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		PRAISE FOR THE TRUFFLE UNDERGROUND

		
			“Jacobs is an unstoppable and captivating guide through the dark underbelly of the world’s most glamorous fungus. This is the ultimate truffle true-crime tale.”

			—BIANCA BOSKER, New York Times bestselling author of Cork Dork

			“It is totally unlikely that I will ever be a truffle hunter, but thanks to Ryan Jacobs’s thrilling book, I have experienced truffle sales no less shady than a parking lot drug deal, escaped bandits with my haul intact, witnessed truffle heists, and mastered the scientific mysteries of their growth. And best of all, as a reward for having (not at all) lived through such mayhem, I feel entitled to say to the waiter, ‘Why, yes, I will add truffles to my pasta for [exorbitant amount of money].’ ”

			—ALEXIS COE, author of Alice + Freda Forever: A Murder in Memphis

			“Holy hell, this is a good book. With prose that is often as seductive as the elusive fungus itself, The Truffle Underground transports the reader to an intoxicating world of aromatic forests and international intrigue. It’s full of passion, promise, and danger, and as gripping as any HBO prestige drama. This impressively researched and beautifully written debut is a must-read for anyone interested in how our food makes its way to our plate from its origin in the wild world. I found myself reading it far into the night, thinking again and again just a few pages more.”

			—SUMMER BRENNAN, author of The Oyster War

			“[A] fascinating work….This deeply researched and eye-opening account of the lengths people will go for wealth, gratification, and a taste of the prized fungus will captivate readers.”

			—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

			“Investigative journalist and first-time author Jacobs does a remarkable job reporting from the frontlines of the truffle industry, bringing to vivid life French black-truffle farmers, Italian white-truffle foragers, and their marvelously well-trained dogs.”

			—BOOKLIST

			“Fans of weird true crime will eat it up.”

			—BUZZFEED
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			All events, characters, and locations portrayed in this account are
				real. No names have been changed, but some sources have been kept anonymous. Crime
				and vice are difficult to observe firsthand, so all scenes at which I was not
				present are based upon extensive interviews with victims, law enforcement officials,
				or other sources with credible knowledge about how they occurred. Other relevant
				source material is listed in the Notes section.

			In a few instances, minor details—lost to history, sources’
				memories, or industry secrecy—have been supposed in a way that is consistent
				with other available facts. This is especially applicable to sections that focus on
				the early- and mid-nineteenth century, which are supported by contemporaneous but
				sparse accounts. These suppositions were considered carefully and always aim to get
				the reader closer to the reality of what happened.

			Much of my reporting was conducted through French and Italian
				translators. In favor of avoiding distraction, distinctions between interviews
				conducted in English and those conducted in a foreign language were not made unless
				they were directly relevant to the story.
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			Where does it ever say, anywhere, that only bad can
					come from bad actions? Maybe sometimes—the wrong way is the right way?
					You can take the wrong path and it still comes out where you want to be? Or,
					spin it another way, sometimes you can do everything wrong and it still turns
					out to be right?

				—Boris, in Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch (2013)

				Good food, good eating, is all about blood and organs,
					cruelty and decay.

				—Anthony Bourdain, in The New Yorker (1999)

			

		

	
		
		
		PROLOGUE:

		UNDERGROUND

		Threads of fungus swirl through the heat and dark of the rocky
				soil. They spend years twisting, extending, contorting, in perpetual search of
				nutrients to bring back to their host tree. It took thirty years and a series of
				improbable incidents for the fungus to connect with the roots to begin with, and now
				it will take even more luck for the colony burrowing through the dirt to find a
				fungal mate.

		But if it happens, an invisible knot will bubble up from this
				fateful connection sometime in the spring: a primordium, a jumble of tissue that,
				under a microscope, resembles a ball of haphazardly assembled yarn. Over a few
				weeks, the microscopic cells bulk into something more complex. Structures
				materialize: Bits of skin come into focus; a maze of white veins unfurls, marbling a
				black interior. Eventually, a miniature, immature truffle has formed. When the heat
				of the sun washes over the soil in the first days of summer, its cells fall into a
				warm slumber. At summer’s end, it rests, waiting for the hulking clouds of a
				thunderstorm to swing in its direction.

				
				One day in early autumn, lightning shoots into the forest canopies,
				and a smack of thunder rumbles over the forest floor. Rain falls. Droplets trickle
				from the leaves and seep into the soil, past the surface layer and into the root
				zone. The cells of the fungus are jolted out of dormancy by the flood. Growth begins
				anew.

		One night in early winter, some signal of moisture, temperature, or
				magic presses into the depth, and spores bloom in the truffle’s interior. The
				developed cells begin sucking water out of the soil like a vacuum, bloating the
				fruit to full maturity.

		Then, and only then, is an edible, aromatic truffle born into its
				dark soil.

		But somewhere above, another underground awaits.
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		PART I

		THE FIELD • THEFT

		
			The essence of pearl mixed with essence of men and a curious
					dark residue was precipitated. Every man suddenly became related to Kino’s
					pearl, and Kino’s pearl went into the dreams, the speculations, the schemes, the
					plans, the futures, the wishes, the needs, the lusts, the hungers, of everyone,
					and only one person stood in the way and that was Kino, so that he became
					curiously every man’s enemy. The news stirred up something infinitely black and
					evil in the town; the black distillate was like the scorpion, or like hunger in
					the smell of food, or like loneliness when love is withheld. The poison sacs of
					the town began to manufacture venom, and the town swelled and puffed with the
					pressure of it.

			—John Steinbeck, The Pearl (1947)

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			Black Diamond Bandits

			At nightfall, the thieves dropped rope ladders through ceiling ducts
				and drove trucks through warehouse walls. They scaled roofs, broke locks, ripped
				refrigerator doors off their hinges. They wore night-vision goggles and slinked into
				private oak groves, their guards holding rifles and standing watch. Their hounds
				wove quietly through columns of stalky trees, snouts working chalky soils for a
				scent of the quarry. When the hounds’ paws scratched, the men darted toward patches
				of burnt earth and shoveled shallow holes with precision and speed. When their bags
				bulged, they screeched past moonlit vineyards onto country roads, into darkness. And
				they did all this not for cash, or for jewelry, or for art. It was for les truffes, the truffles.
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			By the time the winter sun rose each morning over the dusty peak of
				Mont Ventoux in 2005, large quantities of Provence’s finest black winter
				truffle—worth €500, €600, or even €1,000 per kilo on the commercial
				market—had vanished from company storage rooms, middlemen’s refrigerators,
				and, most frequently, the soils where hopeful farmers in the region of Vaucluse had
				once planted oak saplings inoculated with fungal spores. Victims reported the losses
				to the local gendarmerie, France’s military police, but the heists—occurring
				randomly across large stretches of agricultural land—proved difficult to
				solve and to marshal serious resources for. The village authorities occasionally
				recovered abandoned trucks and stolen rope but rarely located the product or
				witnesses with useful leads. Though American eaters typically think of truffles as
				foraged foods, found in misty stands of wild forest, the majority of the French
				supply of black winter truffles comes from the small and inconsistent yields of
				cultivated oak groves on the outskirts of several rural villages in the southeastern
				section of the country; farmers still have to search for the truffles, but at least
				they have some sense of where to look, as do the thieves.

				
				On the narrow streets of Carpentras and Richerenches, the villages
				where the region’s two main truffle markets are held, farmers swapped intelligence
				on the latest trespasses and nervously wondered if they would be targeted next. The
				thousands or even tens of thousands in lost sales would slow and harden the passage
				of winter, when there were few other things to nurture or sell. And the poachers’
				careless digging would disrupt the delicate symbiosis the truffle spores had found
				with their host tree’s roots, cutting into a lifetime of potential earnings and
				violating the sanctity of a years- and sometimes generations-long relationship
				between a man and his capricious grove. Only farmers who had planted, irrigated,
				pruned, and worried over their trees had the right to dig for their buried fruit;
				only they understood the improbability of their enterprise and the importance of
				scraping damp soil back over the holes.

				
				Eventually, rumors devolved into paranoia and fear. Farmers suspected
				jealous neighbors and business rivals, and began patrolling their groves late on
				cold winter nights, clutching their hunting rifles.

			Out of caution, some took out insurance policies on their product. The
				victims who already had them filed claims. One targeted trader was reimbursed with€76,000, on the condition that he
				improve his security system. The way the insurance brokers spoke about the necessity
				of the improvements, it was as if the countrymen had suddenly developed a weakness
				for exhibiting rare pieces of Chagall or wearing custom designs from Cartier.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			But these missing black winter truffles were not unlike stolen
				jewels. The species Tuber melanosporum, known by the French as the black
				diamond or black pearl, is revered as one of the finest, scarcest, and most valuable
				ingredients in fine dining.

			Even without criminal interference, a truffle’s journey from spore
				to plate is so fraught with biological uncertainty, economic competition, and
				logistical headaches that a single shaving could be understood as a testament to the
				wonder of human civilization. After farmers plant inoculated saplings in suitable
				soil, the fruiting bodies of the fungi can take a decade before materializing below
				host trees, and even then, a hot summer, a pruning mishap, or an unexplained stroke
				of fate can rip them away. After decades of study, scientists still don’t fully
				understand the mechanics of their growth. Yields in France have fallen dramatically
				for more than a century, first because of disruptions to and closures of truffle
				orchards during the world wars and later from rural development, declining
				precipitation, and higher temperatures. Or at least that’s what most truffle
				scientists theorize. No one seems to truly understand why farmers have had such
				trouble returning to the gilded yields of the twentieth century’s turn.

				
				And when truffles do form, a farmer doesn’t harvest as much as he
				hunts. Unlike most crops, they don’t all come in at once. Over a few months, they
				appear in fits and spurts, in different places throughout the grove, and with little
				to no external clues about where they are. A farmer dawdles through his rows with an
				expensive and expertly trained dog, until the pet locates the scent of a black bulb
				buried in mud. Mark by mark, the farmer digs upon his canine’s indication, often
				with no results. The farmer must pry his prizes from the hound’s mouth, drive them
				to market, and approach a middleman, who has the audacity to haggle him down from
				his asking price, if he’s intrigued enough by the shape and quality of the specimens
				to make an offer at all. It’s a medieval undertaking in a smartphone world.
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			Once sold, the truffle makes its way, occasionally through
				secretive back channels, from a middleman’s hand to a restaurant’s kitchen, usually
				in less than thirty-six hours. The truffle is as fleeting as a cloud: With each
				passing minute, the fungus shrinks in size, dissipates in aroma and flavor, and
				edges closer to rot. No serious restaurant will buy a truffle that is more than ten
				days old.

			Each winter, the world’s fine-dining chefs compete—sometimes
				hysterically—over a limited global supply, personally inspect them for flaws
				the instant they arrive in the kitchen, and prepare the dishes they’re featured on
				with the precision and concern a master gemologist takes to the polish of a final
				setting. The gnarled and pebbled black lumps are finally shaved—often at the
				table—over buttered tagliatelle noodles, farm-raised eggs, or foie gras, at a
				cost of more than a hundred dollars per
				serving. The thin slivers reveal brilliant white veins that snake through the dark
				center of the fungus. But by themselves, whole truffles look a bit like the strange,
				mangled droppings of a forest troll.

				
				Truffles can make the people who eat them behave in strange ways. Puff Daddy once indelicately
				requested that the French celebrity chef Daniel Boulud (of Daniel in Manhattan)
				“shave that bitch” over his plate. Oprah
				refuses to travel without ensuring that she, her assistant, and her security detail
				have packed surplus truffle salt. In
				2010, at an international auction benefitting charity, the Macau casino tycoon
				Stanley Ho placed a winning bid of $330,000 for two large pieces of white truffle,
				or Tuber magnatum pico—a rarer, smoother-surfaced, and more expensive
				species (a kilo routinely wholesales for
				more than $7,000) with a pale yellow-brown complexion that cannot be cultivated and
				can only be found in a few places on earth. The anonymously wealthy ask their pilots
				to fly their helicopters directly from Monte Carlo to northern Italy for the express
				purpose of eating large, fresh white truffles at lunch, complete with €1,500 tips for the waitstaff. Others jet
				from Florida mansions to New York warehouses just to inspect their truffles before
				they purchase them.

			But the task of cogently explicating the allure of truffles can
				transform even the fiercest food critics into hopeless, salivating romantics. The
				late Time magazine columnist Josh Ozersky once mused that the white truffle’s
				scent recalled “the pungent memory of
				lost youth and old love affairs.” Truffles, he wrote, gave him “something to aspire
				to, to talk about, to dream of and to save up for. In a world where essentially
				everything is available to everybody at all times, give or take a few seasonal
				vegetables, [their] rarity is luminous and riveting.”

				
				Asking even seasoned chefs and truffle industry insiders to describe
				what the fungus tastes or smells like is a bit like asking a priest why he believes
				in God. There are words and descriptors, sure, but they are only symbols of an
				experience. The truffle smells of cold mountain air, of forest and leaf litter, of
				wet earth. Its taste corresponds to these wild smells, but it also transcends them:
				It is one of the few foods that can take a mind to its source, even if the person
				that mind belongs to has never traveled there before. You are eating years of
				nature’s labor, many mornings of a truffle dog’s sniffing search, and a moment of
				exhilarating discovery. You are eating secrets, mystery, and danger too.

			If you do not believe in magic or religion, eating a truffle may
				inspire reconsideration. In southeastern France, the veneration of the ingredient
				does border on religious fervor. Farmers and traders there proudly proclaim that
				they were “born in truffles,” as if to intimate a baptism by dirt rather than water. At the beginning of each year’s
				truffle season, on the first Saturday after November 15, the Confrérie du
				Diamant Noir, a self-appointed fraternity of local truffle farmers, dresses in black
				robes and marches through the streets of Richerenches, a place where roughly €300,000 are exchanged for truffles each
				week. A “grand master” announces that the harvest and markets are officially open
				for the season, which lasts until March. On the third Sunday in January, the townspeople gather for the formal
				truffle Mass in honor of Saint Antoine, the patron saint of truffle farmers;
				congregants ask God to bless the year’s harvest, and according to the lead curator
				at the town’s truffle museum the “happiest priest in France” presides. “When the
				collection basket is passed,” one of the museum’s placards reads, “truffle growers
				traditionally place their best truffle from that week’s harvest in the basket as
				their offering.”

				
				It is here, in this sleepy rural milieu—among gangly oaks,
				fields of fresh lavender, and sprawling vineyards, among campy traditions and
				romantic ideals—where criminals saw an opportunity to strike. Soon,
				everyone—farmers, middlemen, and even large distributors—had their own
				tales about the thieves.
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			Truffle farmers in the department of Vaucluse had dealt with
				poaching neighbors since at least the nineteenth century—the ones who’d
				wander over the property line, dig for a few truffles, and then claim they’d been
				confused about where they were when caught—but sometime in the early aughts,
				the thefts evolved into more than just simple crimes of opportunity. In their search
				for kilos rather than handfuls, bandits turned entire groves into archaeological
				excavation sites. In their selection of a wide range of rotating targets, they
				seemed to employ both reconnaissance and human intel and moved—always at
				night—with the lightness and imperceptibility of country foxes. On rare
				encounters with interlopers, they flashed weapons. Increasingly, farmers came to
				regard these nighttime incidents as the handiwork of a well-connected network of
				professional thieves.

			“It’s a mafia, you know?”

			With his yellowish hoodie, mussed brown hair, thick sideburns, and
				plump face, truffle grower Nicolas Valayer comported himself with the air of a
				friendly stoner, but when it came to the prospect of organized thievery, he spoke
				with grave solemnity. To him, the existence of such a group wasn’t a question; it
				was a conviction, bred by scars of the past.

			On a Christmas morning in the mid-1980s, at the modest house on the
				estate where we now stood, robbers placed a cold pistol on his uncle André’s temple.
				They grabbed his cash and all of his recently harvested truffles and fled in his
				car. But in the years since, brute, isolated efforts had matured into a more
				sophisticated paramilitary ballet. “They’re organized,” Valayer said. “There are
				twenty people. At night, with a big flashlight, good dogs. So, the only solution is
				to go very often in your truffle groves. And as long as there’s a problem, you can
				go with a gun.”

				
				His three-year-old black cocker spaniel and springer mix, Melano,
				after melanosporum, bounded forth on a yellow leash, cutting a trail between
				the property’s large vineyards—Syrah, Grenache, Mourvèdre, and
				Carignan—and the spindly green and white oaks at the edge of one of the
				family’s six truffle plantations. It requires almost two days to cover every corner
				of each, making protective, preemptive harvests a chore. Melano’s tail wagged
				furiously, but he hadn’t caught a promising scent all afternoon. The moon was in the
				wrong phase, and young Melano wasn’t exactly a “broom,” what Valayer called dogs
				that were capable of digging up truffles and returning them without direct commands.
				Perhaps Melano also knew that expectations on a brief security sweep wouldn’t be as
				high as on a mid-season hunt.

			As the setting sun blew a spectacular dusky glow into the sky and farm
				machinery ground in the distance, Valayer told me that vigilante justice had taken
				hold. Years earlier, when members of the gendarmerie were first overwhelmed with
				reports and complaints, they had made the mistake of endorsing nighttime patrols.
				For the most part, the region’s farmers found real law enforcers feckless. The last
				time the gendarmes nabbed someone near Richerenches, the thief—a local wine
				producer—had been spared jail time. He paid a fine, and his dog—used
				during the course of the crime—was seized. The targeted farmer was less than
				pleased with the severity of the punishment. Two months after the arrest, the thief
				walked into his winery one morning to find the farmer’s revenge: In the night, he
				had drained every tank in the building.
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			I would probably never have found myself wandering around tiny
				truffle villages in southeastern France, attempting to grasp the subtleties of rural
				thievery, if I hadn’t developed a habit of cataloging every strange headline I
				spotted in a foreign publication, especially if it contained a hint of mystery. But
				back in 2013, as a reporter on the global desk of The Atlantic, I discovered
				a particularly titillating offering from Der Spiegel: “Mushroom Thieves at
				Large in German Forests.” Somewhere
				outside the town of Bad Münstereifel, on the western side of the country, four
				porcini foragers had evaded a forestry worker’s questioning by running him over with
				their vehicle. In a statement cited by the magazine, police said, “While the
				forestry official struggled to his feet, the car reversed back toward him, rolled
				onto his foot, and stopped.” The report seemed to intimate that the men, one of whom
				brandished a knife and was referred to by his acolytes as “the boss,” belonged to
				some kind of shadowy poaching group. Soon after reading, I placed an international
				call to an expert porcini forager based in the U.K., hoping he’d have a juicy lead.
				In his view, what had transpired in Germany was an outlier in the trade. But he
				didn’t get off the phone before giving me a tip. If what I was really after was a
				crime story, he said, I ought to investigate the truffle business.

			With that small morsel, I was off. At the time, I didn’t know much
				about truffles beyond the fact that I couldn’t afford to eat them. But it wasn’t
				long before people were revealing slivers of an underworld, driven by a combination
				of extreme scarcity and exorbitant value. Demand from chefs and private clients had
				long outpaced supply, and smaller harvests—thought to be associated with
				climatic shifts in truffle-growing regions—inspired corresponding surges in
				crime. Basic secrecy and deception were standard traditions of the market, but
				economic desperation had amplified a casual culture of illegality and scandal, and
				it went far beyond theft: tax evasion, mislabeling, wholesale fraud, sabotage,
				poison, and, occasionally, violence. There were manipulative backroom deals,
				gut-wrenching betrayals, vicious rivalries, and lots of lies. This hidden reality
				seemed almost outlandishly improbable, which made investigating it all the more
				intoxicating.

				
				I had covered international carbon market scams and diamond heists,
				but the truffle crimes were perpetrated with more personality and spite and usually
				demanded a fuller understanding of the target industry’s eccentricities. They didn’t
				occur just at the top or only at the bottom. They seemed to haunt the whole supply
				chain, until the moment a plate passed from the kitchen into the dining room. Their
				variance was as striking as their ubiquity. And what united them all was a general
				lack of law enforcement scrutiny. Because the risks were relatively low and the
				rewards were at times comically high, the ingredient became an easy accessory to
				crimes of greed and cruelty.

			At certain times, trying to square a particular fact or story about
				the business, I felt as if I were standing in a house of mirrors, each one
				reflecting a more alluring tangle of light. Sources contradicted each other on
				seemingly straightforward details; they ignored my requests for interviews; and even
				friendly sources asked me to turn my tape recorder off the moment I began digging in
				the wrong direction. I was often cautioned about powerful forces and about the
				difficulty of overcoming the trade’s culture of silence. At one point near the
				beginning of my reporting, a criminal intelligence analyst at Interpol, who had come
				across mislabeled truffles during a larger European sweep for counterfeit foods,
				told me the organization was investigating the potential involvement of organized
				crime in truffle and caviar fraud. My imagination ran.

				
				In the imagination of American eaters, though, the truffle represents
				something else entirely: a luxury born of tradition, ritual, and romance. As a twee
				fascination and object of delight among aristocrats, shavings of whole truffles
				became an aspiration for a food-obsessed upper-middle class. Diners pay for the
				legendary flavor, of course, but they also pay for a momentary escape into a
				universe the menu or their server draws for them: a man, his dog, the mountains
				outside some tiny outpost in France or Italy—usually Alba (whites) or
				Périgord (blacks)—the find just a day ago, delivered fresh. Perhaps the
				purchase is also for the story they could later tell themselves and their friends,
				about a transformative plate of food that demonstrates their refined sensibilities
				and class. The story adds to the dish’s flavor. For those who can’t afford to order
				it, the ingredient can be consumed as an aspirational idea or as a derivative. The
				truffle has become so pleasantly mainstream that it was a focal point for a date on The
					Bachelor and appears—courtesy of cheap, dressed-down truffle
				oil—on the menus of more quotidian restaurants: truffle fries, truffle mac
				and cheese, truffle anything. In choice international markets, McDonald’s has experimented with truffle
				mayonnaise. A taste of luxury without the cost.

			But what if the story the industry sold to diners, and diners sold
				to themselves, was all wrong? What if the truffle they were all dreaming of and
				saving for, as Ozersky did, was not a genteel product of graceful provenance and, in
				fact, was party to secrets that were darker than we ever imagined? And what if our
				blind willingness, as an eating public, to shell out top dollar for fresh truffle
				shavings and the fantasy they afford us—or even just a couple extra bucks for
				some truffle-oil-drizzled fries at a chain restaurant—was actually part of
				the problem? Maybe a single shaving of a truffle was not just a testament to the
				wonder of civilization but also a keyhole to its failures, rogue operators, and even
				evil. And perhaps the modern truffle bon vivant just happened to be a perfect mark
				in an epic con.

				
				Then again, the majority of the people in this industry had no direct
				hand in treachery. They simply dealt with scarcity, honestly. They were victims and
				innocents who persisted, in pursuit of adventure or love or tradition or the
				ineffable flavor, despite ruthless competition and economic hardship. By documenting
				the industry’s crimes, I thought I might gain a richer and fuller understanding of
				its beauty, and of the good and grit of people who chose not to yield to its worst
				tendencies, even when bending in those directions seemed fair or, at the very least,
				more profitable.

			I knew the truffle underground couldn’t be understood from afar. To
				see the crimes the fungus encountered, I had to shadow it on a bumpy journey from
				ground to plate, through embattled orchards, peculiar history, secretive science,
				wild forests and foothills, deceptive markets, byzantine law enforcement
				investigations, cutthroat companies, and fancy dining rooms. Along this route, the
				truth about its handlers would be difficult to obscure. And so, in the autumn of
				2015, in the overlapping period between white and black truffle seasons, I boarded a
				plane for Europe, bent on shaving off the industry’s artifice.
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			In the fragrant department of Vaucluse, the supply beneath the
				farmers’ truffle groves didn’t always satiate the thieves’ appetites. Sometimes,
				despite higher risks, middlemen, and distributors—the people who regularly
				purchased from hundreds of the region’s farmers—made more appealing targets.
				Back in 2005, Valayer’s older cousin Pierre-Andre—a quiet, discerning
				middleman found every Saturday at the Richerenches market during the season, peering
				at various truffles from under a newsboy cap with a skepticism approximating that of
				a rare-jewel appraiser at Christie’s—lost 150 kilos to the thieves. They
				broke through the roof of his storeroom, slipped down a rope ladder, and pried open
				a locked refrigerator. A stolen truck was later found abandoned, along with the
				rope. In a separate incident, bandits stopped one of his Carpentras colleagues out
				on the road and demanded he hand over their loot. “Like a Western,” Pierre-Andre
				said, as he waited pensively one morning for another truffle farmer to walk tautly
				up to his open Golf hatchback. It was impossible for Pierre-Andre and his fellow
				middlemen to know how many of the truffles they were buying were previously stolen.
				In a fast, hyper-competitive market, most traders only have the time to scrutinize
				the product, not the sellers.

				
				The thieves also preyed upon one of Pierre-Andre’s best clients, a
				renowned truffle company called Plantin, based in the countryside between Carpentras
				and Richerenches, near the village of Puyméras. One winter night, the same year that
				Pierre-Andre’s 150 kilos went missing, a whole crew—three cars and one
				truck—drove down the long dirt driveway to the company’s squat warehouse.
				They employed the truck as a battering ram, smashing through the sidewall, straight
				into the main truffle-sorting area. The loud bang of metal and crunch of concrete
				roused nearby neighbors from their sleep. Once inside, the team carried out as much
				product as they could find near the mess of their entry and loaded it into their
				vehicles. Most of it was canned—preserved for use during the
				off-season—but they managed to grab some fresh truffles too. Roughly five
				minutes after they drove in, they careened out onto a country road, €400,000 richer.

				
				Originally founded by Marcel Plantin in 1930, Plantin had come to
				dominate the country’s fresh truffle trade. Unlike its competitors, the
				company—which had been purchased by a Frenchman named Hervé Poron in
				1986—focuses most heavily on whole black winter truffles and their preserved
				versions in cans, selling to luxury restaurants and hotels in France, Macau, Japan,
				the United States, and across the world. Plantin mostly left the wild white truffle
				and the derivative product market—truffle oils, creams, butter, and a hundred
				other variations on the same idea, including truffle wasabi—to the two
				largest Italian firms, Urbani Tartufi and Sabatino Tartufi.

			The truck-blast heist was not the company’s first bout with thieves.
				Christoph Poron, Hervé’s son and one of Plantin’s two current co-owners, recalled at
				least two other break-ins at the facility, both around Christmas or New Year’s Day,
				when demand for black winter truffles is highest. “There are times—I’m not
				even sure how they entered here,” Poron said, after showing me around the warehouse
				floor, a jumble of metal tabletops, scales, cardboard, and truffles below hanging
				fluorescents and a vaulted ceiling.

			In his black Plantin apron, jeans, and white hygiene cap, Poron looked
				a bit like a cross between a business wunderkind and a school cafeteria worker. He
				was short, lean, and springy, as if his body were built too small to contain all his
				energy and unflinching affability. He smiled often and frequently trailed into a
				chuckle, even when discussing the most troubling of matters. The singsong in his
				French accent was so pronounced that it almost seemed vaudevillian. When he wasn’t
				negotiating directly with middlemen like Pierre-Andre on the market or buying from
				farmers on the production floor, he was traveling all over the world, convincing
				gourmet chefs that his company’s truffles were the best.

				
				After the heist in 2005, an insurance company notified Plantin that it
				could no longer offer the company coverage. Poron and Hervé decided to lock the most
				expensive product into a dim, underground bunker, protected with the installation of
				a heavy, unmarked metal door that resembled the entrance to a vault. “It’s not like
				a bank, but everything here is done—if we get robbed—to slow them as
				much as possible,” Poron said. “You cannot avoid people from coming, but you can
				slow them.” They also installed surveillance cameras and hired a professional guard
				to sit on the property every night of the year. “We are well guarded now.”

			The company never recovered the €400,000 worth of product it lost during the 2005 incident, and the
				thieves were never caught. Poron suspected they had already secured a willing buyer
				and that the goods were fenced immediately. I asked whether he had any suspicions
				about the identities of the thieves.

			“I have no idea,” he said. “Absolutely no idea. I don’t think it was
				someone from our profession, but at the end you never know. The good thing is with
				our main competitors in France we have a very good relationship. When we see each
				other on the market, we talk to each other. Each of us has a different way of
				working. Then we fight on the market to get our customers. We have a very good
				relationship among each other, I think. Mostly.”

			By 2008, when Poron bought the company from his father, the new
				security system seemed to be working. The break-ins had stopped. But thievery in the
				region’s truffle groves only seemed to worsen. Every other night, it seemed, another
				one of Poron’s farmers was hit.

				
				“I heard stories,” Poron said. “I wasn’t there. There are
				well-organized—I’m going to say gangs. You have a guy with a dog, people
				posted here and there with guns. I don’t know if it’s real life or not. I wouldn’t
				run in there if I was one of the farmers. It’s not worth getting killed for.”

			He began to see conducting truffle hunts as frequently as possible as
				the only effective strategy for protecting the product from the region’s pilferers.
				“The farmers try to go every day, every two days, in their fields to harvest the
				truffles because, if the guy tries to come during the night, he doesn’t find
				anything,” Poron said. “He’s not going to come back. That, for me, is the best way
				to protect yourself. Protect your harvest.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER TWO

			Death in the Grove

			The grainy black-and-white image from the infrared camera flashed onto the
				truffle farmer’s mobile phone sometime before six in the evening. Perched about
				seven feet up the trunk of a tree, the camera was positioned high enough above the
				thieves’ sight lines that the red blink of light didn’t attract notice. The farmer
				quickly dialed André Faugier, one of the gendarmerie’s chief commanders, at a
				special phone line dedicated to the truffle-surveillance detail he ran. “Okay, come
				here,” the farmer said. “The camera just worked. There is a robber.”

			It was New Year’s Eve 2013, and Faugier was behind the wheel of
				his patrol car, driving along a country road, not far from the village of
				Montségur-sur-Lauzon in the Vaucluse department’s northern neighbor, Drôme. He sped
				toward the scene of the unfolding crime. A few minutes later, Faugier’s phone rang
				again: The thief had already driven off the farmer’s property. The car, an old,
				beat-up white sedan, appeared to be heading in the direction of
				Richerenches.

				
				Faugier texted the information to his entire list of truffle
				farmers, who exchanged information with him constantly. They peeked through their
				windows and doors into their fields to check if the thief had yet landed at their
				properties.

			A few truffle farmers who happened to be near the traffic circle
				outside Richerenches reported the car’s direction back to the gendarmerie. By this
				point, officers from the nearby villages of Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux to the west,
				and Valréas to the east, had been scrambled for the pursuit.

			Eventually, the gendarmerie cars caught up, and the thief
				accelerated far beyond the speed limit of the country road. Heaving into a sharp
				curve, the car skidded off the pavement and lurched to a halt in a truffle
				orchard.

			The officers pulled over, exited their vehicles, and marched out
				into the field to inspect the wreck. Instead of one thief, they found two. And
				instead of hardened convicts, they found boys. One was nineteen; the other was just
				seventeen. They discovered eight hundred grams of fresh black winter truffles in the
				car, an €800 stop in what was likely to have been a most
				eventful evening for the teenagers.

			By this point, the young men had crossed from Faugier’s jurisdiction
				in the Drôme department into Vaucluse, so one of the officers from that department
				handcuffed the suspects and drove them to jail. Vaucluse’s laws were far more
				lenient on truffle theft than Drôme’s, so the thieves were released not long after
				the arrest with nothing more than a petty fine.

			Faugier was not surprised. He had come to expect nabbing young
				suspects and seeing meager punishments. In much the same fashion as America, French
				law demands leniency for minors. Faugier suspected that gang leaders deliberately
				recruited young, impressionable minions to insulate the organization from potential
				consequences. Though there were some instances of rival farmers sneaking onto each
				other’s properties at night, the majority of the people Faugier and his colleagues
				had arrested with stolen truffles were members of a larger gang of thieves who
				associated on the basis of their shared Roma ethnic ancestry and lived an itinerant
				lifestyle in the countryside. The Roma people trace their roots back to northern
				India, but their members live in various places throughout Europe, where they are
				frequently marginalized and scapegoated as the drivers of high urban crime
				rates.

				
				Some farmers reported having spotted suspects under the age of
				fifteen, even primary-school-age children. The on-the-ground crews were constantly
				shifting. The few adults Faugier did manage to apprehend were likely selected
				because they had no formal criminal records and were therefore also subject to legal
				leniency. Without ever catching the criminal minds that plotted and ordered the
				heists, he had difficulty stanching them.
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			Faugier has all the attributes of a handsome man: dark hair, olive skin,
				brown eyes, cleanly shaven, medium build. But despite the added flair of heading up
				a secretive surveillance operation, something about him is decidedly unsexy. He
				reads more bookish than daring, looks more like a librarian than a detective. But it
				was his personality that had cultivated trust among the truffle farmers: He is
				soft-spoken, calm, gentle, and passionate about investigating crimes other
				gendarmerie officers would yawn at. He avoids the frenetic impulse of the French
				language and pauses every so often to chuckle at himself, mostly in deprecation. His
				expressive bushy eyebrows give him a whimsical lightness. He specializes in the
				investigation of truffle theft, which means he also specializes in soothing
				nerves.

				
				The region Faugier oversees is home to approximately twenty-five
				hundred truffle growers, who together produce a substantial portion of the country’s
				national supply. And those are only official numbers; many of the farmers do not
				formally declare their production and revenues to the French government. To report
				theft, a farmer must first prove to Faugier that he officially owns the goods. When
				we met, Faugier wore a light blue polo shirt and an unzipped blue gendarmerie jacket
				with a horizontal white stripe over the breast. Soon after I arrived, he walked into
				the kitchen to fix me an espresso, a spoon clanked in the distance, and he came back
				with a small red cup. He wasn’t nearly as intimidating as I supposed he would be
				after the battle with the gendarmerie to get a meeting with him. The day before, a
				local truffle farmer named Joel Barthélémy had told me that Faugier never discussed
				his top secret operations, not even with his closest friends. But suddenly here he
				was, ready to talk. I was delighted to listen.

			His office lies on a quiet, narrow street on the edge of the small
				fifteen-hundred-person village of Grignan, which is surrounded by lavender fields,
				vineyards, and truffle plantations. The modern beige building with a slanted tiled
				roof and a French tricolor “Gendarmerie” sign stands in stark contrast to the eleventh-century stone, Roman
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