
like its predecessor provides a highly
readable and entertaining account of the
preoccupations of a man who eats for a
living. 
Like all good columnists, Steingarten

has an unmistakable voice that expresses
strong opinions and obsessive in-
terests ranging from the scientific
to the commonplace—and a ready
wit he calls upon to shoot down the
strong opinions and obsessions of
others. Fond of chic and expensive
salts harvested from exotic parts of
the world, for example, he is dis-
mayed by the charges of a scientist
who claims there is no di≠erence
between designer salt and what you
can buy at the supermarket. “Some-
one has thrown a stink bomb into
our midst,” Steingarten declaims,
and goes on to challenge the spoiler
by scouring the scientific litera-
ture, orchestrating rather light-
hearted double-blind taste tests,
and most of all by pressing us with
his own particular biases—all his

recognizable trade-
mark techniques.
In many of his

pieces, he exhibits
just enough self-
deprecation to be
irresistibly charm-
ing and amusing.

Upon being told by a physician friend to
take some medicine on an empty stom-
ach, he retorts, “Ha, ha. When was the
last time either of us had an empty stom-
ach?” Even more endearing is the fact
that Steingarten is no food snob, but

readily admits to a great fondness for
treats like “fun-size” Milky Ways and
Fritos. This is not to say that he over-
looks the best the world has to o≠er, in-
cluding such delicacies as French fruit
tarts or Beluga caviar, but only to flaunt
his impeccable credentials for writing
about food: both a large and an inclusive
appetite. He is the first to say that such
qualities are mandatory requirements for
his chosen field.
To this end he has invented the term

Calamari Index, or C.I.—explained in the
introduction as a measurement of how
Americans have progressed as eaters over

Life on the Culinary Edge
An omnivore’s world of food

by barbara haber

hen je≠rey l. steingarten switched careers in 1989,

leaving the profession of law to join Voguemagazine as

its resident food critic, he had at last found his true

vocation. His new book, It Must’ve Been Something I Ate:

The Return of the Man Who Ate Everything, is the second

published collection of his eclectic Vogue pieces, andW
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It Must’ve Been
Something I Ate,
by Je≠rey L.
Steingarten ’64,
LL.B. ’67
(Knopf, $26.95).
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the past couple of generations. Stein-
garten points out that what had been seen
as a repulsive if not scary food, in posses-
sion of tentacles and rows of tiny suckers,
is today a common and popular dish avail-
able in ordinary neighborhood restau-
rants. Steingarten displays even more faith
in humankind with his belief that already
superb dishes can be improved upon,
and—for the benefit of us all—he gener-
ously takes on the responsibility of seek-
ing them out. Conversely, he feels that
producers of inferior foods ought to be
punished. “What we need,” he says, “is a
system of graduated fines and perhaps
short jail sentences to discourage the pro-
duction of totally depressing baked
goods.” 
Some of Steingarten’s passions seem at
first to be simple, like his determination,
chronicled in “As the Spit Turns,” to estab-
lish once and for all the best way to roast a
chicken. But when he claims to have
roasted a thousand chickens since 1990, we
find that we are in the midst of something
larger, a serious compulsion that will open
our eyes not only to the kinds and sizes of
birds available—“Amish, kosher, and su-
permarket birds, one pound, three pounds,
or five pounds each”—but also how to sea-
son and cook them, taking into account
the vast range of appliances invented for
this very purpose. Before his description of
the experiment is over, we will have
reflected with him on the various grills
that exist worldwide before settling for
practical reasons on a Weber kettle with a
rotisserie attachment—the one good use
found for an appliance he otherwise dis-

misses. (His real first choice, he ad-
mits, was the chicken he ate a
dozen years earlier that had been
roasted over a large kitchen fire-
place in a restaurant in a tiny Ital-
ian hill town—a reminder that he
gets around and has an impressive
memory.)
Steingarten’s persistent persona
is that of a man who lives life on
the culinary edge, engaging in
cooking and eating tasks most of
us would never dare or even

dream of. Take his determination to cook
the perfect Turducken—a boned turkey
stu≠ed with a boned duck, which in turn
is stu≠ed with a boned chicken, with

di≠erent savory stu∞ngs layered be-
tween each bird before the whole pack-
age is rolled and tied. Steingarten points
out that this Cajun dish is a cinch to slice
and serve, unlike a standard roasted
turkey, which requires some fancy carv-
ing. But he also makes clear that its cre-
ation is a four-day operation of shopping,
boning, stu∞ng, rolling and sewing, and
finally roasting for 13 and a half hours in a
190-degree oven. Refrigerating the raw
Turducken overnight proved to be as
big a challenge, as Steingarten had to
force the ungainly package into his al-
ready crammed refrigerator, which he
then managed to keep closed only by
jamming a tilted chair loaded with books
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Alan Dershowitz’s Perfect World
“Paint a picture of your ideal world,” Debra Trione asked 50 “of the most powerful
and influential leaders in America.” A Perfect World (Andrews McMeel Publishing,
$16.95, paper) presents the results. It includes pictures and comment by several Har-
vardians, among them correspondent James Fallows ’70; chemist Dudley Hersch-
bach, Ph.D. ’58, Jf ’59; economist Alice M. Rivlin, Ph.D. ’58; economist Lester Thurow,
Ph.D. ’65; and Frankfurter professor of law Alan Dershowitz. “I guess if I had one
wish for the world today—and this is going to make my mother very unhappy—it is
that we become less religious,” writes Dershowitz. Here are his painting and his vi-
sion of a perfect world:

O P E N  B O O K

I
don’t know how
to draw it, but I’m
thinking here of a
world in which
people maintain

their di≠erences but
lower the walls and
the barriers, a world
in which people care
about one another and
live for this world, and
not for some hereafter.
A world in which peo-
ple do good things be-
cause that’s the right thing to do, not be-
cause God says to do it. What this is
supposed to represent is di≠erent kinds
of people all being equal, being tied to-

gether at the bottom, free to be di≠erent
at the top, and being limited by the cir-
cle of the planet, in life here on Earth
and not in some hereafter.

“We need a system of graduated fines and 
perhaps short jail sentences to discourage the
production of totally depressing baked goods.”
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under the door handle. Like many of
Steingarten’s culinary stunts, this one
may be more fun to read about than du-
plicate. 
The same is true of his witnessing the

slaughter and bleeding of a 400-pound
pig, for him the mandatory first step in
learning to recreate the perfect boudin noir,
the blood sausage he once ate at a party
just outside Paris. He becomes nauseated

and dizzy at the sight of the struggling
pig, held down by four strapping French-
men, and is especially horrified by the
hoarse cries and grunts of the doomed
animal. But he gets over it. He is there for
the sausage, which he describes as “the
finest I had ever tasted. It was so phe-
nomenally good that I quickly added it to
my list of the hundred greatest foods of
the world, tearfully removing the Frozen

Milky Way Bar from my pantheon.” 
Steingarten cannot tolerate bad nutri-

tional advice, nor will he listen politely
to people who talk about their food aller-
gies or phobias—conditions he attrib-
utes mainly to joyless imaginations. His
droll piece “Why Doesn’t Everyone in
China Have a Headache?” is an attempt
to dismiss the common charge that mono-
sodium glutamate causes the uncomfort-
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In February 1989, Judith Richards Hope, J.D. ’64, became the
first woman member of the Harvard Corporation, the Univer-
sity’s executive governing board. She would serve for 11 years.
As she relates in Pinstripes and Pearls: The Women of the Harvard Law
Class of ’64, Who Forged an Old Girl Network and Paved the Way for Fu-

ture Generations (Scribner, $26), she came back to Harvard on a
raw, sleety Sunday, the night before her first meeting. “There
was no welcoming committee or reception,” she writes. “I ate
dinner by myself at a dingy Chinese restaurant” and spent the
night at Dana Palmer House, Harvard’s o∞cial guest house. 

A
t 8:45 a.m. the next morning I
crossed Quincy Street, passed
through the massive black iron
gates into Harvard Yard, and rang
the bell at Loeb House. The secu-

rity camera swiveled toward me. After a
brief pause, a buzzer
sounded, releasing the
lock, and I was in. I
struggled out of my
slicker, boots, and
rain hat, flu≠ed my
hair with my fingers,
slipped on my high
heels, and purpose-
fully climbed the
sweeping, crimson-
carpeted stairway to
the second floor.
With a shiver that
came as much from
anticipation as from
the bitter weather I
had just navigated, I entered the Cabot
Room, where the Harvard Corporation
meets every other Monday except for July.
Five men were seated in high-backed,

brown leather chairs at the Corporation
table, 12 feet of highly polished ma-
hogany, probably made by Hepplewhite
or Duncan Phyfe a couple of hundred
years ago. There were three empty chairs.
The men smiled and said, “Good morn-
ing.” They seemed glad to see me, and I
was definitely glad to be there. President
[Derek] Bok was at the head of the table,

facing the door, the adjacent fireplace,
and a famous Gilbert Stuart portrait of
George Washington hanging above the
mantelpiece.…Robert Shenton, the Cor-
poration’s Secretary,…sat at a small an-
tique desk behind the left side of the

table. He never spoke
during the meetings
unless asked.
Even though I was

within reach of the
table, I didn’t know
the customs of that
table or quite the
right way to travel
the last few feet and
take my place. No
one told me where to
sit and there were no
place cards. Not
wanting to reveal my
ignorance of the
inner sanctum, I

sauntered toward the chair to the right of
President Bok, reasoning that it was
probably set aside, at least for the first
meeting, so that I, as the newcomer,
would feel welcome. Just as I was easing
my way into that seat, Bob [Stone] shook
his head no and said, “That’s the Trea-
surer’s chair.” The Treaurer had died
some months before. They told me later
that, by unspoken tradition, each chair at
that table remains empty until someone
is chosen to fill it.
I jumped up and looked around ner-

vously. I decided to move to the chair at
the foot of the table: it was, like me, the
lowest-ranking one in the room and the
farthest from the power end of the table
where the President, Senior Fellow, and
Treasurer sat. This time, everyone shook
his head no. Uncharacteristically, I was
confused and uncertain about what to
do next. Henry [Rosovsky] finally took
pity on me, wagged his finger, and, with
a twinkle in his eye, pointed to the chair
next to Coleman [Mockler]. With relief,
I sank into “my” chair, the one next to
the foot of the table and nearest the
door. For 350 or so years, that chair had
been reserved for the Junior Fellow, who
is responsible for opening and closing
the door when the Secretary isn’t pre-
sent. I decided that deducing where to
sit was some sort of initiation rite into
membership on the Corporation. “My”
chair had descended through 21 men….
There I was in my navy coatdress and

black, patent leather, sling-back heels,
wearing my mother’s pearl necklace and
my mother-in-law’s pearl earrings for
luck. The first female Fellow….There they
were, in their pinstripe suits, regiment
striped ties, and highly polished, black
wing-tipped lace-ups, some of the most
powerful men in America. We were sit-
ting together at the top of the educa-
tional ladder surrounded by historic
paintings of famous men in what had
been, until I arrived, the most exclusive
men’s club in the world.

At Commencement, 1997

The Corporation Welcomes Its First Woman
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able symptoms often referred to as Chi-
nese-Restaurant Syndrome. He begins by
quizzing six employees of the Shanghai
hotel he happens to be staying in, glee-
fully noting that none gets a headache
after eating. Then he moves on to science,
citing various studies that lead him to
conclude that the syndrome is most
likely provoked by eating bad wonton
soup on an empty stomach, a “gastro-
nomic o≠ense so unlikely in these sophis-
ticated times that we can confidently an-
nounce that this scourge has been wiped
o≠ the face of the Earth.”

Although he is often in search of ex-
travagant experiences, Steingarten re-
mains grounded by o≠ering alert and
funny observations on our everyday eat-
ing habits. In attempting to explain why
coffee-lovers accumulate shelves of dis-
carded co≠ee makers in their endless

search for the perfect brew, he
comes to the inspired conclu-
sion that “co≠ee—in the roaster
or the grinder, in the can or in
the bag, in the co≠ee maker or
the cup—nearly always smells
better than it tastes.” In a piece
in which he looks at the social
consequences of his love of
candy, he complains that male
candy eaters have been “ il l-
used, misunderstood, and deni-
grated, in films and on televi-
sion, as weak, self-indulgent,
soft, e≠eminate, undisciplined,
and venal. Most of us have been
driven underground. We eat
our candy alone and on the sly.”
But he is vindicated when he locates a
scientific study that contends that men
who eat candy live longer than men 

who don’t. And in a rare political allu-
sion, he comments that “one of President
Ronald Reagan’s great achievements was 
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EMMA WILLARD SCHOOL
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Extraordinary education for girls since 1814

College preparatory, boarding and day, grades 9–12  •  www.emmawillard.org
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Male candy eaters have been “ill-used,
misunderstood, and denigrated as weak, self-
indulgent,...effeminate, undisciplined, and venal.”

Adam B Ulam
1922-2000

Gurney Professor
Emeritus of
History &

Political Science
––––––

Director, Russian
Research Center

Understanding the Cold War:
A Historian’s Personal Reflections

ISBN No. 0-7658-0885-4
Transaction Publishers

888-999-6778; or Amazon.com

Of the book, writes
John Kenneth Galbraith:

“For close on half a century I have known
and been delightfully informed by Adam
Ulam—often during a daily encounter for lunch
at the Faculty Club. He was the central
spokesman on Soviet and Russian matters for all
those years at Harvard. I did not always agree,
I was always informed and enchanted. We have
lost Adam to our sorrow and regret, but we have
this book which tells wonderfully of what we
once found so alert and interesting.

“I add my voice in gratitude that we still
have this memory of one of the most distin-
guished and articulate members of the Harvard
community, one we remember with both affection
and gratitude.”

More at www.aulam.org 
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putting a jar of jelly beans on his desk.”
Writing about food, a vast subject full of

contradictions and misinformation, is the
perfect outlet for someone who so loves to
pick a bone with “nutritional nincom-
poops” or track down elusive recipes that
force him to fly to Paris. His success is a
tribute not only to his skill as a writer but
to his celebration of appetite, a human
quality not always appreciated in our Puri-
tan-based society. A.J. Liebling put it well
when commenting on Proust’s famous
madeleine, a food Liebling himself consid-
ered of little real consequence: “In the light
of what Proust wrote with so mild a stim-
ulus, it is the world’s loss that he did not
have a heartier appetite.” No one will ever
say that about Je≠rey Steingarten.

Barbara Haber—whose candy of choice is
licorice, not Milky Ways—has just retired as cu-
rator of printed books at the Radcli≠e Institute’s
Schlesinger Library, where she oversaw the ac-
claimed culinary collection. The author of From
Hardtack to Home Fries: An Uncommon
History of American Cooks and Meals,
she plans to devote her time to writing, speaking,
and traveling.
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C H A P T E R  &  V E R S E
A correspondence corner for not-so-famous lost words

Harvey Carnes seeks the author of a
poem about Lincoln: “young Abe/of the
too-short pants/and too-long legs” who
becomes “…Abe/of the sad eyes/…wrap-
ping his strong hands /around a
nation, / trying to hold the bleeding
halves together/until they healed.”

Brent Ranelli hopes someone can iden-
tify the source (“most likely Plato”) of
“Every man should play the flute, but
no man should play it too well.”

Gaston Shumate wants to learn the
origin of the lament: “Gone are the ex-
cessive days of the Twenties: the speak-
easies, the lawlessness, the flappers.
…What a shame. I had a wonderful time.”

Mary Bundy askswho said: “The course
that a free nation runs is from virtuous
industry to wealth; from wealth to lux-
ury; from luxury to an impatience of

discipline and corruption of morals; till
by a total degeneracy and loss of virtue,
being grown ripe for destruction, it falls
at last a prey to some hardy oppressor,
and with the loss of liberty loses every-
thing else that is valuable.”

Buck Henry inquires after the original
author of a remark quoted by the char-
acter David in Paul Osborn’s play Morn-
ing’s at Seven: “I am eight miles north of
water, /three thoughts under love, /ten
beats past despair….”

“Wagner is the Puccini of music” (May-
June 2002). Arsen Charles attributes the
comment, from recollection, to Melville
Smith, director in the late 1940s of the
Longy School of Music in Cambridge.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.
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