and luscious as well as
bright and grassy.”

For the food lover, few sights are as romantically appetizing
as the olive grove, instantly recognizable thanks to its leaf shape,
shimmering iridescence, and namesake color. One of the first trees
cultivated by humankind, olives have excellent taste in climate,
tending to grow best in beautiful places with wonderful weather,
drawing mental pictures of A-list fantasy destinations like Tuscany,
Provence, the Costa del Sol, and whitewashed Greek isles. Olives
and olive oils are one of the fundamental backbones of Western
cuisine. If you cook, you probably have a bottle in your cupboard.
And it is probably fake.

“Once someone tries a real extra virgin—an adult or a child,
anybody with taste buds—they’ll never go back to the fake kind.
It’s distinctive, complex, the freshest thing you've ever eaten. It
makes you realize how rotten the other stuff is, literally rotten. But
there has to be a first time,” said Grazia DeCarlo, whose artisanal
olive oil farm in Puglia has been family-owned for more than four

hundred years.
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After my “first time,” I brought back four tins from the resort,
shared them, and among my friends and family, the universal ex-
perience was a paradigm shift, despite the fact that we had all con-
sumed plenty of what we thought was extra-virgin olive oil. There
was simply no comparison between the stuff in those tins from
Puglia and recognizable supermarket brands.

When I tasted oil in Puglia, it left a warm tickle in the back
of my throat, a sensation I would later learn is called olive sting.
It is an indicator of freshness—and largely absent in oils sold in
the United States. While it has become ubiquitous for American
restaurants to stuff patrons with a basket of bread and a bowl of
golden-colored oil for dipping, that liquid is so far removed from
the real thing as to be unrecognizable. It might not even be made
from the pressing of olives.

In a rarity among foods, real extra-virgin olive oil, widely con-
sidered the healthiest fat, was approved by the FDA in 2004 to bear
certain health claims on its labels. Like certifying a new drug, this is
a strenuous process. The cornerstone of the much-lauded Mediter-
ranean diet, real olive oil is low in saturated fat and high in omega-
3 fatty acids that reduce the risk of heart disease. Unlike vegetable
oils, such as canola, olive oil also has additional beneficial prop-
erties, such as antioxidants and polyphenols (anti-inflammatory
compounds that promote healthful cardiovascular function). The
subject of endless studies worldwide, reputable claims include
fighting some forms of cancer (including breast, colon, ovary, and
prostate); assisting in the assimilating of vitamins; fostering good
digestion; and lowering blood cholesterol. It is higher in oleic acid
than any vegetable oil, and this monounsaturated acid helps re-
duce the risk of cardiovascular disease (oleic acid is found in the
highest concentrations in real extra virgin). Extra-virgin olive oil
also contains sterols and the liposoluble vitamins A, D, and E, to
which have been attributed a protective and antioxidant action

that may prevent artery-blocking deposits and cancer and slow the



FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES ONLY

88 ReAaL Foop/FakeE Foop

aging process. Antioxidants, including polyphenols, are also be-
lieved to act as direct antitumoral agents. A more recently isolated
substance in olive oil, dubbed oleocanthal, was shown to reduce
the adverse effects of amyloid-beta-derived diffusible ligands, sus-
pected of contributing to Alzheimer’s disease.

“Bad oil isn’t just a deception, it’s a crime against public
health,” said Flavio Zaramella, president of Milan’s Corporazione
Mastri Oleari, a private olive oil association. Zaramella conducted a
tasting in Italy, similar to my experience at the CIA, for Tom Muel-
ler, author of Extra Virginity, an informative but disturbing book
about the rife industry fraud with olive oil. Unfortunately, much of
the flavor and many, if not most, of the health benefits disappear
in fake olive oil—and most oils sold in the United States are fake.

Like the premier cru classification of French Bordeaux, or the
USDA Prime beef grading, “extra virgin” is supposed to denote
the very best level of olive oil available. Starting from the legal
definition that real olive oil is nothing but the juice extracted from
high-quality, fresh olives, otherwise unprocessed and with its flavor
and health benefits wholly intact, there are three main ways in
which extra-virgin olive oil can be deemed fake. One is by dilut-
ing it with less expensive oils, usually processed seed oils, such as
soybean or sunflower. Similar to drug dealers who “cut” or “step
on” heroin or cocaine with other white solids like baby powder,
this is a simple (and illegal) substitution of a cheap ingredient for
a much more expensive one to increase profit margin. Sometimes
these added oils are safe, but sometimes they are not. This has
become a less common problem in recent years, simply because
wholesale olive oil prices have fallen much closer to the price of
less desirable substitutes. This illegal adulteration is also more eas-
ily detected with modern tests such as gas chromatography—in
the rare cases when someone checks. The FDA periodically does
token analyses, but most of the little testing done is by consumer

groups or researchers.
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The second and more common fake today is to dilute extra-
virgin olive oil with lower grades of olive oil, usually ones that have
been heavily refined with chemicals, which destroys the health
benefits and flavor and is much harder to detect.

While both these practices are clearly illegal, the third and
largest cause of extra-virgin olive oil falling short of its “real”
promise is a case of what I referred to in chapter 2 as “gray area
counterfeits.” This involves producing extra-virgin olive oil at the
very lowest end of the regulatory spectrum, typically incorporating
older—and often rancid—stocks of oil held over from bumper
crops of previous seasons. Because this type of poorer-quality oil
deteriorates rapidly, it technically passes extra-virgin standards on
the day it is blended, bottled, and labeled but often fails by the
time it reaches consumers. While not illegal per se, the quick dete-
rioration is a very predictable chemical process, often exacerbated
by using stale oil in the mix, and any experienced producer knows
itis going to happen.

There is a long history of olive oil fraud, and a comprehensive
study in the Journal of Food Science showed that olive oil was the
single most commonly referenced adulterated food of any type
in scholarly articles from 1980 to 2010. Consumer studies by the
Olive Center at the University of California—Davis and the indus-
try’s domestic trade group, the North American Olive Oil Associa-
tion, both clearly found that perceived health benefits and flavor
were the top two reasons Americans buy olive oil, yet they often
get neither.

U.S. consumption has risen by more than 50 percent since the
beginning of the twenty-first century, and by dollar volume, it is by
far the most valuable oil category. We consume nearly three times
as much vegetable oil, but the domestic olive oil market is worth
much more. Itis considerably costlier than other widely used oils,
and as we will see time and time again, pricy food products are

likely to be counterfeited, especially when you cannot readily
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discern quality with the eye. This makes our largely unregulated
market attractive to shady dealers.

Fake extra-virgin olive oil does not just lack its touted health
benefits; it has also killed hundreds of people worldwide. The
best-known incident, Spain’s “toxic oil syndrome,” poisoned over
twenty thousand people in 1981, killing about eight hundred
and causing permanent neurological and autoimmune damage
in thousands more. The “olive 0il” in question was actually rape-
seed oil denatured with aniline, a toxin used to make plastic. Ad-
mittedly, that is an extreme case, but as author Tom Mueller told
me, two of the more popular adulterants, peanut and soybean oil,
can both cause severe allergic reactions in those who go to great
lengths to avoid them and would never expect to encounter them
in a product that by definition cannot contain them.

Most of our oil comes from Italy, where Italian investigators
have found all sorts of other unsavory substances: hydrocarbon
residues, pesticides, and pomace oil, the most common adulter-
ant, sometimes laced with mineral oil as well as polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons, proven carcinogens that can also damage DNA and
the immune system. It is ironic that a substance that should be
consumed for its anticancer properties could actually cause can-
cer. On the bright side, you are much more likely to buy oil that
is merely rancid, spoiled, illegally processed, or what the industry
calls defective than to actually be poisoned.

To be fair, some think these concerns are overblown. The FDA
acknowledges widespread adulteration in olive oil dating back
seventy years, and has found it every time its officials looked, but
doesn’t deem it a high-priority public health issue compared to
foodborne illnesses such as salmonella and E. coli outbreaks. As an
FDA official expert on the subject (who remains anonymous by re-
quest) told me, “Most of the time people who are doing economic

adulteration, a cheat like this, they don’t want to get caught, so
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they are not going to do something stupid that raises their vis-
ibility, such as putting something that’s harmful in. But we can’t
always count on that.” Reassuring.

The reality is that there can be little dispute regarding ol-
ive oil’s fraudulent state of affairs: virtually every investigation,
whether by universities, journalists, law enforcement, or govern-
ment agencies has found an industry rife with fakery. The only
remaining questions are how much extra-virgin olive oil is fake,
and what can you do about it? The answer to the first question
is a lot: more conservative estimates put the amount at around
two-thirds, meaning one in three bottles for sale in this country
delivers what it claims. That’s the best-case scenario: some experts
put your chances of getting the real thing at more like one in ten.
One German study put it at one in thirty. Worse, the vast majority
of samples in the German study weren’t just not extra virgin—they
were unfit for human consumption. Remember when Chef Briwa
suggested that many Americans had never tasted real extra-virgin
olive oil, not even once?

So what can you do about it? That requires a bit of education,
including how olive oil is made, what makes oil good or bad, and
how it is regulated.

The three biggest factors determining initial quality are the ol-
ives themselves, which come in hundreds of varieties; their ripeness
when harvested; and the amount of elapsed time between picking
and crushing. Like wine grapes, the varietal issue is subjective—
if you love cabernet sauvignon, you probably won’t gravitate to-
ward Burgundies, made entirely from lighter pinot noir grapes.
But olive oils are less complicated for consumers in this regard, if
only because very few labels indicate varietals, so you don’t have
a choice.

Ripeness offers the most human control in the process. The

flavor and polyphenols, responsible for both health benefits and
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longer shelf life, all peak relatively early. However, when these are
at their maximum, the fruit is less ripe and harder to pick (thus
more expensive), with lower liquid yield, meaning less oil from the
same number of olives (thus more expensive). “As they get more
color they get more yield but less flavor, and that is where produc-
ers struggle to get the perfect balance,” said the CIA’s Briwa. The
easiest way to harvest cheaply and get the highest yield is to simply
wait until the fruit falls off the tree on its own and then pick it up,
which some producers do—even though it’s rotten at this point.

Olives begin to deteriorate the minute they are picked, so time
is of the essence in getting them to a mill. “Wait even twenty-four
hours and you’ve ruined the fruit,” said Bill Marsano, a James
Beard—award winning journalist and expert on Italian food, speak-
ing at a panel hosted by the Italian Trade Commission. The best
oils are pressed within twelve hours and some fanatics insist on as
little as one to four. Australia has become one of the most con-
sistent producers of high-quality oil because many of their farms
are designed specifically for speedy pressing (plus, Australia has
the world’s strictest laws governing olive oil quality).

Mike Bradley is the founder of Veronica Foods, one of the
largest importers of exceptional real extra-virgin olive oils in the
United States, which supplies more than five hundred specialty
stores nationwide. He visits and buys from artisanal producers all
over the world, in Chile, Argentina, Europe, North Africa, South
Africa, and Australia. I reached him in his California office just as
he was about to leave for a buying trip abroad, and he explained
that by having their own mill on property and removing transit
time for the fruit, artisan producers can cut the time from har-
vest to pressing to between four and twelve hours. But pioneering
Australian farmers have gone even further: “They have a machine
called the Colossus and they are able to harvest an entire tree in

fifteen seconds, and it can turn at the end of each row and take
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the fruit right to the onsite mill. We get oil from Australia that is
always crushed within two hours of picking.”

Bradley then described a more romantic approach to me,
used by the most famous artisanal producer in Spain, Oro Bailen.
Workers form a fire brigade line with buckets, fill them, pass them
down, and mill them within an hour. They also pick much earlier
in the season, when the olives are at their best. “Oro Bailen picks
in late October, but his next-door neighbor doesn’t even go out
to look at his fruit until Christmas. They pick at exactly the right
time, and when you do that, it’s hard to make bad olive oil. They
win every contest they enter in the world. It costs three hundred
percent more, but here’s why—just taste it.” Unfortunately, Oro
Bailen is the exception, not the rule, in an industry based more on
cheap oil at high volumes than quality.

Because of the timeline, olives are never shipped to make ol-
ive oil. Only oil itself is shipped. While artisanal producers bottle
the product of their own estates, most olive oil is put not into
bottles but rather trucks or tankers and then shipped to Italy. Here
the giant factories of the world’s largest oil assemblers combine
shipments from places like Tunisia, Morocco, Spain, Syria, Tur-
key, Greece and many others. There is nothing intrinsically wrong
with the oil in any of those places, but every extra grower, crusher,
shipper, and broker involved in the opaque process adds another
opportunity for lower-quality late-harvest oils, rotted fruit, adulter-
ation, and addition of refined oils. This is exacerbated by the fact
that oils pass through the hands of numerous shady distributors
and middlemen. There are endless examples of tainted, adulter-
ated, and illegally refined oils being delivered surreptitiously to
the biggest bottlers and ending up in the products they sell.

Even if the oil delivered to blenders is good to begin with,
because of a little-known but widespread industry practice called

carryover, a fair amount of oil is rancid before it is even bottled.
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In good years, when growers produce more oil than they can sell,
they simply keep it and mix it into the next year’s harvest—or the
year after that. Mueller and Bradley both told me that some olive
oils in the EU are stored for years before being bottled and that
many supermarket “extra virgins” are a blend of fresher oil with
the old stuff. Almost all these major blenders are in Italy, and stud-
ies have clearly shown that besides price, the main reason most
American consumers choose a bottle is for its “Italianness”—no
matter where it actually comes from.

Italy has aggressively marketed and maintained a mythical aura
in the olive oil world and does produce some of the finest olive
oils on earth. But it also produces many of the worst, including the
supermarket brands that have routinely failed testing here, and
most of the adulterated oils seized by the FDA (a token drop in
the bucket) in the past decade. Despite popular belief, Italy is not
the largest olive oil producer—that would be Spain. In fact, Italy
struggles to meet its own domestic demand. What Italy is, however,
is the world’s largest olive oil importer—and exporter—buying up
vast quantities of oils from all across the Mediterranean and Africa,
so they can be packaged and labeled as “Bottled in Italy” or the
even more misleading “Product of Italy.”

“The three biggest brand names in the world are Coca-Cola,
American Express, and Made in Italy,” said Michele Bungaro, chief
spokesman for UNAPROL, Italy’s national association of olive
growers, speaking at the Italian Trade Commission panel with Mar-
sano. These are the folks actually making olive oil from Italian
olives, like the stuff I tasted in both Puglia and at the CIA. They
stand to lose out from the nation’s declining quality image, so
UNAPROL launched its own certification process, and its “100%
Qualita Italiana” label has higher extra-virgin standards than those
of the European Union or United States. This is a good seal to

look for, but uncommon. Tom Mueller agrees: “The enormous
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popularity of the ‘Made in Italy’ label worldwide makes it an ap-
pealing target for food fraudsters, who earn an estimated €60 bil-
lion a year selling counterfeit or adulterated faux-Italian foods.”
These include faux Parmesan and Parma prosciutto. Just in Italy,
counterfeit olive oil is estimated to cost legitimate producers more
than a billion and a half dollars a year. Mob accountant Meyer
Lansky, one of the most successful organized-crime figures in U.S.
history, who, along with partner Charles “Lucky” Luciano, built a
global criminal empire around gambling, once famously boasted
of the Mafia, “We’re bigger than U.S. Steel.” If Mueller’s estimates
are correct, then just the Italian slice of the Fake Food business is
bigger than Coca-Cola, Disney, or Goldman Sachs.

In 2010, the University of California—Davis Olive Center tested
supermarket samples and concluded that more than two-thirds of
imported oils (69 percent) and 10 percent of California oils labeled
“extra virgin” were not. “These failed samples had defective flavors
such as rancid, fusty, and musty . . . Chemical testing indicated that
the samples failed extra virgin standards for reasons that include
one or more of the following: oxidation by exposure to elevated
temperatures, light, and/or aging; adulteration with cheaper re-
fined olive oil; poor quality oil made from damaged and overripe
olives, processing flaws, and/or improper oil storage.” Yum.

Subsequent tests of oil for the food-service industry got simi-
lar results and also found that more than half the “extra-virgin”
olive oil used in restaurants had been illegally adulterated with
refined oils (cheaper, lower-grade oils that often are solvent ex-
tracted, thermally deodorized, and bleached). Rather than wor-
rying whether we might get screwed by fake olive oil when we eat
out, we should expect it.

A follow-up supermarket test in 2011 used a much larger num-
ber of samples for more consistency and found that the five top-

selling imported “extra-virgin” olive oil brands in the United States
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failed to meet the basic legal standard 73 percent of the time.
These are available in practically every supermarket coast to coast,
and failure rates ranged from 56 to 94 percent by brand: Colavita
performed “best” by failing just over half the time, while Pompeian
took last place and almost never passed. This study used a newer
high-tech test that better detects adulteration, and more than half
of all samples failed one or both tests.

In November 2015, police in Turin, Italy, launched an inves-
tigation into whether seven leading producers, including Bertolli
and Carapelli, had mislabeled lower quality oils as “100% extra
virgin” after tested samples from all seven failed to meet EU label-
ing rules. Throughout the same year, Italian agricultural ministry
inspectors confiscated fake oil worth ten million euros. As recently
as 2016, over two thousand tons of fake Italian extra-virgin olive
oil were seized in an operation that took place in the Apulia, Cala-
bria, and Umbria regions. Consumer Reports magazine did its own
study four years earlier, using both chemical analysis and sensory
testing by a panel of tasters, the second tier of extra-virgin’s legal
classification, and got similar numbers, with 61 percent failing.
“By definition, extra-virgin olive oil is supposed to be flawless, but
only the top nine of the 23 products our experts tried were free of
flaws. More than half tasted fermented or stale. Two even tasted a
bit like . . . let’s just say a barnyard.” In Spain, an investigation by
authorities in the Andalusia region found that half of fifty brands
tested were inaccurately labeled extra virgin.

With little oil sold in this country qualifying as real extra vir-
gin, that begs the question, what is real extra virgin? The main
governing body for the industry is the Madrid-based International
Olive Council (IOC), whose membership includes most major oil-
producing countries, jointly responsible for 90 to 95 percent of
global production. IOC membership most notably lacks the United

States, where almost all production is in California, fast-rising
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Australia, South Africa, and Chile. The IOC was established in
1959 under the auspices of the United Nations and crafted the
grading rules widely used for olive oil in almost all corners of
the globe.

In our country, the USDA made olive oil grades voluntary,
so producers do not have to use label indications such as “extra
virgin” or “virgin,” but if they choose to, they must follow USDA
rules, which in turn defer to the IOC. So the standards for Europe
and the rest of the world (except Australia) are the de facto legal
standards here as well. Many critics feel these are too permissive,
a low bar that allows poorer quality oils to rate extra virgin—yet
the majority still fail.

All “virgin” olive oil can by law only be extracted by physical
processing, such as crushing or centrifuges, without using chemi-
cals or heat. There are three grades of virgin olive oil: extra-virgin,
virgin, and lampante, Italian for lamp oil—under both IOC and
USDA standards, lampante is unfit for human consumption with-
out further refinement. So, in theory, there are two kinds of virgin
oil you can actually buy, virgin and extra virgin. Virgin is made ex-
actly the same way but fails to pass the tests required to be ranked
extra virgin. Think of extra virgin as Grade A, virgin as Grade B,
and lampante as Grade F. Virgin is still available in Europe, where
it is correctly understood as a lower-price, lower-quality choice of-
ten used for cooking. In this country, it has largely disappeared
from shelves, not because it is no longer made, but rather because
producers routinely illegally label and sell it as extra-virgin. This
is fraud, plain and simple, but it is made possible by the fact that
there has long been a tradition of little enforcement of olive oil
laws in this country. Everyone in the industry knows there is virtu-
ally no chance of getting caught.

Under IOC rules, to be rated extra virgin, oil must pass two

series of tests, laboratory and sensory. The lab analysis tests specific
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objective chemical standards for various components, most im-
portantly the free fatty acidity (FFA) level (FFA of 0.8 percent
or less), and peroxide value (PV, or rancidity of no more than
20 milliequivalents per kilogram). There is also an ultraviolet light
test, and the oil must continuously be stored within a designated
temperature range to avoid damage from heat. California, which
crafted its own standards, set a stricter FFA limit (0.6 percent),
though, like USDA rules, it goes largely unenforced.

It is the sensory tests that make olive oil a rarity, one of very few
foodstuffs in the world whose legal definition includes a subjective
taste test (along with Prosciutto di Parma and, in borderline cases,
Parmigiano-Reggiano). Rules mandate that the oil have a “detect-
able level of olive fruitiness,” and specifically bar sixteen flavor or
taste defects, including rancid, musty, fusty, winey/vinegary, and
grubby, among other similarly unappetizing terms. On paper, the
rules have zero tolerance—oil lacking fruitiness or containing any
one of the sixteen defects automatically fails and cannot be sold
as extra virgin. In practice, sensory tests, while required, are con-
ducted only sporadically and many defects are widely flouted in
sales, marketing and labeling, as numerous studies have shown.

Nonetheless, these seemingly arduous regulations reflect the
original intention of the extra virgin distinction—a mark of excel-
lence, the best of the best. At an olive oil tasting class I attended in
Spain, the instructor told me that “8 percent, maybe 10 percent, of
the oil we produce in Spain is extra virgin.” One of Mueller’s Euro-
pean experts estimated that among the world’s olive oil 2 percent
is excellent, 8 percent good but not exceptional, and 90 percent
so-so. Yet besides a small amount of light olive oil, a label that con-
fuses rather than clarifies, almost every bottle for sale in the U.S.
is so-called extra virgin. You would be hard pressed to buy a lower
grade even if you wanted to. And you don’t.

Unlike all other commercially significant oil, olive oil is not

extracted from seeds, as are sunflower, soy, and rapeseed (canola)
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oils. Extracting seed oils generally uses industrial solvents, such
as hexane, which must then be removed. To do this, seed oil is
processed in a refinery, where it undergoes high-temperature de-
solventization, neutralization, deodorization, bleaching, and de-
gumming, which simultaneously removes any unpleasant tastes or
odors. Extra-virgin olive oil does not require any of this, since it
comes entirely from just crushing or spinning fruit.

So what happens to the lampante, the low-quality oil that was
deemed “unfit for human consumption without further refine-
ment’? What happens to the olive pomace, the remaining solids
left after mechanical extraction, the skin, pits, and meat, the stuff
Italian food expert Bill Marsano calls “the garbage left at the bot-
tom of the press”? These are treated just like seed oils and re-
fined as described by the U.S. International Trade Commission:
“Both olive pomace and lampante oils are low-grade oils that . . .
go through a refining process that utilizes both heat and chemicals
to neutralize acidity and remove flavor defects, as well as deodor-
ize and decolor the oil. This process results in a flavorless, odorless
[and now edible] oil . . . This refined oil is blended with virgin oils
by bottling companies to create what is commonly marketed as
‘olive oil.” Olive oil products of this type typically include anywhere
from 3 percent to 12 percent virgin olive oil.”

As a consumer, you couldn’t be blamed for rationally expect-
ing bottles of extra-virgin olive oil, virgin olive oil, and olive oil
to contain something from the same general family. But instead,
you are expected to memorize all food-related fine print to shop
safely. Because so much of it is illegally labeled “extra virgin,” you
probably will never see just “olive oil.” But if you do, take the ad-
vice Celine Beitchman, a chef-instructor at the Natural Gourmet
Institute for Health and Culinary Arts in New York City gave me:
“If the label just says olive oil or pure olive oil I wouldn’t recom-
mend using it for anything food related. Use it to oil the hinges

of your door.”
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Bill Marsano succinctly described the refining of olive oil: “The
way to make this oil is to use chemicals, crush it three or four more
times, then use more chemicals to get rid of the first ones.” Not
coincidentally, I met Marsano when he was on a “Find the Fake”
panel, sponsored by the Italian Trade Commission, in which he
and his fellow experts guided us through a blind tasting of four
olive oils, three real extra virgins and one impostor. While much
of the fake stuff has an instantly recognizable off flavor of rotted
fruit, they made it just slightly harder by choosing one that simply
had no flavor at all.

Of course, you will never see anything on the supermarket shelf
with a “refined olive 0il” label. Some of it gets into ersatz bottles
of “extra virgin,” while others go into bottles labeled “light olive
oil” or “pure olive oil.” “Light” is another fairly flagrant marketing
scam, as studies have shown that the vast majority of consumers—
84 percent—wrongly believe that a “light” product has less calories
when all it has is less quality, nutrition, and taste. In the industry,
this style is known as “light in flavor.”

Like its legally meaningless sibling “natural,” “pure” is a fa-
vorite of label pirates taking advantage of positive-sounding but
unregulated terms. In a consumer perception study, the Univer-
sity of California—Davis found that most Americans so badly mis-
understood olive oil grades that almost half think “pure” is the
highest-quality grade even though it is the lowest, not virgin at all.
When Australia enacted its best-in-class consumer protection regu-
lation in 2011, it became the first country to ban misleading label

” @

terms such as “premium,” “super,” “light,” or “pure,” to provide
more clarity.

While the USDA dictates rules for olive oil labels, it is the FDA
that is responsible for ensuring the truthfulness of label claims. Af-
ter more than seven decades of consistently finding rampant fakes

and adulterated oil, the FDA gave up as a cost-cutting measure.
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While budgetary limitations are very real concerns at the FDA,
even if it wanted to it couldn’t do much, thanks to rather circular
logic that goes like this, according to an anonymous-by-request
FDA official I spoke with: “In order for the FDA to do something
about grades of olive oil, we would have to refer to some defini-
tion, in order to make sure it didn’t conform to that definition.
The FDA doesn’t have such a definition. The FDA doesn’t have a
definition of ‘extra virgin,” ‘virgin,” ‘pomace,” and so on, to point
to and say that this is the required composition. The FDA doesn’t
go after those grade designations because they don’t have any stan-
dards to point to.” Got it? Because the USDA standard is voluntary,
that doesn’t count, and the FDA has repeatedly refused formal
requests to define olive oil, which would in turn let officials do
something about it.

The FDA has one and only one rule for the entire olive oil in-
dustry: if other oils are used, they must be indicated on the label.
Every few years the agency makes a token adulteration seizure.

“I’ve seen oil labeled ‘USDA organic,’ ‘extra virgin,” and ‘made
in Italy,” which was actually colored and flavored soybean oil,”
Mueller told me. “If no one is checking, that’s what’s going to
happen—you can put whatever in hell you want on the label.”
Guess what? No one is checking. These problems are so wide-
spread that while proposing new consumer protection regula-
tions to be added to the recent Farm Bill in Congress, which were
eventually shot down, California Republican representative—and
farmer—Doug LaMalfa suggested that labels for imported oil
should say “extra rancid” rather than “extra virgin,” explaining,
“It’s more just the truth in advertising.”

Would better enforcement actually help American con-
sumers? Almost certainly, as demonstrated by the Canadian ex-
perience. After the Canadian Food Inspection Agency enacted a

program in 2006 and began routinely analyzing product samples
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to check for adulteration and ensure olive oil met requirements
for virgin and extra-virgin olive oil, the percentage of noncom-
pliant samples fell dramatically in just three years, from 47 to
11 percent.

Knowing that much of what is sold in this country is spurious,
it would be easy to give up and turn your back on extra-virgin
olive oil altogether. But if you love food, just a sip of the real stuff
will remind you why you shouldn’t—because taste does matter.
Bill Briwa and I tried the three samples dispensed from the CIA’s
oleoteca, all real extra virgins. The differences in weight, color, and
flavor were pronounced but not nearly as dramatic as the differ-
ence between any of them—all were utterly delicious—and ordi-
nary supermarket “extra virgin.” This was the one thing on which
every expert agreed and which I am very happy to confirm: once
you taste the real thing, you know it, and then you’ll also know the
fake. Briwa laid out an impressive spread of cheese, charcuterie,
and bread crisps with our oils, but like wine, we could have just
sipped them straight and still enjoyed them.

Briwa was once a student at the very institution he now works
for, the CIA, but back in 1980 when he graduated, the professional
perspective on olive oil in this country was a tad different. “I re-
member very clearly, the chef-instructor for Italian cuisine back
then told us to be very careful using it because no one in the U.S.
likes olive oil. He also told us it’s very expensive, so we should cut
it with neutral oil to save money. They kept a three-gallon tin on
the top of the stove, exposed to heat all day long, and it was rancid.
That was our entire education about olive oil. Flash-forward three
decades and there’s a lot more attention being given to it, but
there’s still a lot of misperception. Unfortunately, adulteration and
mislabeling are reality. It’s part of our mission to educate, and the
only reason olive oil can so easily be adulterated is because people

are uneducated.”
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Fortunately, there is a lot of great real extra-virgin olive oil
in the world, and plenty of people who make it exceedingly well.
(Briwa became enamored of olive oil not merely as a chef, food
lover, and renowned culinary instructor, but by making his own.
“My real conversion came when I decide to make my own. It took
me ten years but now I say that I like olive oil on toast more than
butter—I had it this morning for breakfast.”) I now get most of my
oil from T. ]J. Robinson’s Fresh Pressed Olive Oil Club, and every
time I open a bottle, my kitchen literally fills up with the smell of
fresh crushed olives—the scent explodes out of the bottle. Just
breaking the seal transports me to Italy or Spain or Chile. With
knowledge and the shopping tips at the end of this chapter, you
can enjoy nothing but true extra-virgin olive oil going forward,
and both your body and taste buds will be better off for it.

AS SINISTER AS the olive oil landscape is, it is not the
worst “gourmet” oil duping American consumers on a regular ba-
sis. That dubious honor goes to so-called truffle oil, which has
quickly and quietly burrowed deep into our culinary landscape,
infecting menus at neighborhood taverns and fine dining eater-
ies, especially in the already passé dish of truffle fries. Almost no
truffle oil is real. The fakeness runs so deep that truffle oil sets
itself apart even in the crowded world of ersatz edibles by virtue
of not really being counterfeit—there is so little actual truffle oil
that the fake stuff is more a made up artificial food than a copy of
something real.

Like lobsters or caviar, truffles are one of the most well-known
names in luxury foodstuffs, synonymous with high cost and per-
ceived quality. But what restaurants tell you they are serving and
what you get are two very different things. The common clue is of-
ten, but not always, price: there would be an economic prohibition

to serving truffled popcorn as a bar snack if it actually included
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truffles. It does not. Of course, expensive dishes aren’t any safer;
the rip-off is just bigger. It would be hard to argue with a straight
face that a food sold as including truffle oil wouldn’t contain any
truffle at all, but that is almost always the case. And unlike the
ignorance surrounding extra-virgin olive oil in the restaurant busi-
ness, most chefs are fully aware that what they are selling is not a
valuable fungi harvested by pigs in Alba but rather a cheap chemi-
cal cocktail from a laboratory. The truth about truffle oil, while
kept from consumers, is well known in the restaurant business.

In 2007, acclaimed Bay Area chef and cookbook author Daniel
Patterson, whose Coi restaurant earned a vaunted two Michelin
stars, went public about truffle oil in his widely read New York Times
story, “Hocus Pocus, and a Beaker of Truffles.” He noted that “all
across the country, in restaurants great and small, the ‘truffle’ fla-
vor advertised on menus is increasingly being supplied by truffle
oil. What those menus don’t say is that, unlike real truffles, the
aroma of truffle oil is not born in the earth. Most commercial
truffle oils are concocted by mixing olive oil with one or more
compounds, like 2,4-dithiapentane, that have been created in a
laboratory; their one-dimensional flavor is also changing common
understanding of how a truffle should taste.” And this base, olive
oil, is the stuff for oiling door hinges.

He goes on to personally confess to having somewhat blindly
overlooked compelling evidentiary weaknesses in the very notion
of truffle oil: “I suppose I could have given some thought to how an
ingredient that cost $60 an ounce or more could be captured so ex-
pressively in an oil that sold for a dollar an ounce.” Finally, Patterson
asked the big question that remains largely unanswered nearly
a decade later: “Why are so many chefs at all price points—who
wouldn’t dream of using vanillin instead of vanilla bean and who
source their organic baby vegetables and humanely raised meats

with exquisite care—using a synthetic flavoring agent?”
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Not all chefs embrace this particular truffle-seeming chemi-
cal concoction. Jean-Georges Vongerichten, a renowned celebrity
chef awash in Michelin stars and other accolades, told the Wall
Street Journal, “The most overrated ingredient is truffle oil. It’s like
gasoline. I never use it in my restaurants.” Equally high-profile ce-
lebrity chef Gordon Ramsay, who has ranked as highly as second
in the world in total number of Michelin stars, went on one of
his famous tirades—this time aimed at truffle oil—while judging
Season 2 of the cooking competition show MasterChef with fellow
judge Joe Bastianich, a restaurateur involved in numerous high-
profile eateries in New York, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and overseas.
When one of the contestants added truffle oil to a dish, Ramsay
commented that the liquid was “one of the most pungent, ridicu-
lous ingredients ever known to chefs. I can’t believe you’ve just
done that. I think you just put your apron up in flames.” Bastianich
added that using the oil was “a sure sign of someone who doesn’t
know what they’re doing . . . Do you know that truffle oils are
made by perfumists that have no white truffles in them? Generally
if you go to a restaurant and you see white truffle oil on the menu,
it’s a good reason to run away.” Do the same if it says “black truffle
oil” or simply “truffle oil.”

In a self-proclaimed rant on the culinary website Serious Eats,
the site’s managing culinary director, J. Kenji Lopez-Alt, who is also
the author of the James Beard Award—nominated column The Food
Lab, ponders the circumstances by which “for some reason, back
in the '90s, truffle oil became an acceptable—even desirable—
ingredient for chefs to use . . . Problem is, truffle oil isn’t even
made from truffles . . . using truffle oil is the culinary equivalent
of . . . making soup from a chicken bouillon cube—worse, even.
At least bouillon cubes usually start with real chicken.” He notes
that it is the only ingredient renowned Boston chef Ken Oringer

of Clio and Toro fame has banned completely in his kitchens, for
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tasting synthetic and too artificial. He ends by dropping Serious
Eats founder Ed Levine’s truffle oil punch line: “Comparing truf-
fle oil to real truffles is like comparing sniffing dirty underwear to
having sex.”

The CIA’s Briwa was more direct: “There’s nothing even re-
motely natural about it. Truffle oil is all manufactured. Truffles are
one of those one-percenter foods that very few people get to ever
taste, so it’s easy to pawn off manufactured oil . . . if you overuse it
your food tastes artificial.”

Like so many Fake Food issues, this one comes down to la-
beling regulations and their general laxity. Pricier bottlers love
to use those familiar but meaningless labels “natural,” “pure”
and “100%.” A quick online shopping trip finds gourmet store
Williams-Sonoma hawking an Italianate “100% organic white truf-
fle extra virgin olive oil” called Tartufi di Fassia. What the 100%,
which by definition means all, refers to is anyone’s guess, and de-
spite its name the ingredient list has no white truffles, organic
or otherwise. It does have truffle flavoring, but “flavoring” is to
FDA label regulations what “New York-style” is to pizza, code for
something other than the actual thing. One of the most widely
available brands, Roland, contains “white truffle aroma,” another
labeling loophole that allows for a variety of natural or synthetic
definitions.

The genuine article is almost nonexistent, in part because of
cost, but mainly because many experts believe real truffles don’t in-
fuse flavor into oil well. If you do find it, the ingredient list should
contain just two entries, extra-virgin olive oil and truffles. What
you more commonly see is lower-grade olive oil labeled with “natu-

” «

ral truffle flavoring,” “artificial flavoring,” and “truffle aroma,” all
synonyms for synthesized additives. The “natural” in natural truffle
flavoring typically refers not to actual fungi but rather to the pro-

cess by which the imitation flavor compound is derived.
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Fortunately, the truffle oil solution is easy—just avoid it al-
together. The best use of truffle oil is as a warning, a red flag
indicating restaurants to avoid. It is the only Fake Food in this
book that I cannot think of a good reason to bother seeking a
real alternative to. On the other hand, real extra-virgin olive oil
is well worth the trouble to hunt down. Here are some tips on

how to buy the real thing.

*k RELIABLE PRODUCERS

California’s McEvoy Ranch makes high-quality real extra-virgin ol-
ive oil, available by mail order and at gourmet stores. McEvoy’s ac-
claimed oil maker, Deborah Rodgers, also recommends Australia’s
Boulder Bend, sold under its Cobram Estate label in the United
States. Cobram is Australia’s most-awarded olive oil, winning more
than 150 medals in competitions. Their top-shelf ultrapremium
collection is guaranteed milled within four hours of harvest and is

sold online, as is Spain’s vaunted Oro Bailen.

#* RETAILERS

Michael Bradley created the specialty olive oil shop model, where
hand-selected oil is stored in bulk metal tanks and bottled from
taps on demand—olive oil is best purchased frequently in small
quantities. The stores have tastings of up to forty extra-virgin olive
oils available and post detailed information on each, including
producer, country, harvest date, chemical stats, and olive varietals.
There are hundreds of these nearly identical shops with different
names across the country, in most midsized and large cities, and
tourist towns. Once you go into one you will recognize the format.
T. J. Robinson’s Fresh Pressed Olive Oil Club sources exquisite
small batch oils—even from the producer that supplies the Vati-
can. His club sends quarterly shipments of three oils—mild, mod-

erate, and strong—always new and fresh, alternating seasonally
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from the Northern and Southern Hemispheres. It’s fantastic but
pricy. Famed mail-order and brick-and-mortar gourmet retailer
Zingerman’s, in Ann Arbor, Michigan, has one of the biggest
and best arrays you can taste under one roof. But even ordering
blindly is reliable, as they stock carefully curated oils. French spe-
cialty olive oil retailer Oliviers & Co. offers mail order and has
retail boutiques with tasting in New York, New Jersey, and eigh-
teen countries. Last, but hardly least, author Tom Mueller’s site,
www.extravirginity.com, has a frequently updated list of his recom-

mended olive oil buying resources.

#* LABELS, PART 1

Taste is the absolute best indicator of olive oil quality and it is
always best to try before buying, but only a handful of retailers al-
low this. If you need to buy oil “blindly,” using only the label, as a
general rule, the more information it contains the better, if only
because producers most concerned with quality tend to include
more detail than they have to. Unlike wine, olive oil is never going
to be better than on the day it was bottled, but it will get worse.
The most important thing you can find is the harvest date, which
few bottles carry but should be no more than a year earlier. Ignore
meaningless “best by” or “bottled on” dates. “Extra virgin” is no

guarantee, but its absence on a bottle is a guarantee of inferiority.

” < ” <«

Don’t ever buy anything labeled “virgin,” “pure,” “light,” “extra
light,” “olive oil blend,” “Mediterranean blend,” or simply “olive
0il.” Very few labels include chemical composition, but if they do,
Michael Bradley recommends looking for FFA of 0.3 percent or
less and PV of 8 or less. European oils, especially from Italy, may
also have DOP, DOC, or similar geographic indications (GlIs).
While not foolproof solutions, these improve your chances, theo-
retically ensuring the olives were grown in a designated quality

zone and produced with more oversight.
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*# LABELS, PART 2

Commonly misunderstood label terms are “first pressed,” “cold
pressed,” and “first cold pressed,” none of which have any regula-
tory meaning or contemporary significance, since most oil today
is not pressed at all but rather spun out of olives using centrifuges
(both are legal), and extra virgin by definition cannot come from
secondary extraction. Mueller told me that “first cold pressed” is
his favorite misleading descriptor, “basically three lies in one, a
highly anachronistic term that no longer has any relation to real-

ity, a classic example of wholly useless marketing speak.”

#* LABELS, PART 3

There are several third-party certifications that promise higher
standards and enforcement than the IOC and USDA rules. McE-
voy’s Rogers told me that “here in California you can look for a
seal of certification from the new California Olive Oil Council. It
should also say ‘certified extra virgin,” which means [under Cali-
fornia law] it has been laboratory tested and sensory tested.” The
actual label she describes reads “COOC Certified Extra Virgin.”
There’s also EVA, the Extra Virgin Alliance, an excellent global
organization and label. UNAPROL, the association of actual Ital-
ian olive growers, has its 100% Qualita Italiana. Any of these are
excellent signs. On the other hand, every expert I spoke to put
little stock in the USDA’s organic certification for olive oil, from
here or abroad. In early 2016, Italy’s National Association of Olive
Growers, in partnership with the country’s State Mint, announced
the planned rollout of a new antifraud labeling mark, similar to
that now used for wine, only for bottles of 100 percent extra-virgin
olive oil. The Mint’s yet unnamed label will include a scannable
OR code linked to traceability information on the oil’s distribution

channels.
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** GEOGRAPHY

There are good and bad producers everywhere, and country of or-
igin is no guarantee of quality. But if you have to purchase blindly
with no other clue besides where it was made, choose Chile or
Australia. Neither practices the carryover of old oils common in
Europe, and Australia has the strictest standards and is the only
country using advanced tests to detect adulteration with refined
oils. The impartial U.S. International Trade Commission report
looked at each nation’s average quality of extra-virgin olive oil
across the board and gave its highest marks only to Australia and
Chile—followed by the United States.

#* SEASONALITY

European oils are extracted in late fall or early winter and rarely
begin arriving in the States before late winter. The end of the year
is the worst time to buy any Northern Hemisphere oil because it is
already nearing the end of its useful life—in a best case scenario.
Buy European oils in the spring and summer; Chilean, Australian,

and South African oils, in the fall and winter. Newer is always better.

#* STORAGE

Many consumers buy a large can of olive oil at a big-box store and
keep itin their home for far too long, because one of the most mis-
understood things about olive oil is that it is highly perishable—
remember, it is fresh-squeezed fruit juice. “The notion that it is
a perishable commodity needs to be better understood by both
consumers and retailers,” said the CIA’s Briwa. “I've seen fancy
gourmet stores displaying clear bottles in the window, breaking
two rules at once, exposing it to heat and light.” Olive oil hates
both and should be stored out of sight, ideally in a cool, dark
cabinet. Most bottles are opaque glass and some come wrapped
in foil, but many experts prefer tins because they block all light.

Oxygen is the third enemy, and shelf life is far longer unopened—
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after you introduce air, even once, oil heads downhill fast. Spe-
cialty stores fill small bottles from large tanks for this reason, so
buy no more than you will use in six weeks. Likewise, it is better to
buy two small cans than one bigger one, because they can last six
to 12 months unopened. “In our house we throw it out three weeks

after opening—but it rarely lasts that long,” said Bradley.

BisTECCA ALLA FIORENTINA

®I A classic Tuscan dish, this is perhaps the most famous use of
olive oil as a main ingredient in an entrée. Florentines will insist
the dish requires the local Chianina breed of beef, but any good

beef will go with any great olive oil. Serves 2 to 4.

1 good-quality (at least USDA Prime) bone-in porterhouse
or T-bone steak (2 to 3 pounds), cut 2 inches thick

Coarse sea salt

Freshly ground pepper

Extra-virgin olive oil

DIRECTIONS

— Let the steak come to room temperature for 45 to 60 minutes.

— Preheat the grill to high. (A grill using wood or natural char-
coal is best, but gas is okay.)

— Season the steak with salt and pepper. Cook the steak 5 minutes
on each side for rare (the Tuscan way!) or 2 to 3 minutes longer
per side for medium-rare to medium. The outside should be
well crusted.

— Slice both sides of the steak off the center bone, then carve
these into perpendicular slices about 2 inch thick. Generously

drizzle extra-virgin olive oil over the slices. Mangia!
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5. What’s in a Name? Real Foods
Come from Real Places

This can’t be repeated enough: these foods gain their character
from the earth they grow in, the climate that nurtures them and
the skills of the people who make them . . . I used to fool myself
that prosciutto di St. Louis, Missouri was just as good. Butitisn’t.

—ARTHUR SCHWARTZ, “Italian Food Labels”

The Fairmont Kea Lani is a luxury waterfront resort
on Maui, twenty-two acres of manicured paradise and
sandy Pacific Ocean beaches, and popular with honeymooners, as
many such Hawaiian resorts are. But the Fairmont is also a favor-
ite of locals, an impressive and far less common accomplishment
on the island, thanks largely to its award-winning Ko Restaurant,
where more than 90 percent of the produce is locally sourced
from Hawaiian farmers. Under the capable hands of Hawaii chef
Tylun Pang, Ko was voted Maui Restaurant of the Year in 2013, no
small feat on an island with a vast hospitality infrastructure and
more than eight hundred eateries.

Ko’s website claims the restaurant is “the only fine dining res-
taurant on Maui to offer cuisine inspired by Hawaii’s sugarcane
plantation era,” and in this vein, Chef Pang features second-
generation recipes taught to him by his father. “A recipe I like to
prepare is Ginger Steamed Kumu with Asian sausage and scallions.
It’s light and lets you taste the flavor of the fresh fish. This recipe
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was my dad’s. He would serve fish whole for special occasions at
family gatherings, so it’s special to me.”

I had never heard of kumu, so I called my brother-in-law, who
was born and raised in Honolulu in the 1950s and asked him if
he knew what it was. He hadn’t tasted the now-rare fish in de-
cades but assured me it was delicious and fondly remembered his
mother serving it. He lamented its current scarcity, limited mainly
to spear fisherman, but considered himself lucky to have tasted it
at all. The delicious red nocturnal member of the goatfish family
is considered such a delicacy that in ancient times it was used as an
offering to the gods. Eating it was considered kapu, or forbidden,
for everyone except the ruling class of chiefs, who alone feasted
on tasty kumu. In modern times, before it was overfished, kumu
became so popular that it was featured as a breakfast item, broiled
in butter, Hawaii’s answer to smoked salmon, but today it is un-
common there and unheard of “off island.”

Hawaii boasts a staggering amount of endemic fish, plants,
insects, and even mammals found no place else on earth, but it
is hardly alone. The coco-de-mer (sea coconut), was once nick-
named “billionaire’s fruit,” something wealthy gourmands went
to great lengths to eat. But today it is so rare and protected you
cannot buy it even with a fortune, and the fruit, containing the
largest seed on earth, grows only on two Indian Ocean islands in
the Seychelles.

Less scarce, but still valued highly, the American breakfast
indulgence maple syrup comes from maple trees, mostly sugar
maples, found only in colder climate regions of North America.
While we take maple syrup more or less for granted, especially in
Vermont where I live, as a strictly New World product, it is still for-
eign and exotic to Europeans, Asians, Africans, South Americans,
Australians, and pretty much the rest of the world. The rare Royal
Red shrimp, arguably the best-tasting shrimp in existence, has been
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found in only two locations worldwide, both deep water pockets
off the eastern coast of the United States. The most valuable honey
in the world is manuka honey, so named because the bees that
make it pollinate the manuka tree, a kind of myrtle found only in
New Zealand and southeastern Australia. You may not be eager to
put kangaroo on your menu, but plenty of people do, and this is
perhaps the most famously endemic of all meat sources, limited to
Australia. There are plenty of examples of creatures we don’t eat,
such as lemurs, found only in Madagascar; gorillas, which live only
in very particular ecosystems within Central Africa; and the fierce
Komodo dragon, the world’s largest lizard, found on just five In-
donesian islands, most notably its namesake Komodo.

Such plants and animals are Mother Nature’s way of remind-
ing us that the world is varied and that not all places are the same.
Ecosystems are amazingly complex, from climate, geography, and
geology down to the insect and microbial level. This makes par-
ticular places better or worse than others at growing particular
things. There are forests in Europe that look just like the forests
in Vermont yet don’t support maple trees. Parts of the Australian
Outback look just like parts of southwestern Utah, but Utah has
never had kangaroos (and Australia has no rattlesnakes, endemic
to North America, while Utah has at least six distinct species).
On the surface, little appears to differentiate the two spots where
coco-de-mer is found from thousands of similarly tropical islands
around the world.

The concepts of terroir and places being suited for different
purposes translate to nonendemic foods as well—coffee is grown
across great swaths of the planet, but a handful of select spots, such
as the Blue Mountains of Jamaica, are prized above all others. Basil
can be grown in just about any garden, or even on windowsills,
yet it almost never rivals that of Italy’s Ligurian coast, where pesto

was born.
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“Terroir has no direct English translation, but the notion be-
hind the Latinate word is simple: the product’s qualities ‘come
with the territory.” To put it less poetically, terroir is the idea of an
‘essential land/qualities nexus.” This is the idea of terroir: that the
particular geography produces particular product characteristics
that cannot be imitated by other regions,” wrote Justin Hughes,
associate professor and director of the Intellectual Property Law
Program at New York’s Cardozo School of Law.

Usually there is one obvious terroirfeature, such as the famously
chalky seventy-million-year-old substructure the Champagne region
sits on. It is hard to read any primer about Champagne without
encountering the word chalky. But in each terroir there is also much
more than this one glaring factor, an intricate system that resists
duplication. It is not enough to add chalk to your soil to re-create
Reims or Epernay, because Champagne is much more: it also gets
a lot of rain and sits at an unusually high latitude. The world’s
northernmost premier wine growing district, it is far cooler, wetter,
and more seasonally affected than Napa, Tuscany, or Burgundy.

Terroir is almost always a combination of the land itself, the
shape of thatland in the form of mountains, hills, and valleys, plus
the abundance or absence of water, fresh or salt; the temperature,
day and night; the seasons; the sun; the wind; and the inhabitants,
including birds, bugs, animals, plants, and bacteria—and, impor-
tant, people. With kumu, you also have the depth, temperature,
and cleanliness of the ocean; the health and abundance of coral
reefs; predators; and the suitability of the food supply, from fish
to microscopic plankton. Places like Hawaii even have their terroir
uniquely shaped simply by remoteness from other places. Terroir
has an enormous number of variables, even before you add in the

human factor.
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THE SOUTH OF France is dotted with small towns similar
in style and appearance, narrow streets lined with brightly col-
ored houses bedecked with flowers, which grow wonderfully in
the warm and fertile region. But one of these towns is not like all
the others, although it looks the same above the surface. Below
ground is an odd subterranean world riddled with caves, which
are completely free of light, and regardless of what happens in the
outside world, in these tunnels the weather forecast is always ex-
actly the same: dark and fifty degrees Fahrenheit with 95 percent
humidity. It is a climate far from ideal for most things, but excel-
lent for one very particular task: aging moldy cheese.

This town is named Roquefort, and it was the first place in
France ever to be recognized and afforded legal protection for the
food it specializes in producing, a crumbly, tangy, moist sheep’s
milk cheese dotted with distinctive green mold, also named
Roquefort. It is believed that the cheese has been made in the
area, long popular with shepherds, since at least the first century
CE. As with so many place-specific products there is more to the
Roquefort story than just the amazingly consistent climate of the
caves. There would be no cheese if the caves were not also home
to an endemic natural mold spore, Penicillium roqueforti, which cre-
ates those signature green veins.

The caves and mold are essential, but still there would be no
such cheese if the surrounding land did not also produce grasses
and plants superb for grazing sheep, and if actual human shep-
herds did not choose to graze their sheep right here and, at the
same time, look for ways to preserve milk. All the perfect natural
conditions could not produce Roquefort cheese without a human
element, an element that has been part of the terroir of this one
and only town for two thousand years.

This natural and human environment is so special thatin 1411
King Charles VI created France’s first “appellation” by his royal de-

cree that Roquefort cheese could only be produced in Roquefort.
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Itis among the most famous of cheeses, and the second most pop-
ular in France, but all of it is made here. Six hundred years after
it became protected, there are still only seven producers allowed
to make all of the real Roquefort cheese. Today, the mold can be
manufactured in a laboratory, but under French law, only mold
produced from the naturally occurring spore in these caves can
be used, and there are many other requirements too. The milk
can only come from three specific breeds of sheep, all of which
have to be ranged in this area, where what they eat is natural and
regulated. In addition, the time from milking to cheese making is
tightly controlled. Every other step of the process, from matura-
tion to cutting to packaging, must also occur here.

The French have historically been the most ardent terroir en-
thusiasts, long at the forefront of the effort to codify and legally
define the notion and its resulting impact on the quality of foods.
To do this, they created laws governing the Appellation d’Origine
Controlée (AOC), or Controlled Designation of Origin, the places
where outstanding foods can legally be made owing to reasons of
terroir. This process began to develop in Roquefort but was formal-
ized in a modern sense in 1919, when the Law for the Protection
of the Place of Origin was enacted, specifying regions or towns in
which certain named products of significance must be manufac-
tured. In 1935, a special branch of the agricultural ministry was
created to delineate these AOC designations, and the very first
label based on its regional terroir was proclaimed in 1937 for the
Rhone wine “Cotes du Rhone.” According to Professor Hughes,
“French law defines . . . a product of that origin whose qualities or
characteristics are due to the geographic milieu, which includes
natural and human elements.”

The concept is best represented by the interconnected circle
of life we saw in Italy’s Parma, which operates on multiple hu-
man and natural levels simultaneously, none of which can be sep-

arated from the others. As Hughes notes, “Appellation laws are
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traditionally justified by the idea of terroir . . . The local producers
are entitled to exclusive use of a product name because no one
outside the locale can truly make the same product.”

The French AOC system was created specifically for wine but
later expanded to foods, and it became the progenitor of many
similar geographically based quality designations in other coun-
tries, most notably Italy’s three-tiered system, DO (Designation
of Origin), DOC (Controlled Designation of Origin), and the
highest-quality DOCG (Controlled Designation of Origin Guar-
anteed). Portugal, Switzerland, and Austria all adopted similar
regulatory structures, and while Spain’s Denominacion de Origen
is technically Europe’s oldest such wine law, starting with Rioja in
1925, the French system had been in informal development for
centuries. Even the United States, which has generally been un-
supportive of the philosophical concept of connecting geography
with quality, adapted the AOC framework to its own wine appel-
lation system, American Viticultural Areas. All such laws, whether
national or international in scope, and whether they refer to wines
or foods or spirits, are collectively known as geographic indica-
tions, or Gls, the key being where something is produced.

To be fair, these designations are not a panacea, and not all
products with colorful histories and AOC protections are top shelf.
I’'ve had plenty of wines authentically labeled AOC or DOCG that
were subpar—not every Rioja is great. There are many foodstuffs
that I have traveled hundreds or even thousands of miles to taste,
and most memorable to me is my long but ultimately disappoint-
ing pursuit of the “legendary” Bresse chicken, aka “the Queen of
Poultry, the Poultry of Kings.” The