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The Vancouver Indian fusion

restaurant Vij’s is a top-of-the-

food-chain kind of place—cool

decor, stellar reviews, discern-

ing patrons willing to wait
hours for a table. So, in June, when propri-
etors Vickram Vij and Meeru Dhalwala intro-
duced cricket paratha, a flatbread made from
a creature so lowly it’s often crushed under-
foot, media outlets as far afield as France
were abuzz.

Publicity was never the intent, says Vij.
Rather, he and Dhalwala, his wife and Vij’s
chef, were inspired by the environmental and
nutritional benefits of insect eating. The crick-

HAVE

eaten our way through the food chain is for-
cing a rethink of the Western palate. And
with that, insect-eating, or entomophagy to
use its loftier identifier, is inching onto the
epicurean radar. The North American pion-
eer is Typhoon, a Pan-Asian fusion restaurant
in the Santa Monica airport that has served
insects—Taiwanese stir-fried crickets, Singa-
pore-style scorpions with shrimp toast, and
“Chambi Ants,” potato strings sprinkled with
the tiny black picnic pests—since it opened
in 1991. Adventurous Mexican restaurants
have also brought indigenous delicacies like
escamoles, ant larvae, into the culinary main-
stream. When Espitas in Dresden, Germany,
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The dawning realization we've eaten our way
through the food chain has put insect eating
onto the epicurean radar BY ANNE KINGSTON

ets, roasted and ground, are unidentifiable

in the flatbread; they’re mixed in with cha-
pati flour and seasoned with jalapeno, cilan-
tro, salt and ground cumin. “It tastes like

whole wheat bread,” says Vij, who says recep-
tion has been generally positive. They’re con-
sidering adding other insect dishes, perhaps

grasshoppers. “I'm not interested in a Fear
Factor menu,” Vij explains. “I want a menu

that’s well-balanced and versatile that every-
one can enjoy.”

Consuming insects knowingly—and enjoy-
ably—in a celebrated Canadian restaurant
would have been unfathomable a decade ago.
Downing the creepy and crawly was the pur-
view of Survivor gross-out challenges. Gas-
tronomically, it was limited to the ballsy
derring-do escapades of chefs like Anthony
Bourdain and Bizarre Food’s Andrew Zim-
mern. Exposure to what are dietary staples
and delicacies in two-thirds of the world
meant a visit to the Insectarium de Montréal
with its displays of mopane worms in canned
chili from South Africa, canned silkworm
chrysalises from Korea, and queen ant wine
from China. Or attending insect-noshing
events at natural history museums, staged
to garner media attention, which they did,
with press treating the event like a page from
Ripley’s Believe It Or Not.

But the dawning realization that we've

put maggots, which are fly larvae, on the
menu in 2005—in ice cream, salads and cock-
tails—customers flocked for a taste. Toloache,
a midtown Manhattan Mexican restaurant,
opened last year with a house speciality—a
chapuline taco, filled with whole dried
grasshoppers.

Now, though, insects are no longer exotic
novelties like the Colombian queen ants hand-
dipped in Belgian chocolate sold at Harrods,
or the scorpion lollipops available at the candy
store chain Sugar Mountain. In June, Blue

PAN-FRIED red agavé worms in Mexico: food aversions can
be overcome, say experts. Sushi was once repellent to many.

Elephant, a bistro in Providence, R.I., added
silkworm chowder, cricket kabobs and a
créme brilée made with Thai water bug
essence to the menu. “Everybody who has
tried them, loves them,” says owner and chef

Joshua Selle. Chris Schaefer, Typhoon’s dir-

ector of operations, says interest in insect
eating has exploded over the past few months.
They’ve been deluged with media inquiries,
and film crews from London and Paris have
visited, he says.

Bug-eating adherents have been skulking
on the fringes since Vincent Holt wrote his
1885 manifesto, Why Not Eat Insects? Now,
with oil above US$120 a barrel and dire pre-
dictions about The End of Food, to echo the
title of Paul Roberts’ new book, they’re seen
as prophetic, not eccentric. David George
Gordon, the Seattle-based science writer and
author of The Eat-a-Bug Cookbook, has been
a tireless proponent of entomophagy for
more than a decade. “Insects are the most
valuable, underused and delicious animals
in the world,” says Gordon, who consulted
with Vij’s. “It reminded me of a drug deal,”
he says of the process. “Because I was pass-
ing along baggies with dried crickets to give
them an idea of what's available.”

Lowly insects, once the enemies of agricul-
ture, are the imperilled food supply’s new
heroes, according to a symposium held in
Taiwan in February, convened by the United

% Nations to promote insect
eating in developing coun-
tries as a solution to the
global food crisis. Bugs’
new status hinges on their
eco-cred: their carbon foot-
printis teensy; of all species,
they’re the most energy-effi-
cient converters of food to
protein. “Cows and pigs
are the SUVs, bugs are the
bicycles,” says David Gracer,
a Providence-based English
teacher whose second career
asa high-profile entomoph-
agy advocate landed him
on The Colbert Report in
February. Zachary Lemann,
staff entomologist at the
Audubon Insectarium in New Orleans, does
the math: “You’ve got to feed about 10 1b. of
grain to a cow to get one lb. of edible beef.
Insects are much better at that conversion,
almost one to one,” he says. Crickets deliver
twice as much edible tissue as pigs and almost
six times as much as steers based on the same
food input, says Gracer. They also reproduce
at a far faster rate. Their end-of-the-food-
chain status means many are herbivores, con-
suming healthy, low-fat diets.

Nutritionally, insects often outperform
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