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			One can but deplore the arbitrary proscription which so materially reduces the resources at the disposal of a cook, more particularly at a time when the universally imperious cry is for novelty and variety…

				—AUGUSTE ESCOFFIER
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			IT’S ALMOST TIME FOR THANKSGIVING dinner and I’m just now beginning to stuff the bird. But no matter how hard I stuff, I can’t get it to fit inside the bladder. I’m following a recipe from French master chef Auguste Escoffier’s 1903 magnum opus, Le Guide Culinaire, a 5,012-recipe compendium on haute cuisine. The book is pinned open on the counter with a one-quart jar of stingray marinade. Technically, the dish I’m making calls for a duck to be poached inside a pig’s bladder. But when I killed a wild boar in Northern California last summer, I accidentally punctured its bladder with my skinning knife. So I’m trying to make do with an antelope bladder and half a duck. I push and pull and stretch, but it won’t go.

			The poached bladder is just one of the courses from Le Guide Culinaire that I’m attempting to construct tonight. Altogether, I have the ingredients for fifteen dishes scattered throughout the kitchen here in Miles City, Montana. Or, I should say, I have the ingredients for thirteen dishes scattered around; the makings of the other two courses are still wearing their feathers and fur.

			
			My two squabs, or baby pigeons, are cooing and preening in the coop that I built last summer. The birds’ names are Red and Lil’ Red, and I’ll be using them in Escoffier’s pigeonneaux en crapaudine. In an hour they need to be plucked, flattened, dipped in butter, grilled, then served with gherkins and Escoffier’s sauce diable, or devil sauce.

			The remaining dish is a pâté of cottontail rabbit. For all I know, the key ingredient is still hopping around south of town. My two brothers, Matt and Danny, left this morning with a group of our friends to hunt pheasants and rabbits along the Powder River, but it’s getting dark and they still haven’t returned.

			I keep busy as I wait for the rabbit. After lifting some strips of black bear fat out of a bowl of brandy, I refill the bowl with a handful of wild boar sausage. Then I begin prepping the fixings for a freshwater matelote, a soup made from white wine, stock, and a medley of fish. I’ve already peeled the crayfish tails, so I trim some fillets of smallmouth bass, walleye, and bluegills and remove the long, serpentine spine from an eel.

			If everything goes right, I will prepare forty-five courses from Le Guide Culinaire over the next three nights. I have at my fingertips a collection of the book’s ingredients, which I gathered from all corners of the country over the past year. As I work along, converting raw material to food, the last year of my life literally passes through my fingers. The stingray marinade takes me back to a Florida beach, where my buddy Kern and I wrestled in a stingray amid a throng of hostile tourists. The black bear fat makes me remember the glaciers of Alaska’s Chugach Range, which turn the eerie blue color of gel toothpaste when the sun breaks through the clouds. The eel makes me think of Ray Turner, a self-proclaimed “old hairbag by the river” who operates an eel weir in upstate New York, keeps an emu for company, and once built a fireplace from a rock that he found by the grave site of an Indian princess.

			
			Back when I first discovered Le Guide Culinaire, I knew I’d stumbled into a strange, lost world. In his day, Escoffier was known as the King of Chefs and the Chef of Kings; he cooked for the likes of Kaiser Wilhelm II, the Duke of Orleans, Queen Victoria, the Prince of Wales, the Khedive of Egypt, the emperors of Austria and Brazil, the shah of Persia, and the kings of Denmark and Greece. If Escoffier’s list of clients just sounds like a bunch of people who figured into World War I, you might approach him through the more familiar lens of American music:

			
				Why don’t you go where fashion sits

				Puttin’ on the Ritz

			

			That ditty from 1929 was written by Irving Berlin, the same guy who wrote “God Bless America.” In “Puttin’ On the Ritz,” Berlin is referring to the Ritz hotels created by César Ritz, whose name is synonymous with taste and class and ostentatious display. In large part, Ritz’s reputation rested on his long partnership with Auguste Escoffier. Ritz ran the hotels; Escoffier ran the kitchens in the hotels. When Escoffier collected his methods in Le Guide Culinaire, he produced a work that single-handedly revolutionized French haute, or “high,” cuisine.

			As old as it is, the book didn’t seem to me like a historical document when I found it. Instead, I saw it immediately as a scavenger’s guide, an inventory of all that is bizarre and glorious and tantalizing about procuring your own food and living off the wild. I tore into it, hell-bent on re-creating as many of its recipes as I could. I allowed myself a year, and now all that time has come down to these moments, these three nights, and I’m filled with overwhelming anxiety along with a touch of giddiness. I’ve got friends here from all over the country tonight. If I can’t pull off this feast, this last year of my life will seem a little less extraordinary.

			
			I go outside to see if my brothers are back yet with some rabbits. They’re not. I take a peek into the pigeon coop. It’s dark out, and the two squabs are sitting on their perches, oblivious to what lies ahead. The older pigeon, Red, has one of the younger pigeon’s feathers stuck in his bill. There’s plenty of room for the two to spread out, but they make a sport of pecking at each other in a ritualistic sort of dance. They usually shadowbox, but now and then Red connects. I’m visited by this weird sense of guilt every time I look at them. Catching the squabs required almost a year’s time and several near-death experiences. When I first started chasing pigeons with the thought of trying some of Escoffier’s thirty-four squab recipes, I thought of the birds as dirty pests. But after catching a few and raising the squabs by hand, I came to see the birds as a metaphor for the contradictions of a society that has distanced itself from the production of its food. Now that I’m moments away from “prepping” the birds, I lament that it’s going to be an awfully abrupt ending for such a long story. In Escoffier’s day, people killed squabs by smothering them. The ancient Romans drowned their squabs in red wine. I might use a hatchet.

			I go back to the kitchen to finish plucking a box of twenty English sparrows that I got in Iowa. The birds are so small, I can hold four or five of them in my palm at once. Plucking the little things is delicate work. I lift one from the box and pinch a tuft of feathers from its breast just as my girlfriend, Diana, walks into the kitchen. At the sight of her, I reflexively drop the sparrow back into the box and kick the lid closed. At the same time, I toss a scrap of cheesecloth over the plate of wild turkey bones that will go into tomorrow’s game stock. Escoffier often recited the maxim, “If you want to keep your appetite, stay out of the kitchen.” I’m trying to enforce Escoffier’s advice as a rule for Diana, a longtime vegetarian who’s struggling with the idea of becoming an omnivore. I’m hoping that this feast will serve as a rite of passage for her, and that she’ll emerge from the experience as a full-on carnivore. She’s agreed to try as much of the food as physically possible tonight. I’m counting on her being blown away by the beauty of the finished products, and I don’t want her to get turned off prematurely.

			
			Once I shoo Diana from the kitchen, two of my buddies from childhood, Kern and Drost, come running through the front door in their hunting boots and immediately go out the back door. As they disappear, I yell, “Hey, did you get the rabbits?” But they don’t hear me.

			I go outside and see my brothers and Drost helping Kern pin down one of his hunting dogs. The dog got hung up on a barbed-wire fence. Kern’s wife, Deirdre, a doctor, is sewing the dog back up with a curved needle and a long thread.

			When she finishes tightening the last knot, I look at Danny. “Rabbits?”

			“Two. I’ll skin ’em for you.”

			When Danny comes in with the rabbit loins, I have what I need to finish the fourteenth dish. I slice the loins into long, thin strips and put them to soak in the brandy. Fourteen down. Now there’s just one dish left.

			
			I step outside with the hatchet. Someone’s turned on the yard light, so Red thinks the sun has risen. I can hear him cooing.
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			I SPEND A LOT OF TIME THINKING ABOUT FOOD. If I’m not thinking about food, there’s a good chance that I’m out collecting it. I scrounge around in the mountains for huckleberries and I search riverbanks for wild asparagus, though mostly I hunt and fish. I suppose you could say that getting my own food is a hobby of mine, but I’ve never looked at it that way. When I’m packing an elk down off a mountain on my back, and it feels like my knees are going to crack open and my shoulders are going to strip away like banana peels beneath the weight, I certainly don’t feel like I’m pursuing a hobby.

			Don’t get me wrong, though; I love scavenging for my own food. I suppose it’s important to clear that up right away—that I think it’s exciting to hunt and fish. People will happily pay good money for dead animals, so long as the animals are killed by proxy executioners and sold in grocery stores. But many of those same people are suspicious of folks who enjoy killing their own food in the wild. So let this serve as a warning about what kind of guy I am, and what kind of book this is.

			
			However, it’s an oversimplification to say that I enjoy killing for the sake of killing. I enjoy killing in the same way that I enjoy cooking and eating and doing all the other things that it takes to stay alive. One time, I spent a couple of days shitting my brains out on a riverbank in northern Alaska because I ate some wild mushrooms that I could have sworn were safe. I actually enjoyed getting poisoned by those unpredictable fungi, because I was living out an experience that usually only happens to characters in fairy tales. Another time, my brother Matt and I were hunting elk and heading up a mountain trail at the same time that a five-hundred-pound grizzly and her two cubs were heading down it. The sow stood up on her back feet as easily as a human rising out of a chair. She held her arms out, paws down, like she was showing us an engagement ring. She was right there, within striking distance. I enjoyed the hell out of that, too. I guess I just like the whole package of wild food: eating, almost being killed, and, yes, killing.

			Still, I can’t look at that statement of mine—that I enjoy killing my own food—without cringing. I’m surprised that I came right out and said it. Even hunting and fishing magazines avoid saying that. Which is odd, because hunting and fishing are, fundamentally, ways of killing one’s own food. You’d think that a hunting and fishing magazine would be all about killing and eating. The thing is, publications like Outdoor Life, one of America’s most venerable sporting magazines, try hard to distance themselves from anything that might be distasteful or insensitive to whoever thumbs through their magazines in the waiting rooms of the nation’s dentists. Many outdoor writers discuss “taking” turkeys, “collecting” trophies, and “harvesting” pheasants, but they don’t like to speak of killing anything.

			
			Through catch-and-release fishing—a weird, paradoxical sort of game where you try to poke a hook through a fish’s face without causing it harm—fishermen have developed an even more thorough separation from their barbaric hunter-gatherer ancestors. Catch-and-release anglers “play” the fish and then toss it back. There’s a reasonable chance that the fish will die from stress-induced increases in lactic acid within hours or days of its release, but by then the angler will be gone and he won’t have to worry about what to do with a dead fish. Catch-and-release has endowed trout fishing with an aesthetic not unlike that of country-club golf, complete with vacation resorts, private lessons, boutique clothing shops, and cliquey social organizations. (The most notable distinction between catch-and-release and golf is that the plaything being knocked around in the former is a sentient being.) The stated goal of all this sanitization is to preserve hunting and fishing rights. Hunters and fishermen need a more modern, improved image, the argument goes; they need to be more like “sportsmen.” Ironically, though, most of the nonhunters I know believe that killing for sport is an abomination, and that hunting and fishing are justifiable only if the meat is being used thoroughly and responsibly.

			—

			I grew up in western Michigan, on an isthmus amid a cluster of four small lakes called North, West, Middle, and Twin. For some reason, the lakes are known collectively as Twin Lake. If you tell someone in Muskegon, the closest city, that you’re from Twin Lake, he might ask, “Oh yeah? Which one?”

			I’m from Middle Lake.

			In my parents’ living room, an aerial photograph of the four lakes hangs on the wall. The lakes look like the watery footprint of a three-toed dog, stamped into a canopy of oak and pine. The angle of the photograph is just right, the leaves just thick enough, to hide most of the houses. Twin Lake is a summer-cottage area transitioned into a blue-collar bedroom community, but if you had only the photograph to go by, you’d think it was a wild, woodsy place.

			
			My brothers and I are just a couple of years apart in age. Matt’s the oldest and Danny’s in the middle. Growing up, the three of us were inseparable. We devoted much of our time and energy to scavenging food, though back then we would never have thought to call it that. We thought we were “messing around.” Food was just something that happened as a result of whatever else we were doing. One of my first memories is of walking along the shore in front of our house and finding a northern pike, over a couple of feet long, floating in the shallow water. It was still alive, with a speckled bass’s head sticking out of its mouth. The speckled bass was still very alive too, but wedged supertight inside the pike’s throat. Despite the hot sun and the obviously agonizing predicament, the two fish just floated in a sort of peaceful resignation, slowly opening and closing their gill covers. My brothers and I scooped up our catch in a net. It was like a two-for-one special. My dad fried them both for dinner.

			Another time, we watched a pregnant whitetail doe swim across the lake and run onto the beach, where she snapped her neck on a cyclone fence. The death of the doe and her fetuses seemed tragic to me, but I felt better when we had a party and cooked the animal in a charcoal roaster that my neighbor had welded out of an old oil tank. I couldn’t stand to bury the doe’s unborn fawns. They were both males, with belly-button-sized bumps where their horns would someday be. The fetuses were fully developed, except for the white tips of their hooves, which still seemed too soft for walking. I put them in the chest freezer we kept in our garage. Over the next several years, I’d often pull the fawns out to admire them. Eventually the bodies were so caked in frost that I decided to give them a formal burial in the woods across the street from our house.

			
			My brothers and I were tight hunting partners as kids, taking our bicycles out to hunt squirrels, rabbits, muskrats, and ducks. We owned a small armada of dented-up canoes and rowboats that we used for fishing. We caught bluegills on their shallow-water spawning beds. The meat was white and flaky, and sometimes my dad would also cook the sacks of spawn cut from their bellies. We caught bullheads by diving down to their hiding spots at the bottom of the lake and jiggling lures in their faces. At night, we’d hunt bullfrogs with spears.

			I can see now that my childhood was a little unusual. But compared to the stuff I liked to read when I was a kid, it seemed pedestrian to me. I used to like stories about the Ice Age Clovis hunters, who may have preserved their mastodon meat by “anchoring” it at the bottom of ponds with intestines packed full of gravel. And stories about the Comanche Indians, who would drink the warm and curdled mother’s milk from the stomachs of freshly killed buffalo calves. And accounts of the Great Lakes Indians from where I grew up, who would tether sturgeon to the shore and remove hunks of flesh from the still-live fish. What I liked about those stories was the immediacy and physical intensity of the meals. I found that I could get hungry from reading about foods that would probably have made me sick if I’d tried them. I used to dream of clawing my way back into the past, back to a time when food was so wild and real.

			A historian could make a good argument that human history is just a long story about the depersonalization of food production. Up until ten thousand years ago, every human being survived by hunting and gathering. Two thousand years ago, only half of the world’s population survived by hunting and gathering. Over the last three to four hundred years, the number of hunter-gatherers has shrunk to just a couple of isolated pockets, located in the remotest corners of the globe.

			
			I watched with interest a few years ago when a major international news story erupted from the small town of Yakima, Washington. In December 2003, a Holstein dairy cow in Yakima County suffered injuries while birthing a calf. Because the cow was a “downer,” or nonambulatory, it was tested by the U.S. Department of Agriculture before slaughter. The cow was carrying the United States’ first case of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or mad cow disease, and the discovery precipitated a temporary crash in beef markets and forced Japan and Mexico, the largest importers of U.S. beef, to halt shipments across their borders. A herd of 450 calves linked to the smitten cow were quickly destroyed. For weeks, the nightly news was dominated by images of destroyed, potentially diseased livestock. For the first time in their lives, many Americans found themselves using the phrase “food safety.”

			The public reactions to the mad cow scare vividly illustrate a growing apprehension in the mainstream about what people are eating and where it comes from. Consumers pressure livestock producers to adopt free-range and organic animal husbandry methods that better simulate a life in the wild; wild salmon usually sell for three or four times as much as farm-raised salmon; and so-called wild game restaurants are surging in popularity.

			I say “so-called” because one of the primary accomplishments of the American conservation movements of the 1920s and 1930s was the permanent ban on the selling or trading of flesh from wild birds and animals. The grub served up in today’s wild game restaurant is no more free and wild than a Holstein. It’s farm raised and fenced in. Deer and antelope are selectively bred for docility, and game ranchers sometimes whack off the antlers of bull elk so they don’t damage their fellow stock.

			
			Ironically, the production of farmed game is working directly against the health of the real thing. The deer and elk version of BSE, also known as chronic wasting disease, has been spread to wild animals in several states, including Colorado and Wisconsin, by infected game-farm animals that escaped from holding pens. Meanwhile, the percentage of Americans who are willing to kill their own food in the “real” wild goes down every year. On top of that, the last decade has seen an unprecedented proliferation of antihunting laws.

			So, if someone were watching America from a distant planet, our beliefs might look like this: Domestic animals should be more wild; wild animals should be more domestic; and wild meat is good, so long as someone else kills it.

			—

			Nowadays, my brothers and I, along with a few of our friends, make up a far-flung tribe of hunter-gatherers. In large part, our existences are centered on the acquisition and consumption of wild game. Whenever one of us ends up living in a new spot for a while, we usually converge on the place to take advantage of the local hunting, fishing, and eating. We also trade stuff back and forth between our homes: elk meat for smelt, grouse for morels, halibut for wild turkey. When we’re not actually hunting together or preparing to hunt together, we’re usually talking about things we’d like to catch and eat in the future or things that we’ve caught and eaten in the past.

			
			One night not long ago, I was having one such conversation in Missoula, Montana, with my buddy Matt Moisan. We were discussing snapping turtles, and the conversation reminded me of a story about my dad. My dad was married twice, but he stayed with each woman at least twenty-five years. Growing up, I considered him to be an exemplar of fidelity. He didn’t believe in removing his wedding ring, no matter what. Whenever he washed his hands, he would thoroughly scrub his right hand, then align his two ring fingers tip to tip, slide the ring from his left ring finger to his right, and scrub his left hand.

			The story I told Moisan was about the only time my dad ever lost his wedding ring. He had just caught a snapping turtle as big around as the bottom of a bushel basket. When he got the turtle home, he made me and my brothers help him “clean” it, which is a word we used for getting something ready to eat. My dad was always teaching us useful skills. How to butcher a turtle was one such lesson, and it turned out to be a difficult chore involving an axe and an oak stump. When we got done with the turtle, we put the meat in a plastic tub.

			When my dad was washing his hands after the butchering job, he went to slip the ring from his left hand to his right hand—but the ring was gone. We searched and searched, even dug up the turtle’s entrails from the hole in the woods where we’d buried them. Nothing. We scrambled through my mother’s rosebushes, where we had dumped the water we’d used to wash the meat. We scoured the driveway. We combed the yard. My mom cried when we gave the ring up for lost.

			At suppertime, my dad took the tub of trimmed meat to the garage, where he kept an industrial-sized deep fryer. When he pulled the last piece of turtle meat out of the tub, he noticed his gold wedding band lying at the bottom, covered by a shallow pool of pink water. He came out of the garage, waving the ring triumphantly in the air.

			
			Moisan interrupted my storytelling to inform me that he’d never eaten a turtle.

			“I didn’t know you could catch and eat turtles out in Michigan,” he said.

			“You can if you’ve got a valid fishing license,” I told him.

			That night, I called my mom in Michigan. I was planning on making a trip to my hometown, because my dad had been diagnosed with lung cancer, and the doctors thought he had maybe six months left. I told my mom that, coincidentally, I was just talking about the wedding ring/snapping turtle incident, and I asked her to keep an eye out for a turtle that I could pick up on my visit.
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			THOUGH MY RELATIONSHIP with Escoffier’s Le Guide Culinaire would ultimately lead to the epic forty-five-course feast, it began like an old joke: with a turtle crossing the road. The road ran through a cattail marsh near Twin Lake. My dad happened to be driving down that road at the same time the turtle was crossing it. He stopped and grabbed the turtle’s tail and wrestled it into the trunk of my mother’s car. My mom called me at my home in Montana later that day and said she was holding a live one for me, a fifteen-pounder. I instructed her to keep the turtle in the storage shed, well fed and watered, until I got there.

			Though I’d eaten a few snapping turtles before, I didn’t really have a clear idea what they tasted like. When I was growing up, my dad’s wild game cooking did not exactly highlight the subtleties of different ingredients. He did all of his cooking in the industrial-strength deep fryer he’d purchased in the 1960s at a restaurant liquidation sale in Chicago. The deep fryer played as much of a role in our daily lives as did the family car. We referred to it as, simply, The Fryer, but we might as well have called it The Equalizer.

			
			The fryer held a volume of oil that would be sufficient to flash-fry an ox’s head. Its electric cord was as big around as a person’s thumb. My mother would not allow the deep fryer in the kitchen, because it threw off enough heat and smoke to jack up the mean temperature of the house and set off the smoke alarm. Instead, the fryer lived in the garage. My dad kept the reservoir topped off with refined peanut oil, purchased wholesale in three-gallon containers from a food service distributor. He kept a stash of the jugs in a tool cabinet next to the fryer. On the other side of the fryer was a tall white freezer full of fish and game and a case or two of Fryin’ Magic, a breading of cornmeal and standard seasonings. The way my old man used Fryin’ Magic, you might have thought it was called Huntin’ and Fishin’ Magic, because he believed quite firmly that it was suitable for any item that died by way of a hook or bullet.

			I thought it would be cool to try something different with this new turtle that I was about to take possession of. I’d never eaten turtle soup, and I had no idea how to make it, but I did like the sound of it. It sounded sophisticated, like a good way to honor a turtle. A friend of mine from Missoula, Dee, said that, coincidentally, she’d just found this crazy, hundred-year-old cookbook with a couple of turtle soup recipes in it. She thought it might be helpful, so she lent it to me. It was called Le Guide Culinaire, by Auguste Escoffier.

			I flew out to get the turtle about a week later. I brought along my girlfriend, Diana, who’d never met my parents before. I was a little nervous about the introduction, because I hadn’t told my folks that she was a vegetarian. The night Diana and I met, at a party, I found her to be very attractive and smart and a lot of fun, so at first I chose to overlook her vegetarianism the way parents might overlook the condoms they find in their teenager’s dresser drawer. By the same token, when I told Diana that I hunted a lot, she chose to imagine me going off with my grandpa every couple of years to sit in a cabin and play cards, watching for deer out the window. She didn’t really grasp that hunting was basically what I do and how I get by. Because I almost instantly fell in love and couldn’t stand to be without her, I knew that the only logical course of action was to convert her into a meat eater. But after months of dating, I had made only meager progress. Just once, I talked her into nibbling a fillet from a yellow perch that I caught through the ice in Montana. After that, I upgraded her status from pure vegetarian to 99.9 percent vegetarian. I felt that a visit to my folks might better explain to her what I’m all about and fully convince her of the merits of the hunter-gatherer lifestyle.

			
			I didn’t want to break the awful news to them over the phone, so I figured that I’d tell my parents about Diana’s vegetarianism once we got there. Because I met Diana out in Montana, my dad was under the impression that I was in love with some badass hunter and fisher. Even knowing that Diana was actually from Boston and was only in Montana for a two-year graduate program didn’t alter his expectations.

			When Diana and I got to my parents’ house, I was at first surprised by how good my dad looked. The fact that he was terminally ill and would be dead pretty soon seemed preposterous. I didn’t have time to tell my dad about the whole vegetarian situation before he greeted Diana with a hug and said, “I’ve got a rod and reel set up just for you, sweetheart.” Then he went down to the dock and fired up the pontoon boat for some fishing in front of the house.

			
			As we walked to the dock, Diana was panicky. “Steve,” she whispered. “I don’t want to kill a fish. I don’t even want to catch a fish. Tell him. Quick.”

			“I can’t just come out and tell him you won’t go fishing,” I said. “Besides, you eat fish now.”

			“I ate fish once! But you killed that fish, not me.”

			“That’s screwed-up logic, if you think about it,” I said. “Just come out on the boat, then act like you’re sunbathing.”

			As soon as we pulled into deeper water, my dad cut the engine and walked up to the front of the boat. He set up a chair on the deck, baited a rod with two small hooks and live worms. He dropped the bait to the bottom, then said to Diana, “Sit down, girl.”

			She looked at me nervously. I looked away. She sat down. My dad handed her the rod. Within seconds, something was bucking on the end of the line.

			My dad was yelling, “Reel it in! Go! Reel it in!”

			She reeled. Two hand-sized bluegills came rising out of the water, and my dad grabbed the line and pulled them into the boat. “Good job,” he said. He threw the fish into a bucket, dropped the baits back to the bottom, and handed her the rod again.

			I thought that I should intervene and maybe throw the fish back in the water. But I was paralyzed by indecision. Was it worse to upset Diana or upset my dad?

			I said, “Dad, maybe Diana wants to relax for a while.”

			He gave me a dismissive gesture with his hand and looked at Diana. “Never mind him,” he said to her. “You go ahead and fish.”

			In the end, I didn’t intervene. I could tell my dad was quite pleased with the whole situation. In his mind, it seemed to me, there was no greater reward in life than watching his son’s girlfriend catch dinner on a summer day. I could understand his revelry. He was born in the slums of Chicago’s South Side in 1924 (he was fifty when I came along) and was raised through the Great Depression by his immigrant Sicilian grandparents, Rosa and Anthony Rinella. They were extremely poor. My dad didn’t get to venture outside of Chicago until the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and he shipped out for basic training in Biloxi, Mississippi. Now, in the autumn of his life, he probably felt pretty damned lucky to be sitting in his own boat in front of his own house on a tree-lined lake with a bucket full of fresh-caught bluegills.

			
			After the fishing trip was over, Diana went inside the house and started crying. I tried to console her as best I could. “My dad and I would have caught those bluegills anyway,” I told her. “Or they’d have been eaten by some pike or bass.” She promised me that she wasn’t crying about the death of bluegills specifically. She was just overwhelmed by the whole experience: by my dad’s illness and the beauty of the lake and, yes, the bluegills gasping in the bucket.

			Whatever solace I could provide to Diana was cut short, because my dad was waiting for me outside. He was ready to clean the fish and butcher the turtle. I knew better than to tell Diana what was going down, but at the same time, I didn’t want her to come looking for us and find me beside a tree stump, wielding an axe over the bloody stub of a turtle’s neck.

			“You can take it easy for a while,” I said. “I’ve got to help my dad with some chore or other.”

			My parents had stashed the snapping turtle in a storage shed beneath the screened-in porch, overlooking Middle Lake, that we’d built when I was a kid. When I went down to retrieve the turtle, my dad came up from the boat with the fish. “What happened to her?” he asked. “She’d probably get a charge out of this turtle.”

			
			“She’s just resting, Dad. We can take care of this ourselves.” I opened the door of the shed. I had to be careful in grabbing the turtle’s tail, because a big snapper can strip your finger down to the bone. After I caught the turtle by the tail, I lugged it up the hill and around to the west side of the house, so I wouldn’t have to walk past Diana’s window with it. When I got to the top of the hill, I crossed the road and walked over to the barn. I placed the turtle in a large galvanized washtub so it couldn’t get away. Then I walked back down to the house, got my Escoffier cookbook, and carried it up to the barn. I found the index entry for “turtle” and turned to a page with the heading “Particulars of the Operation.” Beneath that, a subheading: “The Slaughtering of the Turtle.”

			At that moment, I could see that Le Guide Culinaire was a pretty weird cookbook. I’d certainly seen turtle recipes in a few cookbooks before, but those books always assumed that you’d purchased processed turtle meat from a supplier or store. This was the only cookbook I’d ever read that assumed the cook would kill his own turtle. And Escoffier clearly did not mince his words. He first advises that the turtle be “very fleshy and full of life.” Then he gets into the chore at hand. He doesn’t seem to be concerned about any squeamishness or sensitivity that a cook may have about performing such unsavory duties. He writes:

			
			
				To slaughter [the turtle], lay it on its back on a table, with its head hanging over the side. By means of a double butcher’s hook, one spike of which is thrust into the turtle’s lower jaw, while the other suspends an adequately heavy weight, make the animal hold its head back; then quickly as possible, sever the head from the body.

				Now immediately hang the body over a receptacle, that the blood may be collected, and leave it thus for one and one-half or two hours.

				Then follows the dismemberment…

			

			Escoffier’s vivid description of turtle slaughtering was shocking to me. It was even more shocking than the descriptions of Native American feasts that I read as a kid. The difference was that this passage wasn’t directed at some passive history buff—instead, it was directed at a guy like me, who liked to make his own food—a guy who was actually supposed to do this stuff.

			My dad and I flipped through the book, remarking on various other oddball passages. We read about how to sew ducks inside mammal bladders to prevent dryness while cooking; how to properly stun a live trout in the preparation of truite au bleu; how to extract marrow from animal bones; how to make a red paste from crayfish innards and cooked crayfish shells; and how to kill a rabbit in order to retain its blood for use as a nutritive additive in soups. I admired the way Escoffier’s recipes demonstrated a frontier sense of thrift and economy. However, Le Guide Culinaire wasn’t written as a survival manual for shipwreck victims; it’s more like the Kama Sutra of food, packed full of truffles, caviar, champagne, and recipes named after the famous actresses of fin de siècle Europe. As I perused the century-old book, I felt as though I were examining the last hundred years of culinary evolution. I’d flown to Michigan on a passenger jet, traveling thirty thousand feet over the United States, carrying a cookbook that was published the year Orville and Wilbur Wright made their first sustained flight in a heavier-than-air vehicle. Ideas about food have changed as much as aircraft since the Wright brothers’ maiden voyage, perhaps more. From my perspective, Escoffier seemed incredibly far away in space and time. But it was interesting to think of how tightly connected Escoffier’s life was to my father’s.

			
			At the front of the Cracknell and Kaufmann English translation of Le Guide Culinaire are four separate introductions that Escoffier wrote over the years for updated and revised versions of his book. The last introduction was written in 1921, three years before my dad was born. In it, Escoffier discusses the disastrous effects of World War I on French haute cuisine. The war had been over for several years, but postwar food rationing was still being enforced. Escoffier had lived through the Franco-Prussian War as a young soldier, and he would live long enough to see the menace of German aggression rise for the third time in his life. When he died from uremia at his family home in Monte Carlo, in 1935, the Germans had already elected Adolf Hitler to a position of absolute national power.

			And here’s where things get interesting: My old man, Frank J. Rinella, was part of the Allied invasion of Europe, which would eventually land him in the restaurants of Paris. After boot camp in Biloxi, he was shipped out to Casablanca, and in January 1944, he landed on the Anzio beachhead, in Italy. He was twenty years old, dark-skinned, just under six feet tall, 150 pounds, and relatively fluent in the local language. As the Allies moved up the Italian peninsula, my dad worked as a forward observer, directing firepower against the German front lines with a code book, binoculars, and a backpack radio.

			To his last day, my dad would refer to Germans as “Krauts.” During the war, he often slept in abandoned German foxholes and swore that he could still smell sauerkraut days after the Germans had moved on. German cigarettes had a peculiar odor as well. My dad told me that the smell of German cigarettes caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand up. Moving north, he sometimes went days without eating. He was given a Purple Heart for freezing his feet, and a Bronze Star for repairing some communications wires while under fire. He was eventually hospitalized for what he sometimes described as “the thousand-mile stare” and other times called “shell shock.”

			
			After Germany’s surrender, my dad got the best assignment he could have hoped for: He was stationed at an equipment depot in Paris. Everything from motorbikes to tanks came through the depot, and my dad helped to sort out what should be sent back to the States, what should be destroyed, and what should be sold off as surplus. As a side business, he pilfered a lot of stuff from the surplus warehouse and sold it on the black market. He was getting good money for motorbikes, and he also ran a successful business moving wholesale-volume shipments of contraband cigarettes. One particularly lucrative deal involved selling cigarette cartons packed with sawdust.

			He later admitted to me that his entrepreneurial endeavors would have made him a fairly rich man if he hadn’t discovered the pleasures of French-style wining and dining. To a kid from the South Side of Chicago, who’d been living for a year on military C rations and the half-rotten food found in bombed-out German fortifications, the food of Paris was mind-boggling. And because he had so much money to burn, my dad hung out in the nicest places he could find. He got his first tastes of escargot and sweetbreads, and of wine that wasn’t made in the same bathtub that he bathed in. Surely my dad’s culinary wanderings would have brought him into contact with Escoffier’s colleagues and protégés, and probably even led him into some of the very establishments Escoffier influenced and helped create.

			
			Eventually, the Yankee Go Home movement caught up with my dad. Parisians became less hospitable to vagabond GIs out looking for good times and cheap wine. Excited by his knack for business and love for French grub, my dad made plans to head back to Chicago and attend the Berlitz School of Languages. He wanted to study French and get back to Paris in some kind of respectable capacity as an international businessman. The problem was, my dad had gotten his girlfriend pregnant before he left for Europe. Upon his return, he was greeted by a two-year-old standing on a chair—my half-brother, Frank Jr., who’s a full thirty-one years older than me. With a family to support, my dad gave up on the idea of school and got a job as a soda jerk at a drugstore, then opted into a position as a door-to-door insurance salesman, peddling term life policies for the Metropolitan Insurance Company.

			For the rest of his life, my dad would cite his experiences in Paris most every time the topic of food came up. If I’d made a dollar every time he told me that in Paris they eat salad after dinner, I’d have enough money to fly to Paris and live on salad for a week. But once he was back home for a while and settled into his existence as a father and insurance man, it was clear that he would never be returning to Paris. Instead, he’d get his interesting food by hunting and fishing for it.

			In one of my photo albums, I have a picture of my dad with the first deer he killed, a little doe slung over his shoulders. He was on a farm in southern Illinois, and he still has that emaciated look from the war—his fighting weight, he called it. He’s wearing his pea-green combat fatigues. After running around Europe in those clothes for a couple of years, my dad said, it was difficult to imagine wearing anything else. He fished perch in his fatigues. He’d wear them down to Lake Michigan to net smelt, which the French call éperlan. The other vets he hunted with all wore the same getup. My dad often told me about a day in the late 1940s when he and some of his friends were walking through a harvested cornfield outside Chicago. They were all dressed in their ratty fatigues, looking for rabbits. When someone fired a shot, my dad panicked and hit the deck. When he looked up, all the hunters except the shooter were lying on their bellies in the dirt, guns ready, scanning the tree line for enemy positions. In a few seconds, they all started laughing at themselves.

			
			In the barn, my dad and I followed Escoffier’s instructions through the slaughtering of the turtle. Once it was dead, I started cutting it up. My dad gave me a hand as needed, holding this and pulling that. Escoffier had us pick clean the inside of its carapace, or shell, and its plastron, the cross-shaped undershell. These parts, he writes, “constitute the only portions wherefrom the gelatinous flesh, used as the garnish of the soup, are obtained.” He also had us collect all the fat. Though reading Escoffier’s method of turtle slaughtering had caught me by surprise, actually doing it felt totally natural. The turtle grew up by killing and eating ducklings and muskrats and fish and smaller turtles and the occasional piece of vegetation. My eating habits weren’t much different, and my methods of procuring my food were no more crass.

			—

			
			On the day Diana and I flew back to Montana, my mom and dad drove us to the airport. My dad gave Diana a big hug goodbye outside the terminal. Throughout our visit, Diana had done me a huge favor: She had eaten plate after plate of fresh fish. I had made sure that we kept catching those fish, so that our evening menus never included red meat. The ruse worked; when my dad hugged Diana, he thought he was hugging a suitable hunting and fishing companion for his youngest son. I didn’t know it yet, but he and Diana would never see each other again.

			We walked into the airport when we finished our goodbyes. One of the TSA guys cut the tape that I used to seal my cooler in order to inspect the contents. He found a dried turtle’s shell with a lacquered top and an inside painted the bright yellow color of the binding on a National Geographic magazine. Beneath the shell were several plastic jugs packed with frozen turtle meat. He examined the turtle shell and the Turtle Meat labels on the jugs very carefully, but didn’t comment.

			I visited Michigan once again about four months later. By then my dad was running out of time, and I’d put all my stuff in storage to come home for as long as necessary. The Friday before he died, I bundled him up and helped him out to the screened-in porch. The lake was frozen, and I set a couple of tip-ups out on the ice and baited the lines with live shiners. Tip-ups get their name from the spring-loaded flag that pops up when a pike grabs the bait. Whenever a flag popped, I’d run out from the porch to the lake as quickly as possible to get the fish and rebait the line. I was afraid that my dad might pass away while I was out on the ice, so each time I caught a pike, I would run back in to check on him. He was dozing off all the time, and I’d shake him awake to make sure he was all right. He’d sometimes seem annoyed when I woke him, so I’d act as though it was urgent that I give him a fishing report.

			
			Sometimes he’d wake up and wouldn’t know where he was, either in place or time. Once he woke up on the porch and said, “I want to go on a nice, smooth ride.”

			“Where to?” I asked.

			“Middle Lake.”

			“We’re on Middle Lake,” I said. “The next flag is yours.”

			That was our last day of fishing together. The next day we started him on morphine, because the lack of oxygen to his lungs would cause him to panic. He wouldn’t let me put his oxygen mask on him, but he liked the morphine and it worked. I sat next to him through his final hours, placing drops of it into his mouth with an eyedropper, the way he’d once taught me to care for a baby purple martin that fell from its nest and landed on our beach.

			My dad’s ashes came back from the crematorium in a white cardboard box with his name printed in black. My brother Danny had come down from Alaska, where he lives, and he and I spread our dad’s ashes on the same workbench where I’d butchered the turtle some months before. We sifted the ashes through a wire screen as we looked for some shotgun pellets that had been blasted into his foot in a hunting accident shortly after World War II. He had always loved the pellets in his foot, mainly because he loved the irony of the fact that he had survived two years of combat without a scratch from a bullet, only to come home and get shot in the foot by his own nephew. Years ago, shoe stores used X-ray machines to see if a new shoe fit the client’s foot properly. My dad used to take friends into the stores and use the X-ray machine to show off the pellets. But something must have happened to them between then and now. After sifting all the ashes through the screen, we found staples from a recent surgery, pieces of dental work, and unidentifiable little bits of metal, but nothing that looked like a shotgun pellet. The cremation pyre must have melted the lead down.

			
			I left Michigan after the memorial service, and this time I was packing along a few plastic tubs full of frozen pike fillets in my cooler. I was still carrying around Le Guide Culinaire, which I was intending to read from cover to cover once I had the time. I opened the book to see what Escoffier had to say about pike, as he often cooked with freshwater pike from the rivers and lakes of France. In his description of the fish, he laments their loss of popularity in the “modern” kitchens of his day. “However,” he says, “certain of the classical preparations of pike are worthy of being preserved and because of this they are included here.” He then goes on to describe a full sixteen preparations.

			I realized that this was the second time in as many trips that I’d flown from Montana to Michigan with ingredients from Le Guide Culinaire. It made me wonder how many of Escoffier’s ingredients I’d find if I were actually trying. I looked through the book and came across plenty of things that a fellow could probably procure on his own in the wild: kidneys, frog legs, carp semen, pig’s tongue, songbirds, caul fat, pigeon nestlings, eel, bird nests, and on and on.

			It was strange. Here was this fantastic and famous old cookbook, and most people wouldn’t even be able to buy the ingredients anymore. In fact, it struck me that the only way to get most of those things would be to track them down yourself. Looking through this seemingly random cookbook, I realized that I was looking at a version of my own world reflected back at me. As a twenty-first-century hunter-gatherer, I’d found my own sort of manifesto inside a one-hundred-year-old compendium on haute cuisine. By the time I landed, I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to build an entire feast from Le Guide Culinaire.
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