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Introduction

Ever since Neanderthal Man first discovered that the flesh of animals, birds and sea creatures had the potential for making a more substantial meal than leaves and berries and also went much better with a nice Merlot, the culinary world has produced some staggering creations which could best be described as ‘acquired tastes’.

The Roman Empire was built on such delicacies as boiled flamingo, grilled cow’s womb and calf brain custard while a favourite roast dish in Tudor England was cockenthrice where the head and upper body of a pig was carefully stitched on to the lower body and legs of a turkey. Meanwhile in Switzerland it used to be traditional to eat cats at Christmas, giving rise to the Swiss saying ‘A pet is not just for Christmas – if you’re lucky there’ll be some left over for Boxing Day’.

When the Prussian Army encircled Paris in 1870, cutting off food supplies, as many as 70,000 horses in the city were slaughtered for their meat. Champion racehorses did not survive the chop either and when the supply of horse was exhausted, chefs got creative with vermin and pets.

 

One Latin Quarter menu offered:

Consommé de cheval au millet
(horse soup with millet)

Brochettes de foie de chien à la maître d’hôtel
(dog liver)

Emincés de râbles de chat sauce mayonnaise
(sliced saddle of cat with mayo)

Epaule de filet de chien sauce tomate
(shoulder of dog in a tomato sauce)

Civet de chat aux champignons
(cat stew with mushrooms)

Côtelettes de chien aux petits pois
(dog chops with peas)

Salmis de rat à la Robert
(rat stew)

Gigots de chien flanqués de ratons avec sauce poivrade
(dog leg with a pepper sauce and rat garnish)

Plum pudding au rhum et à la Moelle de Cheval
(plum pudding with horse marrow sauce)

 

As the siege entered a third month at the end of the year, hungry Parisians turned their attention to the city zoo where the animals were no longer able to be fed. Antelope, camels, yaks and zebras were the first to be killed and even the zoo’s two elephants, Castor and Pollux, ended up at the dinner table. A butcher named Deboos paid 27,000 francs for the pair and went on to sell the various body parts for up to 14 francs a pound with the trunks fetching as much as 45 francs a pound. Unlikely as it may seem, someone had obviously tasted elephant before and considered the trunk to be a delicacy. However, the general impression was distinctly underwhelming. One diner complained that his slice of elephant was ‘tough, coarse and oily’ and not a patch on beef or mutton. It was with some irony therefore that elephant meat was declared to be totally forgettable.

A few zoo animals were spared. Monkeys were considered to be so close to humans that eating them would be akin to cannibalism; lions and tigers were too dangerous to approach and kill, and the hippopotamus escaped because the price of 80,000 francs demanded for it was too expensive for any butcher. Thus a Christmas menu in an upmarket Parisian restaurant for the ninety-ninth day of the siege offered such mouth-watering festive dishes as stuffed donkey’s head, elephant consommé, roast camel, kangaroo stew, antelope terrine, bear ribs, and wolf haunch in deer sauce. Fortunately the establishment still had some expensive wines in the cellar to mask the taste.

Today there are dozens of traditional local dishes adding weight to the old adage that one man’s meat is another man’s poison. Those with an adventurous mindset and a robust life insurance policy can eat yak penis and tuna eyeball (China), the still-beating heart of a freshly killed snake (Vietnam), sheep’s head (Norway), raw puffin heart (Iceland), fried tarantula (Cambodia), duck embryo (Philippines), boiled gannet (Scotland’s Western Isles), bull’s testicles (United States) or mouse kebabs (Malawi), perhaps followed by some live maggot-infested cheese from Sardinia and washed down by a bottle of Ttongsul, a Korean wine made from human faeces.

So why not try some of the unusual and often challenging recipes listed here? If only to ensure that certain dinner party guests will never visit again.
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