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PROLOGUE

the passion of the toast

SHE HAS PICKED a fine day to grace Southern California with Her presence. The sun is shining, the sky is blue. Gulls loop above the Venice Beach boardwalk in jazzy little arcs. The February air is warm, but not warm enough to melt the grilled cheese sandwich through which She has chosen to broadcast her message of peace. Anyway, She’s packed inside a plastic box, surrounded by cotton balls, and encased in a frame for protection. Ten years ago the image of the Virgin Mary appeared on a grilled cheese sandwich in the frying pan of Diana Duyser, a Florida jewelry designer. Now, She is here.

The Blessed Virgin, in recent years, has been appearing less and less in crop formations and curvy building glass. She seems to prefer, as holy vehicles, specific kinds of food. She has not seared Herself onto a piece of ahi sushi, or a crepe suzette. She has not arranged Her visage in mosaic form using the grains of a delicate risotto. Instead, She has chosen as vehicles to become flesh a popcorn kernel, a Funyun, and a Rold Gold Honey Mustard pretzel twist—and, here, now, a grilled cheese sandwich. Even deities change with the times. In 2005, Our Lady seems to be a voracious snacker. The Virgin’s palate is no longer demure. She’s hungry.

This afternoon, when it comes to appetite, the old girl is flat outclassed. In fifteen minutes, here at Venice Beach, the World Grilled Cheese Eating Championship will be decided. It’s an eating contest. Whoever eats the most grilled cheese sandwiches in ten minutes wins $3,500. The prize pot has attracted some of the hungriest people in the world—people who eat under the banner of the International Federation of Competitive Eating, also known as the IFOCE or the Federation. They consider themselves professionals,  and athletes. Guys like Eric “Badlands” Booker, a 420-pound subway conductor, rapper, and world champion in the donut, corned beef hash, and cheesecake disciplines. “Hungry” Charles Hardy, who just half an hour ago tattooed the initials “IFOCE” onto his right bicep. Ed “Cookie” Jarvis, a Long Island realtor who embroiders his numerous eating titles onto a gargantuan flowing robe with his portrait airbrushed on the front, flanked by a lightning bolt. Rich and Carlene LeFevre, the First Couple of competitive eating—a pair of sweetly manic retirees from the outskirts of Las Vegas. Carlene is a consistent top-five finisher, and Rich, nicknamed “The Locust,” holds records in Spam (6 pounds in 12 minutes), chili (one and a half gallons in 10 minutes), and corny dogs (18½ in 10 minutes).

Even the Locust’s accomplishments pale in comparison to America’s greatest eater, now sitting in the concrete bleachers, beaming, her ponytail held in place by two star-shaped barrettes. Sonya Thomas. Five feet five, 103 pounds. She calls herself “The Black Widow” because she gleefully devours the males; she may or may not be playing on an Asian stereotype. Her eating titles are so numerous that promoters list them alphabetically: asparagus, baked beans, chicken nuggets, chicken wings, eggs, fruitcake, giant burger, hamburger, jambalaya, Maine lobster, meatballs, oysters, pulled pork, quesadilla, sweet potato casserole, tacos, toasted ravioli, Turducken . . .

“BROTHERS AND SISTERS!”

It’s starting. The voice is miked up. It booms from the concrete expanse near the stretch of boardwalk called Muscle Beach, named after an outdoor gym where exhibitionists yank dumbbells. Beyond the gym, toward the beach, is a concrete amphitheater, with bleachers that face the stage and a stage that faces the Pacific. The stage sits directly underneath a giant concrete barbell, looming like a relic of some extinct bodybuilding race. The stage’s speakers broadcast the voice, which is saying:

“There are moments in our days when we are suddenly LOST!”

Conversations stop. One hundred and fifty curious heads swivel toward the man onstage in the dark blazer and the straw boater hat. This is the contest emcee: George Shea, chairman of the IFOCE, which bills itself as “the governing body of all stomach-centric sport.” His hands, clasped together over his crotch, hold a microphone. He looks down and widens his stance  dramatically as the opening lament of Moby’s “Natural Blues” emerges from the PA system.

“We hum along doing the million things that Americans do, and then suddenly we are STRUCK—”

A woman, excited, screams.

“—and we wonder why. There is no trigger. There is no reason. And yet there it is. Sadness. Isolation. Loss. Why?”

Shea pauses, then answers his question:

“Because the PURSUITS of our lives have OBSCURED our lives, ladies and gentlemen. It is not only the hustle and bustle, the cars, and the kids, the debts and the acquisitions—it is something more.”

Often, Shea refers to competitive eating as the country’s “fastest-growing sport,” and he likes to say, tongue two-thirds in cheek, that eating is now number five in America’s heart after baseball, basketball, football, and golf, having surpassed hockey and badminton. Today’s contest is just one of a hundred scheduled for 2005, up from about seventy in 2004. Prize pots surge, TV deals dangle . . .

“We cannot SEE!” Shea is saying. “We cannot HEAR! We cannot THINK! And that is why . . . she has come! Amid no fanfare whatsoever!

“A woman!” says Shea. “Grilling a cheese sandwich!”

The music shifts to a gentle adult contemporary track. George Shea bleeds all aggression from his voice.

“Ladies and gentlemen. It is said that pearls are the precipitate of sunlight, slowed and bent by the ocean until it forms a nugget of beauty inside the lowly mollusk. And likewise, this grilled cheese sandwich is the precipitate of the divine spirit”—and here the music shifts again, to a dark minor-key vamp, and Shea’s voice skews evil—“captured here on Earth in the most unlikely of places, delivered to us in the image of the Virgin Mary!”

Shea has sensitive features, an aristocratic nose, and neat black hair. Good-looking, compact. Perfect posture. His voice is melodious but powerful— precise, all syllables enunciated, with the pitch control of a cabaret singer and the gestural excess of a dinner-theater Hamlet.

“It is the bane of our species,” he says, “that we are warped most when we know it the least, ladies and gentlemen. It is time to put aside the pursuits that push us through our day, because this change is here today as an athletic  and religious experience. TODAY WE HOLD THE GOLDENPALACE.COM WORLD GRILLED CHEESE EATING CHAMPIONSHIP! An all-you-can-eat contest that will stand as an homage, as a recognition, a dramatic illustration of the message delivered [to] us by the Virgin Mary Grilled Cheese Sandwich!”

The music softens. Shea ushers onstage a representative of GoldenPalace.com, Steve Baker. Last November, GoldenPalace.com bought the sandwich for $28,000 on eBay, hoping to use it for promotional stunts like this one. Wearing a grubby sweatshirt, jeans, and two-day stubble, Baker raises the Virgin Mary Grilled Cheese above his head and proclaims:

“The Passion of the Toast lives.”

Baker steps down into the crowd, now a sea of limbs holding digicams and angling for a keepsake shot. He parades the sandwich, which Shea calls “the culinary version of the Shroud of Turin,” into the digicam throng, and then the sandwich is placed onto an easel, at the side of the stage, to make way for the gurgitators.

The eaters take their places at the long horizontal eating table one by one, accompanied by a rock song. The top eaters merit a sobriquet or a simple recitation of their feats: Carlene LeFevre becomes “the Martha Stewart of mastication”; the Spam record of husband Rich is heralded, to oohs and ahhs; “Jalapeno” Jed Donahue is announced as having swallowed 152 of his namesake peppers. Sonya Thomas is described as “a cross between Anna Kournikova, Billie Jean King, and a jackal wild on the Serengeti.” Other accomplished eaters include Long Island’s Don “Moses” Lerman, Zen master of raw butter, matzo balls, and baked beans; and Frank Wach, a Chicagoan and “a rookie out of the toasted ravioli circuit.” Eric “Badlands” Booker styles himself a rapper, and at every contest he treats the audience to a cut from his family-friendly, 100-percent-eating-themed LP, Hungry & Focused. Today he drops “The Sweet Science of Competitive Eating”:


I’ll be that top gurgitator extraordinaire,

one that eats to the beat in a flash and flair

eat you outta house and home, no thought or care

fridge empty, cupboards bare . . .

y’know my name, I got that fame

for cramming food down my esophageal drain . . .

Yo, when I say grill, y’ all say cheese!

Grill!

Cheese!

Grill!

Cheese!



The best introductions accompany the least accomplished eaters, because the newbies are blank slates, allowing Shea to concoct mythic pasts. “Captain” Cade Hardin, the audience learns, once ate twenty-two bowls of Captain Crunch cereal in three minutes, “but it ripped up the roof of his mouth, and he was traumatized, both physically and emotionally, and he left the competitive eating circuit for seventeen years,” says Shea. “Today, his first time back at the table, a round of applause for the bravery of this man.” The crowd duly applauds. One fresh-faced guy, the audience is told—to the strains of “Gangsta’s Paradise”—recently “consumed two rolls of unleavened bread,” says Shea. “And it raised in his stomach and created an enormous amount of pressure. And he fell to the ground writhing in what appeared to be pain. But when his family came to his side and knelt over him, they realized it was ecstasy I. FEEL. GOOD. FOR THE FIRST TIME IN MY LIFE. And his father . . . said, ‘Go, my son, join the EYE-EFF-OH-CEE-EEE. Join the eaters.’ And so he did, ladies and gentlemen. Twenty-eight years of age, Maaaaatt Simpsonnnnnnnnn!!!”

The best introduction belongs to Allen “The Shredder” Goldstein, a muscular up-and-comer from Long Island. He has coordinated an elaborate routine with Shea using the eighties hair-rock ballad “Sister Christian.” With the song’s dulcet piano intro as his backdrop, Shea tells the audience that despite Shredder’s Camaro-driving, iron-pumping ways, he has an “emotional side. A soft side that the WOMEN love . . . that’s right.” Shea times it so that when he says “right,” Night Ranger kicks into their famous pre-chorus vamp—“It’s trrooooo”—that rocks into the famous chorus:

“MO-TO-RIN’!”

Dun-dun-CHIK!

On the downstrokes of each electric guitar chug, Shea and Shredder, in unison, pump their fists and raise them skyward.

“WHAT’S! YOUR! PRICE! FOR FLIGHT!”

The swelling crowd—maybe 200 to 250 people now—laughs and cheers. They’re primed. So are the eaters. Minutes ago they saw the GoldenPalace.com guy unload the giant tray of sandwiches from his truck. The eaters gathered around, inspecting the material.

“I hope they’re greasy,” Carlene LeFevre said. “They’ll just slide right down.”

The eaters, all fifteen, stand next to each other at a long table on the stage. Each eater has two plates of five grilled cheese sandwiches in front of him, along with at least two cups of water—one for drinking, one for dunking. All of the top eaters pre-moisten their food by dunking, which eases the food’s journey down the esophagus and kick-starts digestion once it passes through the esophageal sphincter and into the stomach.

Their hands are not allowed to touch the food until Shea gives the word. He counts down from ten, and the crowd joins him: “Two . . . One . . . Go! Oh my good gracious, we have begun. But it is not simply a contest, it is a journey, my friends, a journey down the alimentary canal, a journey to self-discovery, self-realization. Eric ‘Badlands’ Booker, here at the center of the table. Sonya Thomas to his right and Ron Koch to her right. The big men, the two pillars of competitive eating, the two horsemen of the esophagus, ‘Hungry’ Charles Hardy and Edward ‘Cookie’ Jarvis, here at this portion of the table. . . .”

The eaters rip in, dunking the sandwiches in the water cups and cramming them mouthward with no regard for manners or decorum. Quick-staining cheeks go unwiped; grabby hands churn the food. As performers, the eaters are very Dizzy Gillespie—dimples plump, eyes laser-locked on the chow, never looking at the audience. Violent is a word that comes to mind. Assault is another. It’s scary, the suddenness with which the contest has morphed from chipper carny-barker mode to an insectoid (The Locust!) creepiness, the whole of sunny, chilled-out Southern Cal smushed to the length of this table. How can they not choke? How can they not explode?  Rich “The Locust” LeFevre, who looks like somebody’s geeky uncle with his big plastic glasses and gray comb-over, is particularly fearsome, splashing a several-foot-diameter area with his first thrust of bread into water, soaking his own shirt. He rotates the sandwich once it reaches his lips, twirls it like it’s corn on the cob, and mashes it inward, toward his pinker parts, the force spraying bits in a scatter pattern around his swampy water cup. He never alters his food-shoveling rhythm, a gluttonous metronome. There’s debris, lots of it. Little ropes of bread, cheese, and water leak and splash onto the tablecloth below. This is not normal.

After a minute or two, individual eating styles become easier to discern. Carlene LeFevre bobs her head up and down, like she’s listening to a Strokes song through a wireless brain transceiver, in a move that’s been dubbed “the Carlene Pop.” Badlands Booker listens to his own rap CD on his iPod. Standing at the center of the table, he finishes his first plate—that’s five sandwiches—at the 51-second mark. Badlands uses his copious blowfish cheeks to store the food. “Remember, ladies and gentlemen,” says Shea, “competitive eating is the battleground upon which Gaaawwd and Lucifer battle for men’s souls!”

And now, at the two-and-a-half-minute mark, Sonya Thomas has ten sandwiches down the hatch.

“Nostradamus, born in the early sixteenth century, actually mentioned the Grilled Cheese Championship in his poetic yet cryptic quatrains,” says Shea. “He said, ‘And at one point under the bright sky, they shall gather to eat, they shall gather to eat the cheese that has been pouched in bread and grilled!”

Six minutes left, and Shea has “never seen Eric with such rhythm.” But Sonya Thomas, Shea has already noted, “is moving very quickly, my friends.” Sonya eats with no recognizable style. She knows that style bleeds speed. She’s a machine. Efficient. Just flat fast. “Ladies and gentlemen,” says Shea, “the universe has no edge and no center, and like Sonya Thomas’s stomach, it is ever-expanding . . . Is she the best eater in the world? No. That is Kobayashi.” Shea is talking about Japan’s Takeru Kobayashi, who, in 2001, at the age of twenty-three, doubled the Nathan’s hot dog record. “Is she the best eater in America?” continues Shea. “Yes. Without question. Will I phrase everything hereto forward in the form of a question? No.”

Three minutes and thirty seconds left, and Sonya has a small but solid lead. The LeFevres, Badlands Booker, and “Jalapeno” Jed Donahue are still eating at full tilt, but the rest have started to fall off. “They face,” says Shea, “a mission similar to that of Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan—namely to balance the forces of inflation and deflation.” The outcome is certain, but there’s still drama in watching Sonya’s tally rise and rise. With a minute and thirty left, Shea loses it. He screams, “Oh! My! GOD! LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! HERE UNDER THE SUN, THE CLOUDS HAVE PARTED TO ALLOW US HERE TODAY TO DEMONSTRATE OUR COMMITMENT TO THE VIRGIN MARY AND TO VICTORY IN THE WORLD OF COMPETITIVE EATING! I AM ABSOLUTELY OVERWHELMED BY EMOTION! I HAVE NOT FELT THIS MUCH EMOTION SINCE THE BIRTH OF MY FIRST CHILD, A SON!”

Shea’s voice cracks with emotion.

“I am feeling the spirit overcome me, ladies and gentlemen! TWENTY-THREE GRILLED CHEESE SANDWICHES, SONYA THOMAS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!”

Shea starts speaking in tongues.

“Ten, nine, eight . . .”

A flurry of last-minute face-stuffing, then Shea ends it. “Put down your grilled cheeses. Oh. Oh. Oh. Just shake it off, ladies and gentlemen. I don’t remember a moment of it. I don’t remember . . .”

An IFOCE official goes from plate to plate, tallying sandwiches. In a slight upset, Carlene LeFevre has beaten the big boys from New York to take third place with just shy of twenty-one grilled cheeses. She giggles, raises her hand in acknowledgment of the crowd, then leans over and wipes her mouth on her husband’s shirt. Jed Donahue and Rich LeFevre, both on the slim side, tie for second with twenty-three sandwiches. Sonya Thomas, of course, takes first with twenty-five. “That’s the fifth time I’ve come in second to Sonya,” says Rich LeFevre. “It’s getting boring.”

George Shea presents Sonya with the championship belt that says WORLD GRILLED CHEESE EATING CHAMPION in gold letters. She holds it up high above her head and grins for the cameras. Then she reaches down, grabs her twenty-sixth grilled cheese, takes a ponderous bite, and laughs.


1

IN GORGING, TRUTH

THE DAY AFTER George W. Bush won his second term, a friend of mine e-mailed me, “How about this as a possible theme for your book?”


americans are big, fat, infantile, stupid assholes who love to shovel shit down their throats, and so to shovel more shit down one’s throat than any other is to be truly king of america.



At that point I had been covering eating contests for three months. In the thick of a nasty presidential election and a dumb bloody war fueled by certain American appetites, I had been humping around the country on Southwest Airlines, taking notes on the exploits of professional gluttons. It was hard not to make the connection. One Saturday in October, I flew to Jackson, Mississippi, for a Krystal-brand hamburger contest. When I woke up the next morning in my Red Roof Inn in an asphalt no-man’s-land next to a Whataburger franchise (TRY OUR TRIPLE MEAT AND TRIPLE CHEESE), an anonymous Bush adviser informed me, via the online New York Times, “We’re an empire now,” and anyone who didn’t agree was “in what we call the reality-based community.” The adviser said that “when we act, we create our own reality. . . . We’re history’s actors . . . and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.” Pass the gravy, suckers. I walked fifty yards to the Waffle House and ate my reality-based eggs along with fifteen or twenty other Jacksonians, all of them non-historical actors like me. Somebody had left a Clarion-Ledger on the counter, with headlines like N. KOREAN NUKES LIKELY POWELL TOPIC AND UTAH BIOWEAPONS TEST SITE TO GROW. I walked  to the fair, where the Federation’s gurgitators1 visited terrible indignities upon their hamburgers under a sweltering sun. In the bleachers, I talked to a man with one tooth who said he eats all day and never gets full. I met two men from Texas who’d driven eleven hours to compete here. “I think it’s sort of a celebration,” said one. “A celebration of our prosperity. We’re able to do this, so we might as well do it, I guess.” After the contest, the TV cameras descended upon Nick Blackburn, a roly-poly local who had placed third. I interviewed his loudest supporter, a youngish guy with black spiky hair, who said he was Nick’s pastor. If Christ happened upon an eating contest, I asked, what would Jesus do? “God knows our heart,” the pastor said. “He judges what’s in our hearts, not the stupid things we do.” He laughed. “If he did that, we’d all be in trouble.”

The Federation’s critics are easy to find, having left a trail of acerbic, disapproving quotes in thousands of newspaper and wire stories about competitive eating. Food historians like Barbara Haber (“It’s the fall of Rome, my dear”) and physicians like the Harvard Medical School’s George Blackburn (“This is sick, abnormal behavior”) have lined up to take a whack, as have foreign critics such as The Guardian, which in the same 2002 article that quoted Blackburn called competitive eating “a sport for our degraded times” and connected its rise to “an unprecedented boom in the American economy fuelled by rampant consumption.” In 2003, consumer advocate Ralph Nader sounded the alarm about four “signs of societal decay”: three involved corporate greed and congressional gerrymandering, and the fourth was competitive eating. The Federation’s chairman, George Shea, responded to Nader by talking up his Turducken contest. A Turducken is a chicken stuffed into a duck stuffed into a turkey. Shea called his contest “the first real advancement in Thanksgiving since the Indians sat down with the Pilgrims.” Shea’s counterattacks tend to mix deadpan charm and gentle mockery. “There are those who object to our sport,” Shea told me when I  asked if it was wise to promote gluttony in the fattest nation on earth,2 “and for the moment I’d like to refer to them as,” and Shea’s voice sped up and dropped a half-octave to let me in on the joke, “knee-jerk reactionaries and philistines.” He continued, normal-voiced, “A lot of people have had trouble separating this superficial visual of people stuffing their faces with large quantities of food with the stereotype of the Ugly American. That is not where I am. I see beauty. I see physical poetry.”

Poetry, exactly. Shea’s eating contests were poetic in their blatancy, their brazen mixture of every American trait that seemed to terrify the rest of the planet: our hunger for natural resources that may melt the ice caps and flood Europe, our hunger for cheap thrills that turns Muslim swing voters into car bombers.3 If anti-American zealots anywhere in the world wanted to perform a minstrel show of our culture, this is what they’d come up with. Competitive eating was a symbolic hairball coughed up by the American id. It was meaningful like a tumor was meaningful. It seemed to have a purpose, a message, and its message was this: Look upon our gurgitators, ye Mighty, and despair. Behold these new supergluttons, these ambassadors of the American appetite, these horsemen of the esophagus.

There was a time, of course—a year and fifteen pounds ago—when I didn’t watch people gorge themselves in public and try to figure out what it meant, or if it meant anything at all. I was a serious journalist with a good job. I wrote for a magazine in Philadelphia. I wrote about doctors, developers, politicians, and the occasional eccentric who wanted to change the world. I had never heard of the Belt of Fat Theory. I couldn’t tell the difference between “Hungry” Charles Hardy and Hungry Hungry Hippo. I couldn’t rap a single verse of competitive-eating-themed hip-hop. The only thing I knew about competitive eating was what everybody else knows: that every year, some skinny Japanese guy kicks all of our American asses in hot dogs.

I was okay with all of that.

Then, one day in the summer of 2004, while using my magazine’s Internet connection to distract myself from thinking about my doctors and developers and politicians and eccentrics who wanted to change the world, I came across the Federation’s website, ifoce.com.

The outer rim of the donut hole.

Across the top of the page, a banner spelled out INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION OF COMPETITIVE EATING. The site’s design was unremarkable except for an illustration on the page’s upper left: a heraldic seal with two facing lions. Upon closer inspection, the lions were eating a hot dog from both ends while pawing tubes of mustard and ketchup that crossed, like swords, to form an X. A Latin inscription read IN VORO VERITAS.

In Gorging, Truth.

I clicked “Media Inquiries.”

Within a day or two I got a call back from Rich Shea, younger brother of George Shea. In the meantime I had done some more reading. I had discovered that my hometown, Philly, hosted an annual chicken-wing contest called Wing Bowl. A couple of times since I had moved to Philly, friends and strangers had tried to tell me about Wing Bowl, but I must have blown them off. On the phone, Rich Shea explained the significance of Wing Bowl’s greatest champion, a truck driver named Bill “El Wingador” Simmons. “Wingador’s done a lot for competitive eating, certainly in Philly,” Rich said. “So, you know, he could be the Moses Malone—did Moses Malone play for the Sixers? He could be the Doctor J”—he paused, thought of something better—“the G. Love and Special Wing Sauce of competitive eating.” He laughed.

Rich talked quickly and thought quickly. He explained that he and his brother maintained a public relations firm in New York—Shea Communications—and their bread-and-butter clients were legitimate types like detectives and commercial real estate managers. The Federation was a separate track of the business, run from the same loft office in Chelsea. The Sheas got into the eating game in the late eighties, when both of them graduated from college, one after the other, and went to work in New York City for two old-school PR guys from the era when PR guys were called “press agents.” The two old-school PR guys were the ones who invented the biggest eating contest in the world, the Nathan’s Famous Hot Dog contest,  back in the 1970s. The brothers eventually took over the Nathan’s account and formed the Federation in 1997 with the goal of extruding that single hot dog contest into a gluttonous empire.

And they were getting close. The Federation claimed to have 300 active eater-members. Rich said that by the end of 2004, the Federation would have sanctioned about seventy-five contests that year, anywhere from three to ten per month. This was in addition to a handful of non-Federation contests that came in two flavors: indie and bootleg. The indie contests—one or two per month—were organized under the umbrella of an offshoot league called the Association of Independent Competitive Eaters, or AICE. Because AICE was newer, its contests were far smaller than the Federation’s. As for the bootleg contests, they were harder to characterize: dozens, maybe hundreds, of minor spectacles at low-rent venues, at America’s crummy bars, small-town carnivals, drive-time radio stations.

Eaters had options, but there was a catch. They couldn’t mix and match. The Federation required its top talent to sign exclusive eighteen-month management contracts, and it had not been reluctant to shoot off cease-and-desist letters to wayward eaters it suspected of breaching the contract. Ambitious eaters—those who desired the imprimatur of a league—were therefore forced to pick either AICE or the Federation. Most eaters went with the Federation because it was bigger in every way: bigger stage, bigger money, bigger media. The Federation contests were sponsored by food companies, mostly, but also by municipal festivals and casinos on Indian reservations. The Sheas earned a per-contest fee from each sponsor, usually in the mid-four to low-five figures. The sponsors also put up the prize money, which Rich described as “a thousand dollars here, a thousand dollars there.” In 2004, the total cash prize money was more than $60,000, of which the top American eater, Sonya Thomas, took home at least $17,000, plus a car—but the prizes, the number of contests, and the fan base were all growing; in 2005, sponsors would dole out more than $160,000, and Sonya would double her cash winnings. “It appeals to our competitive nature,” Rich told me, adding, “You could also argue it’s packaging and promotion and marketing. We’ve been very careful with how we’ve presented it.” The Shea brothers had targeted “that guy demo,” landing the horny eighteen-to-thirty-four set that loved Maxim and FHM. Capturing the guy demo allowed them to pitch eating  specials to the Travel Channel, the Food Network, the Discovery Channel, and even such bigger fish as Fox. In 2004, ESPN scored 765,000 household viewers for its first live broadcast of the Nathan’s contest.

Eventually, said Rich, he and his brother hoped to convert eating from a hobby into a professional sport, like bass fishing. “That’s sort of the curve we’re looking at,” Rich said.

He didn’t mention it, but in 2001, the B.A.S.S. league sold to ESPN for a purported $35 million.

Eating contests weren’t invented by the Shea brothers or their mentors, or even by Americans. Anthropological studies and old copies of scurrilous newspapers suggest that the will to gorge is universal. Speed and volume competitions pop up in Greek myth, in the Eddas of Norse myth,4 and even in what may be mankind’s first novel, Apuleius’s Golden Ass, written in the second century A.D.: “Last night at supper, I was challenged to an eating race by some people at my table and tried to swallow too large a mouthful of polenta cheese.” (Choking ensued.) Ethnographies show that eating contests were regular events at lavish Native American potlatch feasts, and there’s historical evidence of rice contests in Japan, beefsteak contests in Britain, mango contests in India. Even in France, that supposed bastion of foody sanity, les goinfres (pigs) compete to pound le fromage at seasonal festivals.

We’re different because we have more of it, more types of contests in more places. We do it broader and bigger, and unlike the British, the French, and the Germans—whose health ministry explicitly condemned the German variation of eating contests, called Wettessen, in a letter to a researcher of mine—we make no apologies. We unabashedly marry the public-gorging impulse to our most sacred American rituals (the catching of the greased pig followed by the pie contest followed by the reading of the Declaration of Independence on the Fourth of July) and give organized gluttony an iconic role in our most iconic movies. One of the feel-good pinnacles of Cool Hand Luke, Paul Newman’s epic prison flick, is the scene in which Luke wins over his fellow prisoners by declaring, casually, that he can eat fifty hardboiled  eggs—“Yeah, well, it’ll be somethin’ to do,” says Luke—commencing days of fevered speculation, betting, logistical preparation, training meals, and exercise leading up to the eventual eating performance itself. Luke eats the fifty eggs, winning his buddy Dragline a ton of cash and triumphing existentially over his captors by making prison seem like fun. Also uplifting, though in a different sense, is the infamous blueberry-pie-eating scene in Stand by Me. A young boy in a small town, cruelly nicknamed “Lardass” and taunted by classmates and adults alike, gets revenge by entering a pie contest and vomiting on one of his competitors. Lardass ignites a chain reaction: “Girlfriends barfed on boyfriends. Kids barfed on their parents. A fat lady barfed in her purse. The Donnelly twins barfed on each other. And the Women’s Auxiliary barfed all over the Benevolent Order of Antelopes . . .”

I never found a newspaper clipping that described a “total barf-o-rama” like the one in Stand by Me, but minus the barf-o-rama, it could be any contest in any small town. Prison masculinity tests like the one in Cool Hand Luke also have a basis in reality, if my interview with a Baltimore gurgitator nicknamed Tony Hustle, formerly incarcerated in the state of Maryland for armed robbery, is any indication. When it comes to contest lore, fact trumps fiction. The great Damon Runyon, the bard of 1920s Broadway, staged a fictional eating contest for his short story “A Piece of Pie,” but for my money, his nonfiction account of an eating contest in the March 5, 1920, New York American is more pleasurable. Runyon, reporting from the Yankees training camp in Florida, describes preparations for a “gustatory grapple” between the sportswriters (especially a top eater-scribe named Irwin Cobb) and the ballplayers (primarily Babe Ruth, for obvious reasons):


It was decided that Mr. Cobb should start from scratch with Ruth, and that they shall spot their competitors one Virginia ham each, and a double porterhouse. George Mogridge, who is managing Ruth, insisted on a rule that Mr. Cobb shall not be permitted to tell any stories during the encounter, as George says his man cannot do a menu justice if he has to stop and laugh, while Mr. Cobb’s ability to laugh and eat at the same time is well known. He can emit a raucous guffaw and chamber a Dill pickle simultaneously.



Maybe because of the nature of the subject, it’s impossible to find a boring account of an eating contest, even if you go all the way back to the beginning—back as far as 1793, when a newspaper in York, Pennsylvania, noted that “two young men of this County, an hour after dining, undertook to eat twenty-four ginger Cakes each, to have them gratis provided they accomplished it.” In sclerotic nineteenth-century New York City, fat mayors and even fatter aldermen settled bets with their jaws while corrupt Tammany Hall racketeers treated their armies of tenement dwellers to pie-eating contests at lavish picnics. On the ambrosial frontier of pre-smog Los Angeles, a gold-rusher’s daughter challenged her friends to “an eating race” of peaches, while on the mean, fallen frontier, in the mining town of Galena, Montana, the Fourth of July “was ushered in by the booming of giant powder which shook the buildings from roof to basement,” followed by “the soupeating contest between Sperindo Perrcri, superintendent of the Savage mine, and Defenbaugh, watchman at the Red Cloud, for the championship of the Hills and a silver-striking hammer.” The contests belched out the fierce impulses of a new country. By the turn of the century, every town from Rolla, Missouri, to Bountiful, Utah, speed-ate pies on the Fourth. Contests attracted chowhounds from the most dignified institutions (academia, the church, the military5) and lifted nobodies to mythic heights.6 An eating contest was a natural icebreaker for picnics, summer camps, and county fairs because it swallowed people’s differences in its broad, low humor—though there was a certain breed of contest that did the exact opposite, that heightened differences, and cruelly so. From the late nineteenth century through the Great Depression, whites recruited blacks—often little kids—to eat watermelons. The supposed voracity of the black appetite had its roots in the minstrel-show tradition, NO MINSTREL SHOW, IF YOU PLEASE, protested one conservative7 black newspaper in 1922: “The comic supplement Negro, the water melon eating Negro, is the one which our enemies would have us resemble.”

As America grew more body-conscious, the stigma of public gluttony spread to whites. In 1946, the wife of the Army’s top eater, PFC Chester Salvatori, divorced him “on grounds of cruelty” because she was “humiliated by the publicity that came from her husband’s feats in eating,” according to a wire story. Once the occasion for manly pride, eating contests now faded into the hidden recesses of personal biography, to be trotted out later for laughs should the person become famous, as in the case of Colonel Parker (whose biographer notes that he promoted a contest, once, before he met Elvis), and the segregationist George Wallace (who is shown at a pie contest in an old college snapshot, gazing “pensively at the floor,” according to a biographer), and even Al Gore Jr., whose eventual political profilers couldn’t resist noting that a young Al Gore, working as a cub reporter in Tennessee, once reported on a Whopper-eating contest at Burger King.8

Eating contests lost their swagger. Adults ceded the competition table to little kids and frat boys. Contests grew stunty and tame.

And then the Federation came along, and eating contests became big and dangerous and wild again. Into the delicate ecosystem of American gurgitation, the Federation introduced several new elements: first, a full-time promoter—the Shea brothers—and, second, a core group of pioneering gurgitators, the first people in history to self-identify as professional eaters. “We did all the footwork years ago,” as “Hungry” Charles Hardy told me. “Traveling here, traveling there. We didn’t really make no kinda money. We pretty much took it to where it was today.”

I started calling eaters in September 2004, starting with the veterans like Hardy and Ed “Cookie” Jarvis and Don “Moses” Lerman. They all said they were amazed by eating’s trajectory, its quick-rising legitimacy. “The life has been a lot better, eating on the circuit,” Hardy said, owing to the uptick in  prize pots. Ed Jarvis said, “Let’s face it. We’re on ESPN. If that’s not professional sports, I don’t know what is.” Don Lerman said, “I think in three years it’ll be as big as PGA golf. In five years it may be in the Olympics.”9 The one eater to offer me a reality check was Arnie “Chowhound” Chapman, the renegade with the league of his own. He told me he wanted eating to be chilled-out and shticky, not corporate. Arnie was the bizarro-world version of the Federation guys, believing them all delusional and the Federation morally depraved. “The elite eaters,” Arnie said, “they’re addicted to adulation, they’re addicted to publicity.”

Arnie was half right. There were definite hints of pride and obsession in those early calls, not least in Arnie’s own anti-Federation spiel. Ed said he maintained a trophy room. “It’s like a shrine,” Ed said. “I mean, people look in and they’re like, ‘God.’” Don had a trophy room, too. And a weight problem. “Since I’m thirty, I’ve been fighting obesity,” Don said. Ed was pushing four hundred and also trying to lose weight,10 The day I talked to him, he was pondering an upcoming cannoli contest. Ed was the cannoli champ, but was thinking about not defending his title. “It’s rough on the body,” he said. “One, you’re eating 11,000 calories. Two, there’s no money. Three, all that said, the bottom line is ‘What am I doing this for?’ I’m basically putting 11,000 calories into my body with the chance I could get hurt. What for? There’s gotta be a cause.” Even Arnie admitted, “I’m even a little concerned about myself. I’m now 245 pounds. I’ve never been that heavy before.”

Slander, rivalry, hubris, recklessness: that was half of the Shakespearean palette, the exact half you’d expect to find in a group of pro gluttons. But the more eaters I called, and the more I pushed past their immediate need to impress upon me that they weren’t a bunch of freaks, the more I saw that they really weren’t. I got a sense of the other half of the palette, the subtler shades. With a few conspicuous exceptions, the eaters didn’t seem to be lifelong publicity hounds or career eccentrics. They had wives and kids. They had jobs as construction workers, social workers, bankers, engineers, lawyers. I would come to know them as genuinely sweet and generous guys, most of them. Except for their collective waist size, they were as averagely American as the Americans in campaign commercials. They had to know that competitive eating was a marketing ploy, and yet—out of some psychic contortion it was too soon for me to guess at—rarely spoke of it that way. Eating, to them, wasn’t a ploy. It was fun. It was a chance to compete, to travel the country and make a little money, or at least break even. It was a chance to be on ESPN.

How many people get to be on ESPN?

And beyond the obvious rewards were the intangibles, borne of the fact that eating was a community, one with its own distinct interior culture, its own goals and sacred controversies. (The controversies, if anything, legitimize the community, as sociologist Gary Alan Fine told me: “It means . . . there are some things that matter.”) Charles Hardy, who in a few months would tattoo the letters “IFOCE” on his right bicep, said, “We’re like one big family.” Ed Jarvis said, “I’m with a group, not by myself . . . It’s nice to have a group.” They readily talked trash and bestowed compliments, too. He’s fast (said Don of Ed), he’s got capacity, he’s got technique, “he believes in what he does.” Belief/believes/believer. The eaters kept conjugating that word. I talked to another eater, twenty-seven-year-old Tim “Eater X” Janus, who told me the story of the first time George Shea offered to pay for his hotel room at an out-of-state contest. “I was pretty flattered, actually,” Tim said. “I knew it could lead to big things . . . I don’t know, it’s just neat to see people believe in you, for anything, really.”

It didn’t seem that it could be so welcoming, this weird little corner of the culture, but there it was, warm and cozy, teeming with improbably hopeful activity. In The Control of Nature, John McPhee writes that the founders of  New Orleans built a city “where almost any camper would be loath to pitch a tent.” Here on the pro gluttony circuit, atop the same cultural terrain that made me feel, in my bitterest moments, ashamed to be an American, the eaters were planting their dearest desires—for fair and honest competition, for a pat on the back, to get noticed, to prove themselves, to make their kids and spouses proud.

Life/liberty/pursuit of happiness by way of eating/shitting/vomiting/shilling.

In Gorging, Truth.

Could it work?

Could the eaters really draw blood from this stone? Could they extract, from this grotesque spectacle, meaning? And if they could, did that mean the spectacle wasn’t as grotesque as it seemed to someone like me, looking in from the outside? Was there something nourishing hidden within American trash culture?

Look, to be clear: these were my own existential questions. Not the eaters’. The eaters weren’t staying up nights wondering if they could extract meaning from the grotesque. Eating wasn’t grotesque, it was cool, and if the eaters did stay up nights, it was to trade stomach-stretching techniques on the phone or check the latest eating gossip on beautifulbrian.com.

This is where we converged. Seriousness. The eaters took eating seriously—they trained, they spent their money and time, risked their health and their relationships—and I felt like I should take eating as seriously as they did. That didn’t mean adopting a persona and joining the circuit as a gurgitator, although once, at a pastrami contest at New York’s Second Avenue Deli, I did step up to the competition table myself, about which the less said the better.11

No: serious, to me, meant, on a basic level, going to a ton of contests.  Starting with a Krystal hamburger qualifier in Knoxville, Tennessee, on September 19, 2004, and ending with a blueberry pie contest in Machias, Maine, on August 20, 2005, I would eventually attend twenty-seven eating contests in thirteen states and two continents, including seventeen Federation contests, five AICE contests, two local TV contests, one sports radio contest, one contest sponsored by a United Church of Christ congregation, and one contest organized by a Japanese weatherman. I would attend, for instance, four Krystal hamburger events and five Nathan’s hot-dog events. I would attend the Gameworks World Tex Mex Roll-Eating Championship Presented by Great Lakes Crossing at the Great Lakes Crossing Mall in Auburn Hills, Michigan. The World’s Greatest Shoo-Fly Pie-Eating Championship at the Rockvale Outlets in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. The ACME World Oyster Eating Championship in Metairie, Louisiana. The World Cheesecake-Eating Championship in Brooklyn. The Entenmann’s Pies Thanksgiving Invitational in the Chelsea district of New York City. The Ball Park Fiesta Bowl National Hot Dog Eating Championship in Tempe, Arizona. The Third Annual International Chili Society’s World Championship Chili Eating Contest at Mandalay Bay Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. And after enough contests, after filling enough notebooks with columns of numbers signifying quantities of meats and sweets, I would become akin to an actual serious beat reporter covering an actual serious beat—which was my goal starting out. I wanted the coverage itself, not just the effort, to be serious. I wanted to cover eating as if it were important. Not mock-important.12 Truly important.

It was possible, of course, that it wasn’t important—that it was all just empty calories, signifying nothing. It was possible that the eaters weren’t harbingers of the coming apocalypse, just an excuse for headline writers to make bad puns. Appetite for Destruction. Cool Hand Puke. Lord of the  Wings.13 Wing Eaters Peck for Position. Frankly Speaking. Great Balls of Matzo. Getting Stuffed.14 A Competitor With Guts. Big Eater Can Stomach the Competition. Man Bites Dogs, Over and Over. She Meats Expectations. This isn’t a knock on reporters—I am one—but, for most of us, an eating piece isn’t a project, it’s a blessed break from other projects, which is why eating always gets shoehorned into a few standard and easy-to-pull-off formats: (1) the shlocky thirty-second “brite” segment at the end of a local newscast; (2) the half-playful, half-serious newspaper feature; (3) the puffy, sprawling alt-weekly profile of the alt-weekly’s town’s most prominent eater; or (4) the stripped-down News of the Weird brief sandwiched contextless between other, wildly unrelated briefs.15

And they fail. They all fail to capture the mad galumphing experience of an eating contest, a really good one, when the crowd’s into it, gawking, screaming, and the food’s detonated on contact with a merciless line of teeth and jaws, and Shea’s on his game—we cannot SEE, we cannot HEAR, we need something MORE!—and when, scanning the crowd’s faces, I can tell that we’re all feeling something, something intense, maybe revulsion, maybe joy, maybe just a deep curiosity, but it’s more than can be expressed in a thirty-second brite or a fifty-word brief. Whatever’s happening doesn’t feel shabby or small, but instead—I swear to the Virgin Mary Grilled Cheese—broad and big and consequential, as though America has vomited up its deepest hope and deepest dread in one place and now something worthwhile having to do with this big, fat, infantile, stupid country can be learned, or accomplished. The whole goopy range of it, everything that makes America so undeniably great and infuriating, loved and hated, everything that makes me want to buy a ranch in Montana one day and move to Scandinavia the next: a cross-section of the promise and the threat we represent to the world and to ourselves.

I wanted to capture that range. And I wanted to do it by writing about the eaters, who were living it. That meant I needed eaters of a certain type. Eaters who embodied eating’s risks (meaning they competed often enough to strain their bodies) and also its rewards (meaning they were talented and high-ranked). I needed eaters with a good chance of transcending the pro circuit’s intrinsic comedy, tragedy, slander, and bad food to achieve true athletic grace, maybe even redemption.

I found three of the lucky ones, and latched on.

I’m talking about Bill “EI Wingador” Simmons, chicken-wing champion of the world. I’m talking about Tim “Eater X” Janus, tiramisu-eating champion of the world.

I’m talking, especially, about David “Coondog” O’Karma, tag-team bratwurst champion of Canton, Ohio.



1 The word “gurgitator” is actually a registered trademark of the Federation, but, perhaps owing to its dull-edged awkwardness, the competitors preferred to call themselves “eaters.” The fan site trencherwomen.com later made the term gendered, separating “gurgitators” (men) from “gurgitrices” (women), though the proper word probably should have been “gurgitatrices.”

2 Now that residents of several E.U. countries have been found to be more obese than Americans, and obesity panics have taken hold in Britain and France, any Europeans who mock the girth of our nation are merely throwing stones at fat houses. Luckily for them, American-style eating contests are still totally mockable.

3 Not to mention the contests’ wankish indifference to the 800 million global hungry and also the 12 percent of American households our own Department of Agriculture considers “food insecure.”

4 The god Loki loses to a giant. Both eat all of their meat, but the giant eats his plate, too, proving that competitive eating really does have a strategic component.

5 U.S. troops have battled with food on navy battleships and inside Trident nuclear submarines; they have staged eating contests while stationed in Paris in 1918 (pie), Italy in 1945 (pie), Vietnam in 1968 (eggs), and Beirut in 1984 (dog biscuits).

6 The eating prowess of “Honest Red” Dugan, a poor Lower Manhattan cabdriver who died in 1911, scored him a Times obituary longer than that of most congressmen.

7 So conservative, in fact, that it had refused to criticize the governor of Missouri when he vetoed an anti-lynching bill.

8 Gore’s fastidious coverage of the event (“one of the contestants regurgitated his first three Whoppers on the table and dampened the morale of his competitors”) was later interpreted by one profiler as proof of Gore’s resolve not to skate by on merely his “pedigree” and his “cum laude Ivy League diploma,” and to get his hands dirty by taking on what the profiler called “stories like that.” It was seen to be revealing of his inner character, which is probably why it was so much fun to learn, from the Los Angeles Times in early 2006, that the disgraced lobbyist Jack Abramoff, who elevated mere conflict of interest to a lucrative criminal art, once organized “a Quarter Pounder-eating contest at a McDonald’s, with some proceeds going to the American Cancer Society”—a fundraising effort that the Wonkette web log called “uniquely ironic.”

9 As a publicity stunt for a Spam-eating contest, George Shea once arranged an Olympic-style “torch run” using a can of Spam mounted on a chair leg. He later told the Washington Post it was “the first-ever meat-based torch run in the United States, if not the world.” He also claimed to have lobbied unsuccessfully for eating’s inclusion in the Olympics: “I strongly believe that we have overtaken curling in the overall pantheon of sports,” he told the McGill Daily (whose interviewer, by the way, had decided to call Shea after “musing about what could be accomplished in the world if all the money spent on eating contests in the U.S. per year were to be diverted toward, say, treating preventable disease in sub-Saharan Africa,” only to be wooed by Shea’s deadpan savvy into publishing a full Q&A of their exchange), “and I think tennis is next.”

10 Caveat: pinning down an eater’s poundage is more difficult than it may seem. One reason is that the eaters’ weights fluctuate significantly; Don “Moses” Lerman has weighed as much as 250 pounds and as little as 142. Also, the official “weigh-in” ceremonies have been known to produce odd numbers, and the IFOCE’s “bib sheets,” which list eaters’ weights and heights, are rarely updated. Absent any canonical source, I tend to trust what the eaters tell me. Still, all weights in this book should be considered estimates.

11 Okay, I’ll say this: prior to the contest, I agonized about how far I should push myself—i.e., whether it was the better part of valor to stop if I felt like I was about to vomit, or to keep going, so as to more fully empathize with the discomfort my subjects often endure. As it turned out, owing to the chewiness of the meat and also my inability to resist the urge, every ten seconds or so, to pick up a napkin and wipe my face, I ended up eating one sandwich in ten minutes. One.

12 The New York Post’s Gersh Kuntzman, writing in the IFOCE’s newsletter The Gurgitator (“Life on the Circuit”): “ . . . the Land of the Rising Bun is the one remaining breeding ground for the next generation of gustatory gladiators. Whether it’s in their elementary schools, where kids learn about the legendary eaters like Nakajima, Shirota, and Arai, or in the buffet academies, where potential stars are groomed for eating greatness, Japan prepares while the rest of the world errs . . .”

13 The title, I’m sad to say, of my own article about the Philadelphia Wing Bowl.

14 There’s a definite and creepy sexual subtext to some of the headlines, a gleeful, violative aggression; somebody once told a friend of mine that he hated this book’s title because it seemed like someone was “getting orally raped.”

15 Page 6 news briefs, Ottawa Sun, November 27, 2005: (1) Toronto boy falls off a building and dies; (2) Colorado teen faces a year in prison for hitting and killing a bicyclist “while text-messaging”; (3) Sonya Thomas eats a Thanksgiving turkey in twelve minutes; (4) tribal leaders in South Africa oppose government’s outlawing of virginity tests for young girls.
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