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			INTRODUCTION

			Bugs, horse, brains, whale; leaves, weeds, ice cream flavored with lichen-covered logs. The disturbingly familiar and the alarmingly rare, the unregulated, illegal, and indeterminate. A new American cuisine is forming, one marked by extreme and challenging ingredients. Animals never before considered or long since forgotten are emerging as delicacies. Parts that used to be for scrap are centerpieces. Ash and hay are fashionable ingredients, and you pay handsomely to breathe flavored air. I haven’t yet heard of an American chef with the nerve to serve actual dirt—in Tokyo you can get a fancy dirt soup, and compost is an ingredient at one of Spain’s most celebrated restaurants—but a high-end meal in this country feels incomplete these days without a little mound of “soil” made from cocoa or coffee. Going out to a nice dinner often precipitates a confrontation with a fundamental evolutionary question: Is that food?

			My relationship to food is that of an acrophobe to a bridge: unease masks a desire to jump. A well-fed child with the imagination of a scrounger, I remember holing up in the back of the station wagon eating the dog’s Milk-Bones, which were tastier than you might expect. Thinking of the sorrel that grew under our swing set still makes me drool. In winter—we lived outside Cleveland at that point—we drizzled maple syrup on the snow. My mother, who taught herself to cook by reading Elizabeth David, made everything from scratch, down to the English muffins. (She says I once asked her peevishly if it wouldn’t be more convenient to buy some frozen food.) My father hunted. We always had a meat freezer full of doves from the eastern shore of Maryland and elk from the Rockies.

			As I grew older, I remained curious. When I was in college, I got a summer job in Hong Kong at the South China Morning Post. After being teased in the lunchroom by a Singaporean colleague for being squeamish, I tried chicken feet. In Hanoi, I went to a dog restaurant and ate seven courses of “hornless goat.” (Back home, I told my disgusted family that dogs may have been domesticated to serve as a source of meat in lean times. They still thought I was gross.) In Africa, I ate African animals; in South America, South American ones. But at home I was a “normal” eater—no chicken feet, no pets.

			Until I started hanging out with foodies. Coined by the critic Gael Greene in 1980 to describe the devoted fans of an untrained Paris housewife who cooked in heels, the word foodie has taken on a new life in the age of social media. An American foodie documents what she eats with the avidity of a competitive birder, and publishes the images online for the world to see. So-called food porn is the most popular content on Pinterest, one of the fastest-growing websites in history, and it dominates the photo-sharing sites Instagram and Flickr. It’s everywhere on TV. And, as with any fetish, the more outlandish and rarefied a find, the more a foodie likes it.

			In “The Food Wife,” a 2011 episode of The Simpsons, Marge and the kids become thrill-seeking food bloggers, sampling pig snouts, walrus moustaches, pine-needle sorbet, and a “regret course” of human tears. Matthew Selman, who wrote the episode and considers it a love letter to his kind, arranges family trips around restaurant reservations and finds himself ordering “the most organy, taily, brainy, nosy thing in the world—because it’s exciting and dangerous.” He has a hard time with the terminology, though. “I wish there was a word other than ‘foodie,’” he says. “How about ‘super food asshole’ or ‘pretentious food jerk’?” But somehow this piggy, cute, overweening word is right. Gourmet is too grand—too faux—for this movement; epicure is too ancient. We needed a word in English—a keen, young, democratic word—to describe the epidemic of food love.

			•   •   •

			Late-Roman eating habits are, to us, the emblem of the society’s decadence, a forerunner of and justification for its fall. According to Patrick Faas, a historian of Roman food, “Rome became the giant stomach of the world, devouring everything,” during its five hundred years of imperial rule. The rich considered birds’ brains a delicacy and relished moray eels, which they kept in swimming pools at home. (Vedius Pollio, a friend of Augustus, supposedly preferred his eels fattened on human flesh.) In the third century AD, Emperor Elagabalus served coxcombs, peacock heads, and, as an accompaniment to womb-in wild sow, peas with gold, lentils with onyx, beans with amber, and rice with pearls—dishes it is not too hard to imagine in a high-end restaurant today.

			Elagabalus was beheaded and, by the standard we apply to Rome, we are due for a comeuppance, too. The big picture about food is frightening: the Western diet overexploits unsustainable resources and, increasingly, our bad habits are being embraced by rapidly industrializing countries with large populations. In the aftermath of Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, which demonstrated the problem with a food system devoted to beefsteak and corn, Americans are opening up to previously unthinkable alternatives. In ambitious restaurants, the mainstream twentieth-century Western diet, with its narrow array of acceptable animals and plants, is being questioned. Most of what I consider here is eaten for pleasure—it is expensive, nonessential—but often it refers to necessity, the kind of deep, bone-licking eating that people do when they must milk every last calorie.

			Daniel Pauly, a marine ecologist who studies global fisheries, believes that we are not so much changing our preferences as reacting to forces we choose to deny. “This idea of ‘liking things’ is actually a reflection of the pressure on the environment,” he says. “You like what you can get. I grew up in Switzerland eating lots of horse meat because it was cheaper, and so I liked horse meat. China has had an immense population for a long time and cannot afford to be very selective. They eat anything that moves.” Anything that moves: using that phrase about another culture’s eating habits used to be an insult. Now it is a foodie-to-foodie brag, used to celebrate unchecked appetite. Taken another way, it speaks to the hidden side of food culture, where markets are created and desire is conjured; it’s a seller’s guiding principle. But Pauly is a scientist interested in evolutionary tactics—he admires survival—and, like the foodies who have adopted the expression as their proud credo, he means it as a compliment.

			•   •   •

			Writing this book, I set out to explore the outer bounds of food culture, where the psychological, rational, legal, ethical, and indeed physical limits of edibility are being tried—and sometimes overturned. What I found was a collection of go-betweens, chefs, and adventurous eaters—scofflaws, innovators, and crusaders—who are breaking with convention to reshape the American palate. Eating alongside them tested my stamina and tolerance for risk. There were things I was surprised to learn I could not bring myself to eat, and others I was disturbed to discover I relish. In our contemporary cuisine, I see anxiety behind the hedonism and resourcefulness tricked out as decadence. After centuries of perfecting the ritual of “civilized” dining, there is a furious backpedaling, a wilding, even among the chefs who employ the most cutting-edge techniques. At the same time, the traditional foods of poverty are being recast as elite. It is the height of sophistication to tear the meat from an animal’s bones with your teeth and bare hands. To look at the food for sale in our best restaurants, you’d think that our civilization had peaked and collapsed; what we see on our plates is a post-apocalyptic free-for-all of crudity and refinement, technology and artlessness, an unimaginable future and a forgotten past.

			In the past couple of years, extreme foodie-ism has become astonishingly mainstream. In December 2012, when talk of the Mayan apocalypse was in the air, Gevork Kazanchyan, a former L.A. County health inspector, hosted a multicourse dinner, with craft-beer pairings, at a barbecue restaurant in Long Beach—hardly a culinary epicenter. Advertising the event, Kazanchyan had called for only “brave, open-minded diners with no medical nor psychological restrictions on what they can consume.” It was an outrageous requirement—whose diet contains no restrictions?—but it was only slightly more explicit in its demands than what high-end restaurants today routinely ask of their patrons. Beside each place setting was a stack of sealed envelopes containing descriptions of the courses, which were to be kept secret until after each was served—taste first, judge later.

			Kazanchyan is in the unfortunate position of loving food yet knowing too much about microbiology to be at ease when eating it. Sometimes, the food-safety geek in him prevails. “It was a bunch of new-age gastro-enthusiasts versus me,” he told me, describing a recent party at his house. “A buddy of mine who’s a craft cocktailian and Ph.D. student in organic chem came over and was making egg-based cocktails. I was like, ‘Dude, why are you not using pasteurized eggs?’ He’s like, ‘Dude, it’s one in twenty thousand.’ I’m like, ‘It doesn’t make it a permissible safe practice.’” In November 2012, Kazanchyan published a cover story in the Journal of Environmental Health about the potential hazards of artisanal cocktails: fresh produce, raw eggs, and hand-shaped ice. “Unfortunately, theatrical components may not be quite so compatible with applicable public health regulations,” he wrote—even though they taste “all sorts of good.”

			Sixty people showed up to the dinner in Long Beach. I sat down next to a guy named Thad, who was in his mid-twenties, with dark, slick-backed hair, dark jeans rolled at the cuff, argyle socks, and a leather jacket. He was from West Virginia, and he still had a bit of a twang. Across the table were his friends Erika and Kevin. The three of them had met a few years earlier, working at an Apple store deep in the San Fernando Valley. They were ordinary young aspiring professionals. I asked Thad what brought him. “The food,” he said emphatically. “I’m hoping for brains. Hearts. Bone marrow.”

			Erika was from Bolivia, accustomed to all of those things but afraid of most seafood. She let on that she was a little nervous. “Nervous means excited,” Kevin said. He was half Salvadoran and half Vietnamese, an unflappable eater. He’s had eel heart, still beating, and he’s pretty sure he’s eaten dog, marked as “meat,” in Vietnamese restaurants in L.A. With Filipino friends he tried balut, an unhatched duckling, cooked in its shell and eaten entire: eyes, beak, feathers, and bones. Balut, a Manila street food, has a reputation among American foodies for being one of the most psychologically challenging things you can eat. A blogger who writes with equanimity about eating python calls it his “culinary heart of darkness.” To me, the idea was horrifying in its simplicity: an unmediated encounter with food, and with lots of parts—feathers, beak—that are decidedly not food. And not so much as a sprig of parsley to distract the eye.

			Thad grew up eating green beans boiled to gray and burned pork chops and, when he was of age, drinking Miller Lite. After getting hooked on food porn on TV, he decided to read Anthony Bourdain, the former chef whose uninhibited approach to eating has inspired a nation of food adventurers. Thad became obsessed with finding the kinky stuff. “You can eat anything,” he said. “There’s so many stipulations, like ‘Oooooh the texture, oooooh sweetbreads.’ But if it’s prepared the right way it can be great.” He started eating at places where he could get pigs’ ears and tails and organ meats, and he has accepted that there are certain kinds of finicky girls he can no longer date. Being in Los Angeles gives him a huge advantage. “You can find just about everything if you look,” he said.

			The first course came out: a Kumamoto oyster in a petri dish, in a matrix of coriander-flavored agar gel, with habanero cotton candy and several oils that, through the use of tapioca maltodextrin, had been made to resemble “a festering disease.” Erika looked dubious. “No preconceptions, no fear,” Thad said, digging into the awful, slippery, gummy mess.

			We ate huitlacoche—corn fungus—alongside snails and black trumpet mushrooms. “We wanted this to be a little uncomfortable,” the chef said. “Huitlacoche is the most famous of the gross decomposers. Farmers used to get really upset when they’d find it on their corn, until they figured out that they could sell it for three times per pound what corn costs. It’s ridiculously expensive—ours cost thirty-one dollars a pound.” Accompanying the course was a Belgian brown beer made with deer sinews and tendons from a Chinese apothecary, and birds’ nests that the brewer stole from his mother.

			“I’m waiting for the body parts,” Thad said. When a course of octopus tentacles came out, still wiggling, Kazanchyan provided instruction. “Pulverize the tissue,” he said. “It needs to stop moving before you swallow it.” Otherwise, he said, the tentacles might lodge in the throat—a problem that is said to cause several deaths a year in Korea, and makes live octopus among the most dangerous foods in the world. “Right up there with blowfish and rhubarb,” he said. “Now we’re talking,” Thad said. Everybody chewed for a long time. A sucker attached itself to the inside of Thad’s lip.

			“I’m offended by the word foodie,” Thad said at last. By this time he was drinking my beer.

			Kevin pointed at him. “You’re a foodie,” he said. “You have a list.”

			“What is the definition?” Thad said, tucking into a stuffed lamb heart. “Wanting to explore and eat anything out of the norm? We’re becoming more open. Young people are more open. I am not a foodie, Goddamn it. I just like good food.” 

			Jonathan, a strawberry-blond roaster at an artisanal coffee shop in Orange County, espoused a more complex view. Late in history, with America’s institutions crumbling around them, he and his friends felt mistrustful, even paranoid. They had retreated into Home Ec, believing that if the worst were to happen, at least they’d know how to pickle their own vegetables. “Our generation feels lost,” he said. “We’re wanting to be self-sufficient.” Near the end of the meal, Thad got his marrow. It was made into a ridiculously rich crème brûlée, which was served in a hollowed-out femur bone the chef had sawed himself.

			So is foodie-ism greed or resourcefulness? If it were a matter of survival, there would be no difference. But this movement is about pleasure—pleasure heightened at the brink of calamity. Thad flashed a bright white smile and said, “If this is the end of the world, give me a fork and a knife.”
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			One

			THE SCAVENGER

			Before I ever met Jonathan Gold, I saw him, at the far end of the bar at a pizzeria, packed tight in a black leather jacket; a cascade of graying red hair curling over his shoulders; twitchy, restless blue eyes scanning the room with the herky-jerky motion of an ink-jet printer. His broad, pale, freckled hands were crossed on the counter; the sleeves of his jacket ended a good two inches above his wrists. By then I’d been reading him in the LA Weekly and hearing his views on food recited like gospel among my friends for a couple of years. When, in 2007, Gold won the Pulitzer Prize for criticism, a first for a food writer and for the Weekly, I asked him to meet me for lunch. I was curious about the man and the food, but more than that, I was curious about the purchase that his fringy approach to eating seemed to be gaining on American cuisine. He wrote, “Let me know whether you’d rather go squishy or swank.” Squishy, I replied, and so it began, with a bowl of rubbery abalone porridge and the promise of an adventure.

			Gold’s dauntless approach to eating has spread to inform a new generation of American eaters. For twenty-five years, he has been chronicling the city’s carts and stands and dives and holes-in-mini-malls; its Peruvian, Korean, Uzbek, Isaan Thai, and Islamic Chinese restaurants; the places that serve innards, insects, and extremities. He works the bottom of the food chain, telling his readers where to get crickets, boiled silkworm cocoons, and fried grasshoppers, of which he writes that “the mellow, pecan-like flavor isn’t bad.” His readers learn to appreciate the sweet rewards of the repulsive, the dangerous, the emotionally complex. “He got me into sesos tacos”—brains—“and uni, chicken feet, pig’s ears, and lots of organ meat,” a downtown nightlife entrepreneur told me. The only thing Gold fears is scrambled eggs; his first food memory is of pushing away a plate of them.

			Selling food depends on euphemism—if we really knew what we were eating, the thinking goes, we would reject it—and often critics further empurple the industry’s own florid prose. Gold is a disabuser, a champion of the real. His descriptions repel as much as they beckon; the pleasure of his prose, in the service of ghastly sounding dishes, is itself an argument that something can be awful and delightful at the same time. Sea cucumbers, he writes, “breathe through their anuses, and when attacked, some of them defend themselves by farting out sections of their poisonous, sticky lungs. The particular, ganky texture expressed by the title ingredient in bird’s-nest soup is supposed to come from the fondness of the swallows in question for impaling and sucking the mucus from sea cucumbers.” Writing about a Uighur restaurant in Koreatown—“a nondescript corner dining room where northeastern Chinese cooks prepare the Beijing version of Xinxiang barbecue for a Korean-speaking clientele”—he recommended what he called “the winciest dish in town: a sharp, glistening steel skewer stabbed through thin coins of meat sliced from a bull penis, which bubble and hiss when they encounter the heat of the fire, sizzling from proud quarters to wizened, chewy dimes.” To him, blowfish-eating is “heightened by danger, flavored with death.”

			As the patron saint of foodies, Gold rightly suspects that he has encouraged what he calls the “dining as sport” crowd. “These are the guys who say, ‘I’ll see your live octopus and raise you a chicken foot. Oh, so you’re going to eat small intestine full of undigested cow’s milk?’” he said. “That’s actually a good dish. You can get it at just about any taqueria, but you really have to trust the guy.” One avid reader told me, “He has a lot to do with people eating at restaurants with a C from the health department. He trumpeted that really loudly, like ‘I do not care! This is going to make me sick and I’m interested in endangering myself.’” Another told me that he was once laid up for two weeks after eating Korean beef-liver sashimi at a restaurant recommended by Gold. “I feel that because he’s willing to eat this stuff, it’s almost like a dare,” he said. “I have to try it, even if it’s horrifying.”

			Alice Waters, the chef at Chez Panisse, in Berkeley, and the mother figure of organic, farm-to-table dining, says that Gold is a harbinger of where American eating needs to go: toward diversity, away from monoculture. Gold reveals, before the U.S. Census Bureau does, which new populations have come to town, where they are, and what they’re cooking up. In 2009, he announced a migration from Mexico’s Distrito Federal. How did he know? Because you could now get DF-style carnitas in Highland Park, “loose and juicy, spilling out of the huge $1.99 tacos like Beyoncé out of a tight jumpsuit.” It was the same month that the Centers for Disease Control confirmed the first two U.S. cases of swine flu, both in California, which had most people looking askance at pork. Gold looked at it sidelong, and bit. He recommended the tacos de nana—pig uterus— “chewy yet forgiving, pink and yet not, whorled in swoops and paisley shapes that defy Euclidean geometry.”

			Early in my apprenticeship, Gold took me through Historic Filipinotown. Filipino is one of the few kinds of cooking that Gold can’t stand. “It’s as if you took the worst of the U.S., Spanish, Asian, and Pacific Island cuisine and mixed them into one thoroughly unwholesome . . . I try, I really try,” he told me once. Our destination was the Brooklyn Bagel Bakery, which was started in 1953 by immigrants from New York and is, he says, the single source of every good bagel in Los Angeles.

			Looking back, I could have been hurt. Bagels? I got the sense that Gold, who is a gentleman, didn’t want to scare me, at least not right away. We got four water bagels and three salt. In the car, tearing hunks from the one he had designated a roadie, he said, “You probably don’t eat bagels. Too pure.” It was a damning view of my potential and a barely veiled challenge. In any case, Brooklyn Bagel was only a pit stop. We had just had a so-so Guatemalan meal (chiles relleños, tamales, pounded-pumpkin-seed stew, and kakik de gallina, a chicken dish that he’d never seen on a menu before), and were on the way to Mama’s Hot Tamales Café, off MacArthur Park, near Langer’s Deli (the source of the city’s best pastrami). “This is one of the gnarlier, gnarlier drug zones in L.A.,” he said, circling Mama’s block. “I was here with my mother, on our way to Langer’s, and people were trying to sell her crack.” An apartment where he lived for ten years, until the 1992 riots trashed the neighborhood and he moved to Pasadena, was just a couple of miles away.

			At Mama’s, we had a chicken tamale with red sauce and a pork tamale with green. Gold took a pound of coffee beans to go, and then we swung back west, to hit a Peruvian restaurant owned by Koreans that sits in a median, next to a car wash, and specializes in spit-roasted chicken and grilled beef heart. “It’s not the best grilled beef heart you’ve ever had,” he said. He was picking up a chicken for supper and, since he was there, ordered a fermented-corn drink and half a chicken to stay. I smiled weakly and said nothing. At that point, I hadn’t had any grilled beef heart, ever, as I’m sure he had deduced.

			Gold eats at three hundred to five hundred restaurants every year. “Food rewards obsessiveness,” he says. His friend Robert Sietsema told me that, during three years starting in the late nineties, when Gold was working in New York as the restaurant critic at Gourmet, Sietsema, who was the restaurant critic for the Village Voice and presumably accustomed to eating a lot, gained twenty-five pounds. “We really put on the feed bag,” he said. Not long before we talked, Sietsema said, Gold had visited. “He and I went on a typical binge. We started with porchetta sandwiches, then went to David Chang’s bakery for focaccia with kimchi, then we had salty-pistachio soft-serve ice cream, cookies, and coffee milk. Then we went to a pizzeria famous for its artichoke slice, where we also had a Sicilian slice, and then we took the train to Flushing and visited a new Chinese food court and had half a dozen Chinese dishes there. Then we went to the old food court down the street, visited three more stalls, and had a bunch of things, including lamb noodles, and then Jonathan had to go to dinner somewhere. After dinner, he stopped by my apartment, and we went out to another three-course dinner.” Sietsema told me, “Jonathan once said, ‘We don’t write about food, we write about eating.’”

			•   •   •

			When Gold took the job at Gourmet, maître d’s around the city hastened to get a bead on his appearance. The word went out: “Biker.” Wednesday was bear night in the West Village, where he lived, and he became an object of desire. “I felt like I was walking around naked,” he says. Gold has been mistaken for the chef Jonathan Waxman—“another hairy Californian”—and for Mario Batali, though, according to him, “I’m much better-looking than Mario.” Gold was a music journalist in the eighties and nineties. His hip-hop name, given to him by Snoop Dogg and Dr. Dre, is Nervous Cuz. He is sly and erudite, withdrawn in person and in print exuberant. The avant-garde composer Carl Stone, who has titled many of his pieces after restaurants that Gold has introduced him to, considers him the S. J. Perelman of food.

			Gold grew up in South Central, the eldest of three boys. His mother, Judith, was the librarian at a rough public school, a witty, lively woman who had been a magician’s assistant and a minor theater actress. His father, Irwin, an aspiring academic, studied under Joyce-scholar Richard Ellmann but got polio before he could finish his dissertation. He became a probation officer; Roman Polanski was one of his cases. The filmmakers behind the documentary Roman Polanski: Wanted and Desired used Irwin’s copious, finely written probation report in their research. He was passionate about classical music, literature, and comfort food (Chicago-style hot dogs, all-you-can-eat buffets, lunch-counter burgers); aiming to please him, Jonathan took up cello, reading, and eating. In spite of his efforts, he failed to win his father’s approval: Irwin claimed never to have read his columns. After his father died, Jonathan cleaned out Irwin’s car and found a complete file of his columns in the trunk and Verdi’s Requiem in the tape deck.

			At sixteen, Gold left the house. It was the late seventies; he stayed with friends and, he says, in the months before the Iranian Revolution, squatted in Beverly Hills houses that had been bought but not yet occupied by families from Tehran. On the strength of his cello playing, he went to UCLA, where for a time he lived in his practice room. During his freshman year, Gold took a course in cultural geography and was assigned to make an ethnic map of a block of Beverly Boulevard not far from downtown. The city’s variegated, unassimilated complexity began to dawn on him. At a laundromat, he saw Salvadorans saving dryers for Salvadorans, and overheard Mexicans who spoke not Spanish but Nahuatl. The 7-Eleven, he noticed, was owned by Koreans. Just as important, the block included Shibucho—one of the first Japanese restaurants, Gold says, to expel patrons for ordering California rolls—and he tried sushi. Later, for a class that he took with the performance artist Chris Burden, Gold made a piece that involved going to every Jewish deli in the city and buying two water bagels using only pennies; one he ate and one he saved to hang behind plastic on the studio wall. That was how he discovered the Brooklyn Bagel Bakery.

			After graduating UCLA, Gold was living on Pico Boulevard, above a kosher butcher in an Iranian Jewish enclave, and working at a legal newspaper downtown. Taking the bus east on Pico every day, he passed through Korean, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, Oaxacan, and Jaliscan neighborhoods. As an experiment, he set out to try every restaurant—places that served pupusas, chili fries, Korean barbecue—along the boulevard. He gave himself a year, at the end of which he planned to join the Foreign Service, so that he could go off and have adventures around the world. When he was finished eating Pico, he realized that he could have just as exotic a life without ever leaving Los Angeles.

			For years, Gold’s itinerant eating seemed purposeless; then, suddenly, as with the caterpillar in the Eric Carle book, there was a glorious, fully realized point to it. John Powers, a film critic who met Gold at the Weekly in the mid-eighties, when Gold was a proofreader there, says, “He has the flâneur instinct. In all those years, when his peers were very busy professionally writing, Jonathan was professionally wandering around not writing. By background, inclination, and practice, he has always been the one who knows the most stuff close to the ground.” Even now, his approach can be exhausting and, to others, anticlimactic. Jervey Tervalon, a novelist who often accompanies Gold on his food tours, remembers weeks spent looking for good blood sausage soup. “The relentlessness of that search!” he said. “The leads led here and there and finally ended with a big frothy bowl of something that looked like it had a scab on top.”

			At the Weekly, when Gold was in his mid-twenties, he met Laurie Ochoa, a beautiful, dark-haired intern who had just finished college, and wooed her with dollar seats for the Los Angeles Philharmonic at the Hollywood Bowl and a slice of his mother’s peach pie. They got married, over a roast pig, in 1990, and she has been his dining companion and first reader ever since. (She was his editor at Gourmet and at the Weekly.) They have two children, Leon, who is ten, and Isabel, nineteen. Isabel grew up on tentacles but can’t abide anything spicy; Leon has spent his childhood ordering chicken and rice in places that specialize in blood and tripe.

			The formal rigor that Gold applied to his early eating jags has become a recurring motif. He likes a culinary picaresque, and often takes the kids. They have accompanied him on hot dog, hot chocolate, and gelato sprees. The day he decided to find the city’s best espresso, he traveled with David Kendrick, then the drummer for Devo. After twenty-seven shots, Gold—sweating, trembling, and talking too loudly—met up with Ochoa and some friends for dinner. He started to panic and begged the group not to get dessert. When Ochoa ordered tiramisu, he burst into tears, ran out of the restaurant, and took the bus home.

			•   •   •

			Los Angeles is an immigrant city positioned between two major foci of historical necessity eating, Latin America and Asia. This is where Gold concentrates his efforts. Interesting cuisine, he believes, often comes out of poverty. “I have my thing,” he says. “Traditional—I hate the word ‘ethnic’—restaurants that serve some actual hunger people have, rather than something they tell themselves they must have.” Plus, there is George Orwell’s rule of thumb: the fancier the restaurant, the more people who have dripped sweat into your food. For a period in the late eighties, Ochoa told me, Gold had a theory that you could tell a great restaurant based on three factors: the curtains in the window, the look of the sign, and the music that was playing (the worse, the better). One day, in Westminster, a Vietnamese enclave, he found a place with all the indicators, down to the perfectly tattered lace curtains. “We order and the waiter says, ‘You don’t want this dish,’” Ochoa said. “Now, we’ve been told that many times. We said, ‘No, we really, really want it.’ ‘No, you don’t,’ he said. We said, ‘We want to eat what Vietnamese people eat.’ So they brought the dish out finally. It was boar, and the pieces actually had hair still on them. At this point we had to eat it because we’d made this whole big deal. It was pretty foul, and it wasn’t just the hair.”

			Gold drives twenty thousand miles a year in search of food. “I go into a fugue state, like the Aboriginal dreamtime, when you go on long, aimless walks in the outback,” he says. “That’s how I feel driving on the endless streets of Los Angeles County.” Any given afternoon will find him heading east from Pasadena into the far reaches of the San Gabriel Valley, an expansive territory of suburban cities and unincorporated towns northeast of Los Angeles whose culinary significance Gold has long asserted. “When the world’s great food cities are being discussed, Paris and Tokyo and Taipei and Rome, it would not be unreasonable to include among them . . . San Gabriel, Calif., population 30,072, which up until a few years ago was noted chiefly for the patty melts at Sandi’s Coffee Shop,” he wrote in 1992. “Consider this: the city of San Gabriel has at least 50 restaurants worth recommending, far more than Beverly Hills or Cincinnati, and scarcely fewer than Los Angeles’ entire Westside.”

			Over the past thirty years, the San Gabriel Valley has transformed from working-class white suburbs of faded bowling alleys and German restaurants into a place where it is possible to live quite comfortably speaking nothing but Chinese. In the seventies, Frederic Hsieh, a Chinese immigrant, successfully pitched the San Gabriel Valley city of Monterey Park to wealthy Taiwanese as “the Chinese Beverly Hills”; by 1990, according to The Ethnic Quilt, a book about the demographics of Southern California, the city was 36 percent Chinese and known as Little Taipei. Eating in the San Gabriel Valley, Gold has observed that, unlike in New York, where immigrants quickly adapt their cooking styles to reflect the city’s collective idea of “Chinese food,” the insular nature of Los Angeles allows imported regional cuisines to remain intact, traceable almost to the restaurant owners’ villages of origin. “The difference is that in New York they’re cooking for us,” Gold told me. “Here they’re cooking for themselves.”

			Gold’s car is a green pickup: toothpicks in the cup holder, mint-flavored Scope in the passenger’s footwell. “Alice Waters gave me total shit when I bought it,” he told me. “I told her, ‘You know how many organic turnips I can fit in the back of this truck?’ I just thought it was beautiful. It’s big, and I’m big.” One day, we alighted at a mini-mall in Rowland Heights, deep in the SGV. “This is the rich Chinese neighborhood,” he said. From his pocket he pulled the folded-up flap of an envelope, which was covered with notes scrawled haphazardly in pencil. He wanted to try No. 1 Noodle House, where the specialty is Saliva Chicken. “So hot it makes your mouth water, which is the best of all possible reasons it might be called that,” he said. He had learned about the restaurant in the Chinese-language Yellow Pages. Gold doesn’t speak or read any language but English; he has strong deductive skills, and Google Translate helps. When in doubt, he points.

			The noodle shop was closed. Gold consulted his notes, and we drove a hundred yards to another mini-mall. “We just did something very Californian,” he said. “Drove from one shopping center across the street to another.” There was a Szechuan restaurant with a string of red chilies draped over the door and a B in the window, a grade given by the county health inspector and posted by law. (Gold subscribes to another rating system, where A stands for “American Chinese,” B is “Better Chinese,” and C is “Chinese food for Chinese,” but he admits that, for years before the grading system was in place, he walked around with constant low-level food poisoning.) He sat down and perused a menu that had been awkwardly translated into English: “Steamed Toad” was the name of one entrée. The waitress came, and he pointed to dam-dam noodles, dumplings, wontons, pork, and a fish special. From a cold case, he chose pig’s ear. It was my first. It was oddly flavorless, but the texture reminded me of biting on a knuckle, unstable and unforgiving at once. “Some places they just slice the ear,” Gold said. “Here they sliced it and pressed it into a kind of terrine, so this is probably a good place.” As I chewed, my hand kept wanting to reach up and touch my own ear as a reference point.

			“Cha, please,” he said, ordering tea.

			“Huh?” the waitress said.

			“Cha—tea,” he said. 

			“Oh, tea.”

			The fish arrived, blue-lipped and bathed in chilies and oil. “Spicy,” Gold said, tasting it. “The dumplings are good, too. And I suspect they smoke their own pork here. It’s good, but I don’t think it’s enough better than the other good Szechuan place, which is twenty miles closer to L.A.” The food was heavy. “They’re cooking the peasant version of these dishes,” he said. “Oil is a sign of generosity.”

			Before heading back, Gold wanted to check out a fast-food restaurant called Malan Han Noodle, in yet another mini-mall. “This place in China is the equivalent of McDonald’s,” he said as he approached the door. “It’s the biggest chain, and it’s owned by a big petroleum company. The noodles it serves are a specialty of Lanzhou, which is known for being one of the most polluted cities in China—and for its hand-pulled noodles.” Inside, Gold sat down and ordered a couple of bowlfuls—large round noodles in beef broth, noodles with brown sauce. The kitchen was visible from the dining area. “Note the Mexican guy rolling out the dough and tossing the noodles,” he said, tucking
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