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A Mite Unappetizing

May Berenbaum

January	2007	marked	my	30th	anniver-
sary	of	becoming	a	vegetarian.	It’s	not	
exactly	a	moment	that	Hallmark	com-

memorates	with	a	card,	but	all	the	same,	it	
gave	me	pause.	Things	have	changed	a	lot	
since	 my	 last	 voluntary	 meat-containing	
meal	 (a	 pastrami	 sandwich	 from	 a	 deli	 in	
Ithaca,	 New	 York).	 Back	 in	 1977,	 Ithaca	
was	probably	 the	best	place	 in	 the	United	
States	 to	be	a	vegetarian,	what	with	 three	
vegetarian	 restaurants	 in	 town	 (including	
the	 now-famous	 Moosewood	 Restaurant	
downtown).	By	 contrast,	my	first	night	 in	
Urbana,	 Illinois	 in	 August	 1980,	 when	 I	
moved	to	start	as	an	assistant	professor	at	the	
University	of	Illinois,	was	spent	telephoning	
restaurants	 in	 the	 hope	 of	 finding	 at	 least	
one	entrée	anywhere	without	meat.	When	I	
telephoned	Katsinas,	a	Greek-themed	steak	
place	 in	Champaign,	 to	ask	whether	 there	
were	any	items	on	the	menu	without	meat,	I	
was	reassured	that	“yes,	we	have	chicken	and	
fish.”	I	knew	even	back	then	that	there	are	
all	kinds	of	vegetarians—vegans,	who	eat	no	
animal	products,	ovolactovegetarians,	who	
eat	 eggs	 and	dairy	 products,	 pescatarians,	
who	eat	fish	and	other	seafood	(who	are	also	
sometimes	 called	 vegaquarians),	 and,	 like	
my	friend	and	fellow	graduate	student	Matt	
McElroy,	ovo-lacto-restauranto-vegetarians	
(Matt	ate	eggs,	dairy	products	and	meat	in	
restaurants).	But	I	hadn’t	realized	that,	in	the	
Midwest	in	1980,	being	a	vegetarian	meant	
eating	any	animal	other	than	a	cow.	

Actually,	defining	“meat”	is	a	challenge.	
There	is	no	biological	definition	per	se.	There	
are,	however,	legal	definitions.	In	Pennsylva-
nia,	meat	is	“The	flesh	of	animals	used	as	food	
including	the	dressed	flesh	of	cattle,	swine,	
sheep	or	goats	and	other	edible	animals.	The	
term	does	not	include	fish,	poultry	and	wild	

game	animals	as	specified	under	§	46.221(b)	
and	(c)	(relating	to	game	animals)”	(www.
pacode.com/secure/data/007/chapter46/
s46.3.html).	 And	 in	 Maine	 (http://janus.
state.me.us/legis/statutes/22/title22sec2511.
html27),	 “Meat”	 means	 “the	 part	 of	 the	
muscle	of	cattle,	domesticated	deer,	sheep,	
swine,	goats,	horses,	mules,	other	equines	or	
other	designated	animals	that	is	skeletal	or	
that	is	found	in	the	tongue,	diaphragm,	heart	
or	esophagus,	with	or	without	the	accompa-
nying	and	overlying	fat,	and	the	portions	of	
bone,	skin,	 sinew,	nerve	and	blood	vessels	
that	normally	accompany	the	muscle	tissue	
but	does	not	include	the	muscle	found	in	the	
lips,	snout	or	ears.”[1999,	c.	771,	§1	(new).]	
So	 the	 folks	 at	 Katsinas’	 were	 clearly	 on	
solid	legal	ground	in	differentiating	“meat”	
from	 chicken	 and	 fish.	 Notwithstanding,	
I	 wouldn’t	 recommend	 putting	 that	 legal	
definition	on	menus	any	time	soon—it’s	not	
exactly	a	lip-smacking	description.	

So,	 it’s	 not	 surprising	 that	 vegetarians	
are	 sometimes	 inconsistent	 in	 what	 they	
consider	permissible.	Many	meat-eaters,	who	
seem	to	regard	vegetarianism	as	some	sort	

of	personal	affront,	delight	in	picking	apart	
the	various	and	sundry	working	definitions	
used	by	vegetarians.	Some	vegetarians	won’t	
eat	 “anything	 with	 a	 face”	 but	 that	 begs	
the	 question	 as	 to	 how	 many	 anatomical	
components	constitute	a	face.	Scallops	have	
mouths	(or	at	least	two	“lips”	surrounding	a	
u-shaped	slit	equipped	with	ciliated	epithelial	
cells),	as	well	as	five	or	six	dozen	eyes	around	
the	outer	perimeter	of	their	shells,	but	can	
there	be	a	 face	 in	 the	absence	of	a	clearly	
discernible	head?	For	me,	the	criterion	I’ve	
always	used	is	that	I	won’t	eat	anything	that	
moves	on	its	own	volition.	I	would	have	de-
fined	it	as	myosin-based	movement	(muscle	
contraction	brought	about	by	actin-myosin	
interactions)	 but	 a	 carnivorous	 colleague	
(a	sophisticated	version	of	the	kind	of	guy	
who	wears	a	t-shirt	that	says	“if	God	didn’t	
want	us	 to	 eat	animals,	why	did	he	make	
them	out	of	meat?”)	pointed	out	to	me	that	
certain	plant	parts,	such	as	pea	tendrils,	rely	
on	myosin	motors	to	drive	actin-based	move-
ments	(interestingly,	myosin	proteins	have	a	
“head,”	even	if	the	plants	possessing	them	
don’t).	I	suppose,	then,	that	I	should	specify	
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that	I	don’t	eat	things	that	move	noticeably	
on	their	own	volition.	If	I	saw	pea	tendrils	
writhing	on	top	of	a	mesclun	salad,	I	prob-
ably	would	pass	on	the	dish	altogether.	

In	 any	 case,	 active	movement	does	not	
whet	my	appetite.	That’s	one	reason	I	was	
dismayed	by	the	publicity	stunt	carried	out	
at	 Six	 Flags	 Gurnee	 in	 October	 2006,	 in	
connection	 with	 Halloween.	 In	 a	 promo-
tion	called	“A	cockroach	 is	your	 ticket	 to	
the	 front	 of	 the	 line,”	 anyone	 standing	 in	
line	willing	to	eat	a	live	Madagascar	hissing	
cockroach	could	cut	to	the	head	of	the	line	
http://www.marketingblurb.com/2006/09/
six_flags_cockroach_promotion.html).	
There	certainly	was	publicity;	in	fact,	there	
was	 a	 public	 outcry	 from	 several	 corners.	
A	 subdued	 warning	 was	 issued	 by	 Lake	
County	 health	 officials	 alerting	 the	 public	
that	there	might	be	health	consequences	to	
eating	cockroaches	of	unknown	provenance	
(http://abclocal.go.com/wls/story?section
=local&id=4580237).	 And	 there	 was	 an	
impassioned	 outcry	 from	 People	 for	 the	
Ethical	Treatment	of	Animals,	although	an	
online	petition	circulated	to	protest	the	stunt	
garnered	fewer	than	600	signatures	by	the	
appointed	date.	Let’s	face	it,	this	benighted	
enterprise	created	little	furor	because	the	live	
animals	being	consumed	were	cockroaches.	
They	have	both	faces	and	myosin-powered	
muscles,	so	by	most	vegetarian	criteria,	this	
practice	 should	 have	 provoked	 a	 reaction	
beyond	 PETA;	 clearly,	 though,	 a	 spine	 is	
more	important	than	two	eyes,	a	nose,	and	
a	 mouth	 in	 determining	 what	 should	 or	
shouldn’t	be	swallowed	to	spend	a	little	less	
time	in	line	before	boarding	the	Ragin’	Cajun	
or	King	Chaos.

The	 thing	 is,	 Gromphadorhina porten-
tosa	 isn’t	 just	 any	 cockroach.	This	 species	
has	 complex	 social	 hierarchies	 (Clark	 and	
Moore	1993),	an	elaborate	communication	
system	(Clark	and	Moore	1995),	and	mater-
nal	behavior	 that	 includes	provisioning	of	
bodily	fluids	to	offspring	(Perry	and	Nalepa	
2003).	 Their	 behavior	 in	 many	 respects	
may	be	more	sophisticated	than	that	of	the	
yahoos	 that	 dreamed	 up	 this	 promotional	
stunt.	Theme	park	representatives,	oblivious	
to	the	nuances	of	cockroach	life,	countered	
the	 protests	 in	 press	 interviews	 by	 assert-
ing	 that	 cockroaches	 were	 “farm-raised”	
(http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html
?res=9C00EFD91230F93BA35753C1A960
9C8B63&sec=&spon=&pagewanted=print)	
and	“fat-free”	to	boot	(http://www.wayodd.
com/peta-angered-over-six-flags-cockroach-
eating-contest/v/5229/).	I	found	both	claims	
amusing.	Their	declaration	to	cockroaches	
are	 fat-free	 doesn’t	 square	 with	 the	 fact	
that	 most	 of	 their	 abdomen	 is	 filled	 with	
something	called	“fat	body.”	As	for	“farm-
raised,”	 although	 the	 phrase	 conjures	 up	

images	of	contented	cockroaches	grazing	in	
verdant	pastures,	I	find	it	much	more	likely	
that	those	cockroaches	were	raised	the	way	
our	department	raises	them—in	large	green	
pasture-free	plastic	garbage	cans.		

Apparently,	 one	 goal	 of	 the	 promotion	
was	 to	 take	a	run	at	 the	world	record	 for	
eating	 live	Madagascar	hissing	cockroach-
es—36	in	one	minute,	set	 in	2001	by	Ken	
Edwards	of	Derbyshire,	England.	A	recent	
check	of	Internet	sources	revealed	that	as	of	
March	2007	Edwards	still	held	the	record	so	
I’m	guessing	the	Gurnee	event	was	a	wash-
out.	But	even	had	the	record	been	broken,	it	
would	hardly	have	had	much	of	an	impact	on	
the	history	of	eating	live	arthropods.	Eating	
human	body	lice,	for	example,	has	a	long	and	
storied	history,	running	the	gamut	from	Budi	
nomads	 and	 their	 descendant	 Kirghiz	 and	
Kazaks	in	eastern	Europe,	the	Cheyenne	and	
Snake	Indians	of	North	America,	the	forest-
dwelling	Mois	in	Cambodia,	Hottentots	in	
Africa,	and	aboriginal	people	from	a	range	
of	 islands	 in	 Southeast	 Asia	 and	 Oceania	
(Hoeppli	1959;	Overstreet	2003).	

While	this	particular	practice	has	fallen	
into	abeyance,	in	western	Europe,	there	are	
two	 pockets	 of	 entrenched	 live	 arthropod	
consumption.	 In	 Germany,	 eating	 animals	
while	they’re	still	alive	is	technically	verboten	
but	prosecution	 is	 less	 than	vigorous	with	
respect	to	Milbenkäse,	or	as	it’s	sometimes	
known,	Spinnekase—mite	or	spider	cheese.	
In	Wurtzburg,	this	variant	on	German	Alten-
burger	cheese	or	quark	flavored	with	cara-
way	is	considered	a	great	delicacy.	The	cheese	
is	 deliberately	 infested	 with	 Tyroglyphus 
casei,	 the	 cheese	 mite.	 According	 to	 Hase	
(1929),	 “Millionenweise	 lebt	 diese	 Art	 an	
recht	hartem	Kase	und	verwandelt	denselben	
schliesslich	in	ein	graues,	bewegliches	Pulver,	
ause	irhen	Leibern,	Balgen,	welche	von	den	
Hautungen	zuruckgeblieben	sind,	un	aus	den	
Exkrementen	 bestehend.”	 Roughly	 trans-
lated,	 this	means	“Millions	of	 this	 species	
live	in	hard	cheese,	ultimately	transforming	
it	into	a	grey,	mobile	powder,	made	up	of	the	
mites,	their	cast	skins,	and	their	excrement.”	
If	that	doesn’t	make	you	start	salivating	in	
anticipation,	there’s	the	description	from	the	
1881	 source:	 “den	 Milbenkase	 der	 wegen	
seines	zitronensauerlichen	Geschmackes	von	
Gourmands	geliebt	wird”—“mite	cheese	is	
beloved	by	gourmands	on	account	of	its	citric	
acid-like	taste.”	Lest	you	think	this	is	just	lip	
service,	the	extent	to	which	this	regional	dish	
is	beloved	is	demonstrated	by	the	existence	
of	a	 cheese	mite	monument	 in	Würchwitz	
(hppt://en.wikipedia.org/wik/Milbenkäse).	

Perhaps	even	less	appetizing	than	cheese	
with	 mobile	 mites	 is	 cheese	 with	 mobile	
maggots,	 a	 Sardinian	 delicacy	 known	 as	
casu	 marzu	 (literally	 translated	 as	 “rotten	
cheese”).	This	product	is	prepared	by	allow-

ing	Pecorino,	a	sheep	milk	cheese	popular	
in	 the	region,	 to	become	 infested	with	 the	
larvae	of	Piophila casei,	the	cheese	skipper.	
Over	 time,	 the	 cheese	 becomes	 soft	 and	
weepy	(exuding	a	liquid	known	as	lagrima,	
or	“tears”	in	Sardinia	but	known	to	forensic	
entomologists	 as	 the	 “black	 putrefaction”	
stage	of	decomposition).	The	dish	has	been	
vividly	 described	 as	 “a	 viscous	 pungent	
goo	 that	 burns	 the	 tongue	 and	 can	 affect	
other	parts	of	the	body”	(Trofimov	2000).	
Among	the	ways	other	parts	of	the	body	can	
be	affected	is	that	the	maggots	can	actually	
survive	passage	through	the	intestinal	tract,	
causing	nausea,	bloody	diarrhea,	and	vom-
iting	while	in	residence.	These	unfortunate	
side	effects	are	the	principal	reason	that	 it	
is	technically	illegal	to	sell	casu	marzu	but	
a	thriving	black	market	(or,	one	supposes,	
black	putrefaction	market)	exists	nonetheless	
(Overstreet	2003).

Given	 the	 side	 effects,	 Six	 Flags	 might	
want	to	consider	importing	casu	marzu	for	
its	next	promotional	stunt.	There’s	a	catchy	
potential	slogan—“a	cheese	skipper	can	be	
a	ticket	to	skipping	to	the	front	of	the	line.”	
And	 there’s	 also	 the	 added	benefit	 that,	 if	
you	manage	to	survive	the	roller	coaster	ride	
without	vomiting,	you	can	look	forward	to	
the	experience	in	the	comfort	of	your	own	
home	for	days	afterward.	
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