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'Tis the season for cookbooks.  Publishers hope for the holiday sales to make their year just as so many other businesses do.  They select the cream of their crop to offer and entice us into buying their works.  But unfortunately we lack a really good how-to-cook cookbook.  The offerings are often celebrity books where well-known chefs and other foodies get their works on the market.  These are often hefty tomes that weigh over 5 pounds are the size of a 10 pound block of chocolate and cost twice as much.  They are too heavy to hold and read in bed and too fancy to risk messing it up in the kitchen. Prices are usually well north of $30.00.  Many of the authors are television personalities and their knowledge of cooking and food often has more to do with television than cooking. In addition the recipes are often written less clearly than they should be.

 

In years gone by it seemed we expect a truly fine book that taught us how to cook. These appeared about once every 5 years.  Whether the author was Julia Child, Jacques Pepin, James Beard or someone else, they knew of what they wrote.  Yes there are many others who could have a place on this list.

 

I am often asked to name a particular work that will teach students how to cook and be a reliable reference work.  I admit I do not know of one that is recent.   Mark Bittman's, How To Cook Everything, is 10 years old as an example.  Martha Stewart's Cooking School is almost 4 years old.  I do recommend those writers for providing clear concise instructions to teach you how to cook.   Beware any book that suggests you can have a meal on the table in 30 minutes.  Most of those forget that you have to buy the food, have it on hand, have superb skills and even then most will take longer.  There is no shortcut to quality.  

 

So when asked I tend to hem and haw.  I have my cookbooks, a lot of them.  No not the ones I wrote, but the books that have guided my cooking and my class plans for the last 40 odd years.  

 

Here are a few you might want to chase down at used book stores online:

Louis Diat's Basic French Cooking published by Gourmet Magazine in 1961.  It is the single most important book I own. Diat was the chef at the New York Ritz Carlton Hotel for many years.  And he wrote articles for Gourmet for many years.  His book is based on the techniques of cooking so you learn to sauté, boil, poach, roast etc. with many fine recipes from which to choose.  It is my cooking Bible.  Yes it is based on French cooking, but the techniques apply to cooking for every country.

 

Italian Regional Cooking by Ada Boni, Bonanza Books, 1969.  I bought this work from a remainder table and it  seemed to live on remainder tables to the point I wondered if it were not remaindered the day it was published.  But for regional Italian cooking it is without peer.  You can learn the variety of Italian cooking.  But you need to know how to cook this is not a technique book.

 

The Step by Step Chinese Cookbook, by Georges Spunt, Thomas Crowell Company, 1973.  Another technique based cookbook that provides the tools for you to follow not only most Chinese recipes, but also those of other Asian countries. 

 

Japanese Cooking, A Smiple Art, Shizuo Tsuji, Kodansha International, 1980. This book is another technique book that shows you how to cook and how to get the feel for a specific cuisine. 

 

The Cake Bible, Rose Levy Beranbaum, William Morrow and Company, Inc. 1988,  This work provides everything you ever wanted to know about making cakes and icings.  The detail is extraordinary and worth a space in every serious baker's kitchen.

 

One other work that is highly recommended is the Time-Life Series, the Good Cook, edited by Richard Olney.  It comes in some 20 volumes and is packed with detailed technique information with fine photographs that instruct as well as a vast selection of recipes from all cuisines.

 

These are a few, a very few of fine works. That have helped me and that I find taught me most of what I know.  They are writers who should be lauded and not forgotten.  Yes there are others, many others that have been seriously helpful and worth their cost.  To list them all would take pages.  You can find these books online still if you are interested.  

 

So what book am I buying this year for myself?  Claudia Roden's The Food of Spain. Ms. Roden produces well researched books of the cooking of the Mediterranean.  She is worth a visit.

 

But if you want a new work providing the techniques of cooking so that you can follow any recipes, you will have to wait for another day.

 

Meanwhile to all of you I wish Happy Holidays and may you love whatever work you receive and may it fill you with joy.

