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His Is A splendidly encyclopedic
treatment of a subject of direct
interest to anyone who eats, drinks, or

cooks. The migrations of the earth’s
crust and the formation of continents,
as these relate to the distribution of
plants; the anatomy and physiology of
taste and smell; the biochemistry of
metabolism; the organic chemistry of
carbohydrates, fats, and proteins; the
physical aspects of emulsions — these
are examples of the fundamental
aspects of the subject that are
presented with-a minimum of
impenetrable scientific jargon. In gen-

eral, McGee has got the basic facts and ‘

principles right, though the discussion
on boiling water (page 584) was not
one the author would have been
taught during his time as a Caltech
undergraduate (at least in chemistry).
The book also includes marvelously
detailed treatments of the historical
origins of modern practices, the deriva-
tions of the terminology of the
kitchen, and a great many amusing

anecdotes. It’s all here — including
the physiological and biochemical basis
of the morning-after hangover.

In a sense the book is like a
pleasant dinner with good friends —

_fine food and drink together with

unhurried, interesting, amiable conver-
sation. The progress of the dinner
provides some order to the evening, as
the various aspects of food — milk,
eggs, meats, vegetables, grains, breads,
sauces, sugars, wine and spirits — pro-
vide order for the book. But during
any particular course of the dinner, the
conversation roams freely, as in any
chapter of the book the treatment is
discursive and even at times repetitive.
The total information of the book
could have been told in far fewer pages
but then with far less charm.

This is not a book meant to be
read at one time from cover to cover
as a detective novel, but one in which
the reader can spend an occasional
relaxed hour learning, for example, the
intricacies of why egg whites produce
a particularly firm foam if beaten in a
copper bowl. It is also not a book of
recipes, nor is it a place to find
instantly the remedy for a Bernaise
sauce that separates minutes before it’s
due on the table. Rather, in the latter
case, there’s an eight-page treatise on
the subject, including subheadings such
as Double Layers and Vinegar; Vine-

gar Prevents Protein Coagulation; The
Emulsifiers in Egg Yolk. How to keep
vegetables green receives a three-page
historical discussion, including the
chemistry of inorganic cations bound
to chlorophyll and a quotation from
the Roman, Apicius, “omnes holus
smaragdinum fit, si cum nitro coqua-
tur” (all green vegetables will be made
emerald green, if they are cooked with
soda); this procedure has, however,
many unfortunate side effects. Mrs.
Lincoln of the Boston Cooking School
in 1883 knew the correct remedy (put
the vegetables into large amounts of
rapidly boiling water and leave the top
off the pan for the first few minutes of
cooking), a solution that becomes
apparent two pages into the discussion.

In short, a reader impatient for
quick, terse answers might be frus-
trated, but one prepared to accept the
leisurely, charming pace will be con-
stantly rewarded by this wonderful
book. O — John H. Richards, Profes-
sor of Organic Chemistry

McGee received his BS from Caltech in
1973 (his wife, Sharon Long, was also
class of 1973), and he also holds a
PhD in English literature from Yale.

A chapter, “Ripeness Is All,” from this
book appeared in the February 1981
E&S.
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