Photographs, Eliot Wexler

TRUFFLE HUNTING IN THE VALLEY

BY ELIOT WEXLER

While seated at the counter at Sea Saw one evening, I
overheard a lovely lady on the other side of the restaurant
gush, “I would do anything for white truffles.” Anything,
huh?  Anything? Let me
think... my house could use
a little painting and there is
that pile of laundry that has
not made it to the washing
machine. (What do you
want me to say? This is a G-
rated article).

Now this woman was
not talking about some white
chocolate truffle found at
your finest sweet shop. She
was lusting after the highly
sought and prized Tuber
magnatum (lartufi bianchi,
a.k.a. white truffles) from
Italy and Eastern Europe. I
wonder if she felt that way
about Tuber melanosporum
(Tartufi nero, ak.a. Perigord
black truffles) from France.
These two valuable species
are the Grand Poobahs of the
Tuber family and are loved,
lusted and hunted the
world over.

These precious delicacies
—available for only a few
months each year—have
been valued since the time of
Aristotle (the first recorded mention of truffles) and legend
has it the perfume of a truffle has aphrodisiac qualities that
make both men and women weak in the knees. Perhaps it’s
the notion of sampling the extraordinarily scarce, akin to the
idea behind the Gourmet Club from the movie 7he
Freshman, that makes truffles such a delicacy.

Fortunately for those of us who live in the Valley, we do
not have to cross the pond to sample the new season’s truftle
crop. Why? ... because The Man sells his truffles directly to
Phoenix’s top toques (Chef Bradford Thompson of Mary
Elaine’s, Chef Wade Moses of Sassi, Chef Kevin Binkley of
Binkley’s, Chef Nobuo Fukuda of Sea Saw and Chef Brian

Lewis of Vu, to name a few).

Who is The Man, you ask? Does it really matter... as
long as he continues to deliver the goods—truffles, that is
(really)? The Man only
appears during the truffle
season, then makes like a
truffle and disappears until
next season.

While  dining  at
Binkley’s late one evening I
met 7he Man by chance, or
by aroma is actually more
like it. I was seated at the bar
when a nondescript man in
business attire walked in, not
unlike any of the other
diners except this man was
carrying a basket. As he
walked past me into the
kitchen, it struck me... that
smell... the unmistakable
odor of white truffles. At that
point, my instincts took over
and like a bloodhound I
followed my olfactory senses
and this man and his basket
into the kitchen. There he
was, or more importantly,
there they were, more truffles
than I have ever seen in my
life laid out for sale before
Chef Binkley. I was able to
persuade 7he Man to sell me
an ounce... of truffles and almost as significantly passed him
my phone number and requested (OK, maybe begged) him
to call me when his next shipment arrived.

A couple weeks later my phone rang at 7 p.m. and to my
surprise it was the truffle man. He told me that he was on his
way back from LA and to meet him in a couple of hours at
a place right off the highway. So what did I do? Of course I
showed up early and waited. After a few minutes, he pulled
up next to my car, popped his trunk and pulled out his
digital scale. This is clearly not how I normally buy my
produce. In fact, I am certain the scenario looked rather
curious (if not illegal) to the cars pulling into the parking lot.
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