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  THE PEDANT IN THE KITCHEN




  Julian Barnes has written ten novels, three books of short stories, and two collections of essays. He has received several awards and honours for his writing including the

  Somerset Maugham Award (Metroland 1980), four Booker Prize nominations (Flaubert’s Parrot 1984, England, England 1998, Arthur and George 2005 and

  The Sense of an Ending, winner of the Man Booker Prize 2011). In 2004 he was made Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres.




  ‘All those preoccupations of the keen cook are examined with a wry and truthful eye. His assessments of such writers as Richard Olney and Elizabeth David are spot on. He

  notes the latter’s “In cooking the possibility of muffing a dish is always with us”, leaving the implied comment hanging in the air and his reader smiling.’

  Spectator




  ‘Barnes identifies in scintillating style the true gulf that exists between food writers and their audience. Anyone who has eaten cooked food should read Pedant in

  the Kitchen. When you have picked yourself, helpless with laughter, off the lino, it will save you a fortune in cookery books and kitchen gadgets.’ Daily Express




  ‘Barnes is, as always, precise, humorous and informative. . . A curiously palatable little book.’ Evening Standard




  ‘In this delicious collection of bite-sized articles, Julian Barnes – amateur cook but a connoisseur of cookbooks – launches a broadside at the inanities and

  inaccuracies of recipe-writers. . . It is frequently laugh-out-loud funny, and Barnes’ frustrations and outright failures endear him to the reader immensely. This is a little hob-side

  classic.’ Scotland on Sunday




  ‘Lyrical on onions, nostalgic on frozen peas, and acerbic on the trickiness of misleading recipe-book photos, Barnes puts almost as much elegance and thought into this

  series of short essays as into his fiction. Fizzing with decades of pent-up frustration and creative rebellion, this is a tiny masterpiece of observational wit.’ The Herald
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  INTRODUCTION




  In recent years, cookbooks have become immensely pop­ular as Christmas and birthday presents; the gastronome’s collection amasses quickly. Sometimes, a couple of

  books become trusted favourites, containing recipes that we return to again and again. By and large, however, these books remain unopened on their shelves, their colourful spines and toothsome

  covers providing nothing more than another decorative element to the kitchen. Over the years, I’ve become rather obsessed with collecting cookbooks, old and new. It gives me comfort to have a

  wall full of them but, though I now have a couple thousand of the things, I consult only a tiny fraction of them very occasionally. They are an invaluable resource for research and inspiration when

  I’m writing.




  The Pedant in the Kitchen spells out what many chefs think about recipe writing, but rarely get the chance to voice. It’s not difficult to knock out a recipe, but being

  sympathetic to the reader is all too often overlooked. I remember years ago sitting on a panel with one of my favourite cookery writers. She said something to the audience, to which I try to adhere

  when writing. Every time I write, I can hear her saying these words: ‘Whenever a reader sees an instruction to cook some­thing gently in butter for more than four minutes they either give

  up or end up burning it. Two to three minutes is perfectly adequate in all recipes.’ This has stayed with me to this day and, as Julian Barnes quite rightly points out, recipes are seldom

  written with the under-confident cook in mind. Even the chefs in my restaurants don’t read recipes these days and it drives me bonkers that as well as training them to cook, I have to teach

  them to follow each step of a recipe meticu­lously, chopping the vegetables in the right manner, and always using the correct measurements. The recent vogue in recipe writing for ‘a

  glug’ of this and ‘a dollop’ of that has a lot to answer for.




  As well as writing recipes, there is also a certain art to reading and executing them. As Julian has discovered, it’s well worth reading the recipe a couple of times – before you

  shop and prior to cooking – in order to fully understand what you’re up against. I never like to pre-plan my dinner party menus before I go shopping as I am frequently disap­pointed

  when the ingredients aren’t available. This is where gastronomic conservatism loosens its grip and ‘carefree mar­keting’, as Julian puts it, kicks in. But I say go for it: let

  loose, buy what looks and smells good. Try to shop a day or two beforehand so you have time to revisit the menu and shop again if needs be. Buy the ingredients for your main course first, then

  it’s easier to plan starter and pudding.




  I think schools are largely to blame for a national lack of confidence in the kitchen. Doing away with the widespread availability of domestic science, or ‘food

  technology’ as it’s now sometimes laughably called, has created a nation of gastronomically illiterate adults. What is still (just about) taught nowadays in schools is clinical and

  boring, but cooking is about passion, common sense and doesn’t need to be that technical at all. ‘Food Technology’ sounds like some sort of science lesson that prepares you for a

  career in a laboratory rather than a part of the school curriculum that prepares you for life (we all have to eat, after all): knocking up simple meals at home and entertaining your friends.




  Last year I was invited back to my alma mater, Sir John Colfox School in Bridport, to open the sixth-form catering department kitchen and restaurant. It was truly music to my ears to

  learn that the school where I had been given the option to do domestic science instead of metalwork was actu­ally making a concerted effort to teach both boys and girls the simple art of

  cookery. When I was at school, there were only three of us who signed up, never thinking for one minute it would be the beginning of a career in restaurants – I didn’t even really want

  to learn how to cook! (The truth is, I hated filing away at a piece of metal for weeks on end with only a useless key holder to show for my efforts. Cooking was my only way out – my escape

  route from the metal workshops was through the kitchen.) But ever since, I’ve found it difficult to understand why it wasn’t compulsory to be taught a little bit about basic cooking and

  ingredients at school.




  It also seems that we’re not teaching our children to cook these days. Julian’s parents never taught him to cook and why would they? In fact, I know very few parents who are

  teach­ing their kids to cook, but they should. Food is a massive part of our lives – three meals a day, four if you’re lucky. Many of us spend as much time eating as sleeping.




  Julian’s responses to both reading and cooking recipes from various cookery writers will resonate with both the amateur and professional cook. Recipes aren’t always clear, and

  occasionally suffer from bad editing. Over the years I’ve been guilty, as have many cookery writers, of missing out a vital ingredient or a crucial point in the method. Many’s the time

  I’ve had to call a reader and grovel and chuckle. Once, a letter arrived on my editor’s desk, concerned about my Scottish black bun recipe and the depth of tin I had used to make it.

  But I had done my research, even trying a few shop-bought buns and thoroughly enjoying them, so I decided to give the disgruntled reader a call. There was a silence on the line when I introduced

  myself, but we chatted and laughed a little, and by the end of it we agreed to disagree about the contentious issue of the Scottish black bun.




  In amongst my collection of cookbooks is a pristine second edition of Elizabeth David’s French Provincial Cooking. Inside I was amused to find a letter from David herself,

  apol­ogizing for a couple of errors which had made it into the first edition. It makes me smile every time I look at it, because it just goes to show, even the greats make mistakes.




  The Pedant in the Kitchen touches many of the concerns I’ve mentioned here. We don’t get taught enough in school – cooking should be back on the curriculum – but

  the earlier we learn the basics, the more at ease we’ll be when experi­menting. Most of all, it contains the all-important exhorta­tion to anyone experimenting in the kitchen: follow

  the recipe, and never be afraid. I implore you to read this book and enjoy it as much as I have. It captures perfectly the frus­trations, the pleasures and the joy of getting your hands dirty

  in your kitchen.
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  A LATE-ONSET COOK




  I am a late-onset cook. In my childhood, the usual genteel protectionism surrounded activities in the voting booth, the marital bed, and the pew. I failed to notice a fourth

  secret place – secret, at least, from boys – in the English middle-class home: the kitchen. Meals and my mother emerged from it – meals often based on my father’s garden

  produce – but neither he, my brother, nor I enquired, or were encouraged to enquire, about the transformational process. No one went so far as to say that cooking was sissy, it was just

  something that domestic males weren’t suited to. On school mornings my father would prepare breakfast – re-heated porridge with golden syrup, bacon, toast – while his sons applied

  them­selves to shoe-cleaning and kitchen-stove duty: rake out the ashes, refill with coke.




  But male culinary competence was clearly limited to such matutinal dabbling. This was made plain one time when my mother was called away. My father prepared my packed lunch and, not

  understanding the theory of the sandwich, lovingly inserted extra items that he knew I especially liked. A few hours later, on a Southern Region train to an out-of-town sports field, I opened my

  lunch bag in front of fellow rugby players. My sandwiches were sodden, falling to bits, and bright red from the paternally cut beetroot; they blushed for me as I blushed for their contriver.




  And as with sex, politics, and religion, so with cooking; by the time I began finding out about it for myself, it was too late to ask my parents. They had failed to instruct me, and I would

  punish them by not asking now. I was in my mid-twenties and reading for the bar; some of the food I concocted at that time was criminal. Top of my range was bacon chop, peas, and potatoes. The peas

  were frozen, of course; the potatoes were tinned, pre-peeled, and came in a sweetish brine I liked to drink; the bacon chop was unlike anything subsequently encountered under that name. Boneless,

  pre-shaped, and of a luminous pink, it was distin­guished by its ability to keep a fluorescent hue however long you cooked it. This gave much latitude to the chef: it wasn’t undercooked

  unless positively cold, or overcooked unless coal-black and alight. Then butter was lavished on the peas, the potatoes, and, usually, the chop as well.




  The key factors governing my ‘cooking’ at this time were poverty, lack of skill, and gastronomic conservatism. Others might have lived on offal; tinned tongue was as near as I would

  go to that, though corned beef doubtless contained body parts that would have been unwelcome in their original form. One staple was breast of lamb: easy to roast, fairly easy to see when it was

  done, large enough to yield three succes­sive dinners for about a shilling. Then I graduated to shoulder of lamb. With this I would serve an enormous leek, carrot and potato pie made from a

  recipe in the London Evening Standard. The pie’s cheese sauce always tasted strongly of flour, though this gradually diminished with daily re-heating. Only later did I work out

  why.




  My repertoire broadened. Meat and vegetables were the main things to be, if not mastered, at least somewhat tamed. Then came puddings and the odd soup; later – much later – gratins,

  pasta, risotto, soufflés. Fish was always a problem, and is still only half-solved.




  On home visits, it emerged that I cooked. My father observed this development with the mild, liberal suspicion previously deployed when I was spotted reading The Communist Manifesto or

  when I forced him to listen to Bartók string quartets. If this is as bad as it gets, his attitude seemed to imply, then I can probably handle it. My mother was hap­pier; daughterless,

  she at least had one child who retrospec­tively appreciated her years in the galley. Not that we sat around swapping recipes; but she noted the covetous eye I now laid on her ancient copy of

  Mrs Beeton. My brother, shielded by collegiate life and marriage, didn’t cook any­thing beyond a fried egg until his fifties.




  The result of all this – and I doggedly blame the ‘all this’ rather than myself – is that while I now cook with enthusi­asm and pleasure, I do so with little sense of

  freedom or imagination. I need an exact shopping list and an avuncular cookbook. The ideal of carefree marketing – waltzing off with wicker basket over the arm, relaxedly buying what the day

  has best to offer, and then contriving it into something which might or might not have been made before – will always be beyond me.
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