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            Foreword

            by Bee Wilson

         

         Are the focused demands of the writing life compatible with the patient work of cooking? Sometimes yes and sometimes no is the answer, based on the volume you hold in your hand.

         Some of the writers collected here freely admit to being ‘bad cookers’, as Beryl Bainbridge puts it, quoting her children. Bainbridge’s ‘Instant Mince’ is one of the most bracingly no-frills recipes I’ve ever read, consisting of mince boiled ‘furiously’ for no more than fifteen minutes with ‘3 lb of potatoes, two sliced onions, a tin of tomatoes and a teaspoon of vinegar’. Bainbridge does not indicate how the potatoes should be prepared. The whole mélange is designed to be served over fluffy white bread with raw onions, HP sauce and a cup of strong tea.

         Time in the kitchen is time away from the typewriter or the pen and paper so it’s no wonder that many writers have seen cooking as a drag. viiiPerhaps the most adamant non-cook in the volume is Dodie Smith, of The Hundred and One Dalmatians fame. ‘When I was poor,’ Smith writes, ‘I got my food at cheap restaurants. When I made money I got someone to cook for me.’ Smith’s recipe for ‘Proper Strawberry Shortcake’ actually sounds delicious, even though the ratio of butter to flour is on the low side. Smith explains that she has never actually made it, ‘of course’.

         Then there are the writers who give the air of having cooked something but whose instructions are so wildly off as to sow seeds of doubt. Jack Kerouac springs to mind. His ‘Green Pea Soup’ – which he describes as ‘excellent’ – consists of dried Lipton pea-soup mix (which would have come in powdered form) simmered with fried bacon and onions for a grand total of ‘a minute’. Given that Kerouac never asks us to add any water to the soup the question of how it can be simmered is a mystery. If you followed his recipe, you would end up with a weird salty sludge with chunks of uncooked onions. Excellent, Jack? Really?

         Yet just when you are starting to wonder whether all writers – literary ones, anyway – have a ixvendetta against cooking, you come across Christopher Isherwood’s recipe for chocolate brownies, which is so meticulous that it could have been triple-tested in the Ottolenghi Test Kitchen. Isherwood asks us not only to sift the flour and the baking powder but to ‘re-sift’ the flour twice over. He reminds us three times of the importance of blending everything ‘thoroughly and energetically’. Isherwood apparently belongs to the same school of cookery as Truman Capote, whose ‘Cold Banana Pudding’ recipe comprises fourteen very precise steps (‘beat 3 reserved egg whites until foamy’).

         Some writers channel the intelligence of their writing into the act of cooking. Consider Vladimir Nabokov’s recipe for boiled eggs. I doubt anyone will ever write a better egg recipe. It is the ideal combination of precise timings (the eggs are cooked for somewhere between 200 and 240 seconds) and sensory cues. ‘Let them slip soundlessly into the (boiling) water,’ Nabokov tells us: a perfect description of how to add eggs to water. He even helpfully explains that ‘bubbles mean it is boiling’ rather than assuming that we just know. xI wish I had had Nabokov’s egg recipe in my twenties, when I wasted so much time experimenting with different methods for boiling eggs. Every (egg-eating) young person should be given a copy of this book when they leave school so that they can make Nabokov’s boiled eggs for themselves and their friends.

         Read Nabokov’s recipe side by side with Bainbridge’s. Both are arrestingly memorable pieces of writing and they offer opposing visions of how cooking and writing might coexist in a writer’s life. On the one hand, we have a writer (Bainbridge) who has given so much to her art that there is almost nothing left for cooking. On the other, there is Nabokov, who brings the same luminous precision to his eggs that he brings to his prose. He writes of the egg that cracks in the water ‘and starts to disgorge a cloud of white stuff like a medium in an old-fashioned seance’.

         Nabokov is not alone in relishing the way food looks and tastes as it cooks. This book is teeming with delicious images and similes, such as Margery Allingham beating her salad cream until ‘thick as honey’. I love being told by Laurie xiColwin (very much a writer-cook) that she likes her zucchini fritters ‘the size of a demitasse saucer’. And Allen Ginsberg’s thought that after you add lemon and sugar to borscht, the red liquid becomes ‘sweet & sour like lemonade’.

         Recipes are like magic potions. They promise transformations. In the hands of a writer, those trans- formations can take unexpected directions. At the end of Katherine Mansfield’s mysterious and tempting recipe for orange soufflé there is a sudden plot twist. The soufflé mix is poured into a dish with cake at the bottom ‘sopped in sherry wine’ with jam, and it suddenly becomes something Mansfield calls a ‘party pudding’.

         The best writing is always a kind of truth-telling. Some of my favourite moments in this collection are the ones where I feel a writer is both acknowledging and rebelling against the constraints of the recipe form. Ursula K. Le Guin, for example, in her recipe for ‘Crab Nebula’, tells us to ‘add about ½ pound? 2 cups? – Well, add enough crab’. ‘Add enough’ is good allpurpose cooking advice. And Angela Carter says in her recipe for potato soup that there ‘isn’t xiiany point’ in her telling us precise amounts of leek and potato because it depends ‘on the amount of soup you want to make, and what you can afford’.

         Recipes in cookbooks sometimes exude a false idea of finality: that this is the only way to do something. But the enterprise of real cooking (as with writing) is full of afterthoughts and revisions. Norman Mailer’s recipe for stuffed mushrooms ends with him confessing that he has ‘omitted one vital detail’, which is that the mushrooms must be brushed with butter and baked before they are stuffed and baked again. It’s a brilliant rhetorical device which gives a simple mushroom recipe a feeling of suspense.

         In the end, what the non-cooking and cooking writers in this collection have in common – and the reason this volume is such a joy – is that their recipes all contain atmospheric details that make you see and taste and smell the food on the page. I haven’t yet cooked Agatha Christie’s salad of green beans with its indulgent mixture of fried bacon and potted shrimps, plus vinegar, but thinking about it makes me hungry.

         xiiiAs Georges Simenon observes in his recipe for veal with sorrel forcemeat, the pleasure of eating sometimes feels very like ‘sniffing an atmosphere’. This whole book is full of atmospheres you can sniff.xiv
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