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On Digestion
Gay Bilson
Melbourne University Press | 2008 
| 92pp | Aust$20
This is a very big mind in a volume 
no bigger than your hand. The 
subject of food has enjoyed a 
special rapport with savant writers 
who enjoy the breadth of ideas 
every bit as much as their culinary 
intuition. Bilson’s book is the best 
of a shrinking genre, like Aldo 
Buzzi’s ‘The Perfect Egg’. She 
argues we must accept what is 
ephemeral in food, avoid locking 
it down in restaurant menus, and 
think of what we can do with food, 
not to it. MF

Global Politics of Food Class
Tracy Ore
http://web.stcloudstate.edu/teore/
Food/Facts4/index.html
In the future many professors will 
do what this Minnesotan has done. 
For the fourth year she has run a 
course about the politics of food 
and put her students’ research on a 
website. It is not Wikipedia – but 
I tried the information on camel 
meat and discovered that it is more 
than another sort of venison. And 
warm camel milk induces diarrhoea 
but does not when it’s cold. I still 
want to know whether the fat in the 
camel hump is edible. MF
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Vegetarian Dishes from the 
Middle East
Arto der Haroutunian
Grub Street | 2008 | 288pp | £14.99
The political focus on the Middle 
East has boosted sales of its food 
writers, but this Syrian author who 
died 20 years ago was many other 
things to expatriates in London. 
The 1983 edition of this book drew 
‘rare book’ prices. Perhaps it is so 
useable because it sees the Middle 
East remains in need of simplifying 
for readers. Mushroom and fruit 
soup – yes, and turnips in olive oil 
– no. MF

Corkscrewed: Adventures 
in the Ne w French Wine 
Country
Robert Camuto
University of Nebraska | 2008 | 
191pp | £14.99
Americans in France are a theme 
as old as Tom and Jerry cartoons. 
However, Camuto is a journalist and 
brings a vinegar of scepticism to the 
old story. French wines have been 
flogged to Americans on their labels 
and status – and he learns that the 
growers are more various in their 
definition of what is French. A bit 
like asking the British about a good 
sausage, really. A book describing 
egos as much as wine. MF

Fruit: Edible, Inedible, Inc-
redible
Wolfgang Stuffy & Rob Kesseller
Papadakis | 2008 | 264pp | £35
You may never learn more, or 
see fruit in more detail, than you 
will in this large book. It is a 
scholar lying on your coffee-table. 
The pages about the old spongy 
Chinese citrus ‘Buddha’s hand’? 
If we can genetically re-engineer 
the mammoth, surely the aroma of 
Buddha’s peel is worth ressurecting? 
The high definition of the photos 
and the precise information give us 
new reasons to be drawn to fruits 
that usually submit to dull ‘five a 
day’ promotions. MF

Food History Timeline
Lynne Olver
www.foodtimeline.org
A ten-year-old website that gets 13-
million hits is no small achievement 
for a New Jersey librarian. The 
timeline runs perpendicularly, 
Beginnings on the left and recipes’ 
first appearances on the right. Musk 
melon appears in 2400BC, and 
biblical cooks used foie gras. Wild 
turkey, pushed near extinction, 
reappears on tables around mid-
19th-century, when you can also 
pass around the jug of condensed 
milk. Now, the timeline ends with 
Obama’s inaugural lunch menu. 
MF
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A Food Lover’s Treasury
Julie Rugg and Lynda Murphy
Frances Lincoln | 2008 | 119pp | 
£9.99
This is a literary anthology of brief 
and mostly British excerpts that 
add another level of idealization 
to food-views today. Fair enough: 
it openly says it is for food lovers, 
but the complexities do not lie in 
the juxtapositions of quotes either. 
Best are the English on foreign 
food – Boswell saying the French 
‘could not eat their meat unless they 
added some taste to it.’ MF 

Edible Ideologies: Repre-
senting Food and Meaning
Kathleen LeBesco and Peter 
Naccarato, eds
State University NY | 2008 | 252pp 
| $24.50
Food academics in the States 
fall into a few informal groups, 
and these ten essays represent 
‘foodways’ (how American cooks 
adjust to their ancestors’ cultures, 
for instance). National identity 
issues are buried in chapters on 
eating habits during wars, Jell-O, 
Jews and so on. The best is on how 
Julia Child’s TV morphed into 
Martha Stewart’s – and how viewers 
were encouraged to gain ‘global 
culinary passports’. MF

‘The Global Mushroom Trade’
David Arora
Whole Earth Catalogue, 2009
www.wholeearth.com
From 1968 to 1972 the Whole Earth 
Catalogue was published on paper 
and changed attitudes about food 
more than any other publication. 
It is now online, and I have cited 
just one article among many – this, 
about how our expanding taste for 
unusual wild mushrooms affects 
poor, local economies. The piece 
was originally published in 2000 
and, apart from Google, you would 
be hard-pressed to find the same 
information today. MF

Izakaya. The Japanese Pub 
Cookbook
Mark Robinson
Kodansha | 2008 | 160pp | £13.99
The Japanese cookbooks that reach 
Western translations usually grapple 
for the culinary high-ground. The 
author here is a journalist who has 
followed the new evolution of very 
casual menus in Tokyo. Japanese 
food of this type has as much 
variety as the tapas of Barcelona, 
and Robinson wants to explain 
the intentions of the chefs – then 
offering 60 excellent recipes where 
I finally discovered ‘my level’ in a 
Japanese kitchen. Learn why there 
is a special knife for filleting eel. 
MF 
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Of Victorians and Vegetarians: 
the Vegetarian Movement in 
Nineteenth-Century Britain
James Gregory
I.B. Tauris | 2007 | 313pp | £57.50
A n  u n u s u a l l y  we l l -w r i t te n 
dissertation, with footnotes galore. 
The Vegetarian Society, founded 
in 1847; its forerunners (including 
the Cowherdites: don’t ask), its 
friends and fellow-travellers, its 
literary and journalistic fame; all are 
explored with meticulous ardour. 
Membership struggled, it seems; 
The Vegetarian never reached a mass 
market; yet vegetarian restaurants 
throve. AKD

Athenaeus: The Learned Ban-
queters, III
S. Douglas Olson, editor and trans-
lator
Harvard UP | 2008 | 582pp | £15.95
Olson keeps up the momentum 
of his Loeb Classical Library Deip-
nosophists, replacing the venerable 
edition by Charles Gulick. This 
volume includes books 6 and 7, 
whose topics range – in Athenaeus’ 
inimitable way – from fish to 
‘parasites’, the latter being not 
intestinal intruders but uninvited 
guests  at  ancient banquets. 
Excellent new translation. AKD

Fungi in the Ancient World
Frank Matthews Dugan
APS Press | 2008 | 140pp | $69
A review of the literature; if that’s 
what you want, you can’t beat it. 
Massive bibliography; thorough 
survey. Not just edible fungi, but 
poisons, fungal diseases, yeast 
and its convivial consequences. 
The Chinese Whispers school of 
social history is well represented, 
but Dugan’s amusing annotations 
encourage healthy scepticism. A 
pricy paperback. AKD

Edible Cities. A report of a visit 
to urban agricultural projects 
in the USA
Colin Buttery et al.
Sustain | 2008 | 42pp | free on www.
londonfoodlink.org 
The American Embassy in London 
sponsored a visit by Royal Parks 
and three others to Milwaukee, 
Chicago and New York, to study 
urban spaces that are used for 
growing food. It is upbeat but 
uncritical and gives no picture of 
what the rhubarb costs if farmed 
this way. I agree that we should 
put more plants in city spaces, 
but here the thesis is without a 
counter-argument. Trees, picnics 
and playgrounds are not discussed 
as possible alternatives to potato-
growing plots. MF
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Edible Estates: Attack on the 
Front Lawn
Fritz Haeg
Metropolis | 2008 | 128pp | $24.95
These eight essays are about 
farming on your front lawn – and 
American lawns in particular. It is 
more about ‘connecting with the 
seasons’ than handling practical 
issues like nitrogen wash-off from 
fertilizers in city drains, or what 
the neighbours think of the view 
(or maybe of the pesticides). But 
Americans now veer between 
wild romanticism about growing 
food and equally wild schemes for 
super-productivity, while most of 
Europe still holds to the middle 
ground. MF

Pizza, A Global History
Carol Helstosky
Reaktion | 2008 | 142pp | £8.99
Pizza is wisely the first off in a series 
of snug books about popular food (3 
titles published and 16 announced). 
Pizza does not resist compromise 
– in fact anything round, flat 
and warm wants to compromise 
with pizza’s machismo. The book 
explains pizza’s mission to eaters, 
which is to experiment with the 
unfamiliar (pineapple topping?) and 
how the pizza chains lived happily 
next to independents (unlike other 
fast-food outlets). One is either into 
Rabelaisian pizza or ‘original’ but 

seldom has a food played so well to 
so many audiences. MF

Pancake, A Global History
Ken Albala
Reaktion | 2008 | 127pp | £8.99
Albala is a great writer but this 
time he puts too much ‘positive 
thinking’ into a subject that is really 
only a shape. In some cultures they 
are everyday food, but Americans 
more often order them in diners 
than make them at home, and 
there are still people who read a 
restaurant menu and say ‘oooh, 
crepes!’ Abala is infallible with 
historical facts but the place of 
pancakes as dough-wraps is not 
addressed, and I suspect that when 
our ingredients are poorer, we will 
need them. MF

Hamburger, A Global History
Andrew F Smith
Reaktion | 2008 | 151pp | £8.99
Can we overlook the environmental 
problems of cheap beef when 
writing about hamburgers? Issues 
about hamburgers, and why they 
are associated with low-class tastes, 
have passed the author by. If you 
want to propose a different sort of 
hamburger, it is not like proposing 
a different sort of pizza. And the 
quality of the hamburger bun never 
got into the act (it may be rye in 
Finland, but this book could not 
care less). MF
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The Artist’s Lunch
Alice McCormick & Sarah Rhodes
Murdoch Books | 2008 | 233pp | $30
Seventeen famous Australian pain-
ters – mostly painters – talk about 
the food they cook and what it 
looks like when it is set alongside 
their paintings. It sounds trite, but 
the interviews are articulate about 
colour and flavour and – when the 
word overlaps both design and food 
– about ‘taste’. The tone is much 
better than the boasting notes in 
newspaper colour-supplements 
because these artists feel vulnerable 
when talking about something 
culinary that’s not quite an ‘art’ to 
them. MF

Hungry City: How Food Shapes 
Our Lives
Carolyn Steel
Random House | 2008 | 383pp | 
£12.99
The author is an academic archi-
tect, and the idea that city-planners 
should grapple with the problems 
of food distribution is good. 
But Steel puts a mirror to the 
situation and suggests that food 
distribution defines the way that 
our cities develop. Food becomes 
the ‘mover and shaker’ but its own 
fragility is lost in the process. Such 
judgementalism about urban living 
seems odd for an architect, but Steel 
has a Slow Food ‘metaphysic’. MF

Middle Eastern Cookery
Arto der Haroutunian
Grub Street | 2008 | 384pp | £16.99
This author died at the age of 47 but 
to understand why he is the saint 
of Syrian and Armenian cooking 
to British readers, it will cost 
you this book – with a revelatory 
chapter on ice-cream as Persian in 
origin (and the recipe for mastic 
ice-cream works). Pumpkin pilav 
is redo-able forever. It is one of 
those books where the recipes draw 
you in & only later do you read an 
introductory text about weddings, 
farmers and poets. MF

A Delicious Way to Earn a 
Living
Michael Bateman
Grub Street | 2008 | 324pp | £18.99
The late Bateman was a great 
taker of food ‘snapshots’. Readers’ 
hackles rise when their research 
is wider than his, but when he 
writes on how bland could Heinz 
possibly make its ‘BeanZ’, you see 
an industry in a few words. Bateman 
was a food crusader for things 
like Real Bread long before issues 
about ‘peak soil’ and carbon costs 
impinged. One day a history of food 
ecological questions will be written, 
and Batman will look like a prophet. 
Or its court jester. MF
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Climate Change and Agri-
culture in Africa
Ariel Dinar et al.
Earthscan | 2008 | 189pp | £49.95
The effects of climate change are 
no surer in Africa than anywhere 
else. But the water requirements 
are threats which will come and 
will be hard to adapt to. Several 
countries are trying to use more 
‘dry planting’ but the seed varieties 
are not there for them. Nobody 
wants to know how badly policies 
are failing Africa, and this book 
also turns a blind eye. Farming is 
a worry everywhere, but start with 
the African nightmare. MF

Who Was General Tso?
Jennifer 8. Lee
www.ted.com/index.php/talks/
jennifer_8_lee_looks_for_general_
tso.html
This web-talk on TED is fast 
food-history and a way to digest 
The Fortune Cookie Chronicles, an 
American book (not sent to us) 
by this New York Times writer. It 
is about the chop suey-edness of 
mixed influences and was taped 
at the Taste3 (Mondavi-hosted) 
conference last July. It illustrates 
just one variety of food-standup 
comedy. Lee revels in idiosyncrasies 
like ersatz Chinese cheese-stick 
rolls and crispy shredded beef (she 
says, as phoney as chop suey). MF

The Calcutta Kitchen
Simon Parkes and Udit Sarkhel
Mitchell Beazley | 2008 | 192pp | £20
Bengali food does not submit to 
many ‘Indian food’ clichés. The 
background on Muslim cooking is 
usual in this genre. It is Calcutta 
and about a third of the recipes 
are ‘street food’, but no worse 
for the petrol fumes. The Bengali 
resistance to waste provides the 
first recipe for a fish head (carp) 
where I have seen every morsel 
eaten. Almond soufflé is great, but 
I wonder how many Calcuttans 
get it? MF

Ricelands: The World of South-
East Asian Food
Michael Freeman
Reaktion Books | 2008 | 240pp | 
£17.95
This is the National Geographic 
to the recipes that were ‘foreign 
soil’ to most of us 20 years ago. 
The author is a photographer 
of food books – and unlike the 
writers whom he accompanied 
on assignments, he asks unusual 
questions. Fine accounts of fishing 
for squid, sluicing coconut milk, 
and the differences among species 
and sizes of frog legs. It is almost 
a 19th-century naturalist speaking 
– from the experience of tasting 
what he procured. MF
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MORE BOOKS
Thanks to a kind request from the Guardian to review this season’s output, 
I have an eight-foot pile of food books. Of course, I was unable to cover 
more than a fraction in the small space allocated me. My Guardian piece 
reads as follows, and I complete the survey with those titles that I was 
unable to include (some double-up on Michele Field’s notices: two opinions, 
therefore, for the price of one).

In her introduction to Gorgeous Suppers (Kyle Cathie, £14.99), Annie 
Bell observes she gave up breakfast years ago, that lunch is ‘a flimsy 
grabbed little something’, and supper is her meal of the day. An 
unexceptionable statement, reflecting all our realities, but where 
has dinner gone? In a blink, the main meal of a hundred generations 
has disappeared from view, while cookbooks multiply faster than 
split atoms. Gorgeous Suppers, by the way, are just that.
 This has been a vintage year for food books, providing recipes 
to keep us in supper till the end of the world. It seems also a year 
of looking back, of taking stock, especially among chefs and their 
ilk. That, plus a soupçon of vainglory, must be the motive for the 
two showstoppers, Heston Blumenthal’s The Big Fat Duck Cookbook 
(Bloomsbury, £100) and Ferran Adrià, Albert Adrià and Juli Soler’s 
A Day at elBulli (Phaidon, £29.95). For the interested, both offer 
recipes: detailed, do-able recipes, but not for the faint-hearted, 
nor the unskilled, nor anyone without a handy dehydrator, liquid 
nitrogen bottle, vacuum sealer and a hundred other gizmos. They 
are for chefs, and God go with the diner. But they also talk about 
themselves and their restaurants. The format of The Big Fat Duck 
is so overbearing that readers will need a lectern. Handsome, yes; 
useful, no (I needed vari-focus spectacles to read from the top to the 
bottom of a single page, so vast was its area). elBulli is the opposite: 
a fantastic series of photographs and minuscule print. The contents 
have their contrasts too. Blumenthal is more about him, less about 
the feel of his place, while elBulli is a heart-warming celebration of 
the experience of dining chez Adrià. I took my hat off to Heston 
(such single-minded focus) and fell in love with Adrià, whose book 
is great (and great value). Coincidentally, there is piquant opposition 
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between Spanish theorizing and English empiricism. Doctorates 
are made of this. [What I did not include in my piece was regret 
at the copious amounts of ‘art’ in the Blumenthal book. It put me 
in mind of modern Russia.]
 Raymond Blanc has also strolled down memory lane in A Taste 
of my Life (Bantam, £20) while steering clear of those interesting 
financial and emotional byways that make a must-read memoir. We 
hail his astonishing determination, and his evocation of life at home 
with Mum and Dad, and revel too in his descriptions of English 
catering in the years before Blanc. There are moments when he is 
too good to be true, and the book tails off into a mélange of foodist 
sermons, but there is something special about Les Quat’ Saisons and 
glimpses of why are to be found here. Good recipes, too, with handy 
culino-scientific hints for enquiring minds, but the cooks can carry 
on and be pleased with the results. Both Blanc and Blumenthal, let 
it be noted, were self-taught. [I might add that neither would have 
flourished outside England. Had Blanc stayed in France, the craft 
and guild structure of the trade would have meant he remained a 
waiter. Only in England would anyone have been mad enough to 
appoint him head chef – untrained and inexperienced but, of course, 
French; so that’s all right then.]
 If more conventional recipes than molecular fantasies 
are required, yet you still want something of the zeitgeist, then 
Sybil Kapoor’s Citrus and Spice (Simon & Schuster, £20) can be 
recommended. She has a light touch but retains a certain edge. 
Another quality is that she doesn’t preach. There’s an awful lot of 
special pleading, self-promotion and downright patronizing in food 
books at the moment and it is not a pleasant sight. Fish books are 
the worst, as they grapple with sustainable species. Tom Aikens’ 
Fish (Ebury Press, £25) is the current exhibit. To be frank, if you 
can’t eat turbot, Dover sole and wild salmon with a smile on your 
face (which you can’t), then don’t bother. The dabs, gurnard and 
megrim sole which they urge cooking in their place are only good 
when eaten on the day of capture by a fishing boat far removed 
from the nuclear warships that the industry currently maintains. 
A large dose of doom is also on offer in the cheerfully entitled The 
End of Food (Bloomsbury, £12.99) by Paul Roberts which addresses 
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the global situation in a slightly overlong (that’s the American way) 
but often instructive and easy-to-read indictment of industrial 
farming, the processed-food industry, national trade policies, and 
supply-chain fatuities. Such writers seek identifiable villains when 
the true problem is more likely both nebulous and disparate.
 Much happier, yet still with its own whiff of doom, is Richard 
Mabey’s The Full English Cassoulet (Chatto & Windus, £16.99) which 
takes us back thirty years to when cooking was fun. Here is a man 
who reads, walks about with his eyes open, travels, and has the knack 
of enjoyment. The food is not refined; some is possibly not even 
nice (unless you are a fan of chestnut flour); but it is an adventure. 
However, if a book should stir the reader to arise and cook, then 
look no further than Christine McFadden’s Pepper (Absolute Press, 
£25) which is just wonderful. Pepper has always been our favourite 
(outweighing all other medieval spice imports, for example, by a 
factor of four or five), and the information and recipes here offered 
will make you rush to the spice bazaar, spend hundreds and stay for 
days in the kitchen. In sufficient quantity, pepper will benefit your 
sex life – she says.
 Food and foreign places are constant companions, for obvious 
reasons. The combination is gloriously exemplified in two books 
that have kept our household cooking and wandering in equal 
measure. On the one hand, Trina Hahnemann’s The Scandinavian 
Cookbook (Quadrille, £20) has evocative photography and excellent 
recipes from Denmark (her herring might wean me off turbot), and 
on the other is Ricelands (Reaktion, £17.95) by the photographer 
Michael Freeman. He explains the food of south-east Asia in words 
and pictures that have never been bettered – though if you want to 
cook something, Sri Owen’s Indonesian Food (Pavilion, £25) would 
be more useful.

Of course, there were many other deserving (or not) titles, first of which 
is not a food book at all but a masterwork by an old friend that has been 
greeted widely as essential reading on the art of cider. James Crowden’s 
Ciderland (Birlinn, £20) is making waves, particularly for its description 
of the seventeenth-century cidermakers’ pioneering of the méthode 
champenoise and fizzy fermentation in the newly invented heavy-glassed 
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bottles. It’s all thrilling stuff, though we should tip our hats to the late 
Roger French’s History and Virtues of Cyder (1982) and Tom Stevenson’s World 
Encyclopaedia of Champagne (1998). Once James’s history lesson is over, we 
have more than twenty chapters on genuine west-country cidermakers 
and a gazetteer of museums, associations and ‘key people’. James writes 
naturally and nicely, and the photographs by Claire Lloyd Davies are grand. 
Birlinn should be congratulated for their second south-western regional 
food book.
 While singling out Trina Hahnemann’s and Sri Owen’s books as 
enjoyable evocations of foreign cuisines (as well as stressing the absolute 
quality of the newcomer to the field, Michael Freeman), there has also been 
Greg and Lucy Malouf ’s Turquoise: a Chef ’s Travels in Turkey (Quadrille, £30). 
Their recipes are certainly worth exploring and they have tried to spread 
their net across the country as a whole. Nor have the authors been shy of 
using the Turkish style as a launchpad for their own culinary constructs. So 
you get a bit of both here, ancient and modern, plus some good photos and 
travelogue that avoids too many toes being curled. My feet did get a touch 
curly when faced with Tessa Kiros’ Venezia: Food and Dreams (Murdoch, £25). 
The print is golden (literally), the photographs moody and the recipes will 
not go amiss, though not perhaps surprise.
 As England is a foreign country, and Wales even more so, this might 
be the best place to mention Mark Hix, British Seasonal Food (Quadrille, 
£25) and Colin Pressdee, Food Wales: a Second Helping (Graffeg, £14.99). 
Hix builds on his previous British Regional Food and gives you seasonally 
arranged, acceptable recipes. If they float your boat, fine, I think I’ll stick 
with Florence White. Along with too many of his contemporaries, Hix 
counsels us to divert our attention to fish species unaffected by survival 
problems. Thus the appearance of the dreaded gurnard. As he puts it, this 
is ‘one of the new third division fish that’s its making its way up the league 
table owing to its sustainability....In the past I wouldn’t have dreamt of 
cooking them, nor would the local fisherman – they just ended up as crab 
and lobster pot bait. Now, though, I’m only too happy to cook these fish 
with their lovely meaty flesh.’ I adverted above, re Tom Aikens, to this 
business of fish and I can only ask if something was third division because 
it didn’t taste very nice or had the wrong texture (which is the case with 
gurnard: it was not one of those unjustly forgotten, it was just cheap and 
slightly dry) how can ‘sustainability’ make it the new foie gras? Colin Pressdee 
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continues his career as a prophet of Welsh food: his book is what you will 
need when travelling, a guide to shops, hotels and restaurants, plus some 
cheerful recipes and nice photographs.
 Slightly travelogue too is Diana Henry, The Gastropub Cookbook: Another 
Helping (Mitchell Beazley, £20). Ms Henry has cornered the gastropub 
market and has a fine nose for good ones. (I declare an interest: number six 
of her choices is The Carpenter’s Arms in Hammersmith where Paul Adams 
is chef. Page 81 has a photograph of my daughter, Matilda, now fiancée to 
Paul.) Anyway, the places are interesting, the recipes are fun.
 The author may be a lady, but Gastropub’s feel is quite male, as are 
many of the recipes dished out in this season’s selection. I think it notable 
how far the cookery genre has been hijacked by the male author. Were I 
a 22-year-old fledgling hausfrau, I would sometimes bridle at an unshaven 
lout telling me how to cook, but maybe I’m stupid. A lovely male book 
is Richard Corrigan’s The Clatter of Forks and Spoons (Fourth Estate, £25). 
This is possibly the best chef book this season and I regret not having had 
room for it in my Guardian recommendations. He is a great cook, Fourth 
Estate’s designers have done it proud (they really do seem to be the best 
on the block of late), and the recipes are certainly ones you’ll want to try. 
He’s given us a few memories (he must be one of the few British chefs 
who got their professional grounding in Amsterdam, not chez Robuchon), 
and not too many pious thoughts about the end of the world. Male too, 
is Matt Tebbutt Cook’s Country (Mitchell Beazley, £20). This Welsh-border 
chef has written a decent set of recipes which will not go amiss. Very male 
is Valentine Warner (the new TV discovery), What to Eat Now? (Mitchell 
Beazley, £20). A good middle-class boy, our Valentine, who has an infectious 
enthusiasm for his grub and quite a lengthy way with his recipes. This might 
not be a bad thing for the uncertain, though I wonder if two whole pages 
are needed for cauliflower cheese.
 Another macho man is Gordon Ramsey who is Cooking for Friends 
(HarperCollins, £25). One shouldn’t complain at the recipes, perfectly sound, 
hardly earth-shattering. One could complain, however, about the way the 
book was cobbled together, and the nature of chefs’ books at the present 
time. Very few of them are written by the man on the cover (presumably 
Emily Quah wrote for Gordon Ramsey). In many instances, the food doesn’t 
seem to be the author’s either, Gordon Ramsey gives the credit to Mark 
Sargeant. If you look at the acknowledgements of Rick Stein or Jamie Oliver, 
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you start getting almost irritated. These people are busy, they just don’t have 
the time to knock out a book a year. I note with Gordon Ramsey that the 
mood photographs that are dropped in every fifteen pages, of GR alone or 
GR with friends, seem to have been taken at a single shoot on a summer’s 
afternoon: the photographs on pages 54 and 123 were obviously captured 
within seconds of each other. A man has a schedule to maintain and one 
would guess that Gordon Ramsey allocated one afternoon to this book. 
Rick Stein’s Coast to Coast (BBC Books, £20) feels much nicer. Every year 
he goes off travelling and this is a pleasing gallimaufrey of dishes inspired 
by, or picked up from his holiday sojourns.
 As we’re on chefs we should touch on Allegra McEvedy, Leon, Ingredients 
and Recipes (Conran Octupus, £20). Leon certainly has made a noise in the 
realm of quick and easy eating. I think of it as a sort of it as a sort of Cranks 
de nos jours, but meaty of course. The book is adventurous in its paper 
engineering and cheerful in its retro-modern typography. It is also quite 
tiring in its self-congratulation. For tiring, read exhausting. But that doesn’t 
mean people won’t like it and some of the recipes are of a typical robustness 
that plays well to youthful appetites. I suppose self-congratulation would 
chime with many people’s view of Jamie Oliver (Jamie’s Ministry of Food, 
Michael Joseph, £25): a man of remarkable nous, advised by a very clever 
team, though the sight of him trying to educate the northern working class 
to eat Italian food was quite bizarre. I accept that view is a tad classist 
and racist. The book he has made of his latest TV series was finished long 
before the filming started so has little relevance to the actual Rotherham 
experience. The recipes are a wild mixture of modernized traditional with 
some melting-pot goodies thrown in. I don’t see that it serves much of a 
useful purpose. The typography, colour management and layout is meant, 
I presume, to ignite memories of wartime style (Ministry of Food, geddit?) 
but is loathsome. To judge from the long list of thank-yous, his staff is as 
large as the former government department. Jamie Oliver’s career is an 
interesting example of the campaign as a business model. I was reminded 
of this when discussing the life and work of Egon Ronay. He too used the 
campaign as a means of gaining publicity, sales and income. The campaigns 
were positive and life-enhancing, but there was no doubt that they were 
also a wheeze.
 A pleasing set of recipes comes from the House of Conran, Terence 
Conran, Simon Hopkinson and Matthew Harris combining in The Bibendum 
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Cookbook (Conran Octopus, £25). Touchingly, Simon remembers most 
fondly ‘cooking the late George Perry-Smith’s dinner to celebrate his 
wedding to Heather Crosbie.’ There can’t have been a nicer restaurant in 
which to make hay. The recipes are just as you would imagine, the pictures 
evocative, the layout good.
 Another person of whom we all have fond memories is the food-
journalist Michael Bateman, who died so sadly in 2006. A collection of his 
journalism has been published by Grub Street as A Delicious Way to Earn 
a Living (£18.99). Michael was a remarkable mixture: true pioneer (his 
Cooking People of 1966 was a breakthrough), consummate professional (he 
would write for anyone who paid, including some pretty iffy titles such as 
Penthouse), a vigorous campaigner (he marked out bread earlier than most), 
and just an all-round good chap. Dipping here and there you are bound to 
pull out a nugget that will instruct, amuse, or challenge. I regret the pieces 
are not dated and referenced as they go. It seems plain that his filing system 
was inchoate and that Heather, his widow, was simply unable to tell when 
and where some might have appeared.
 If we diverge here to France, one of the more forcefully attractive 
books is Stéphane Reynaud’s Ripailles (Murdoch, £25). The visual style is 
whimsical and exceptionally busy. Readers of his previous book, Pork & Son, 
will know his aesthetic preferences. At no point however, so far as I can 
see, does he translate ripailles (feast or blow-out). What we seem to have is 
an extensive and traditional French recipe book, punctuated by big photos, 
random personal portraits and visual aids which don’t really advance things 
very much but break up the text. I am not sure, for example, that a page 
of cartoons illustrating sheep shearing and spinning wool has really got 
much to do with cooking mutton. But it’s all GOOD FUN. The recipes 
might well have come from Tante Marie, or Madame de Saint-Ange, except 
that they are even more abbreviated. This means you have to be pretty 
confident and willing to fail. They cover the entire gamut from poached 
foie gras to petits pots. Actually Saint-Ange is considerably more detailed in 
her instructions as well as more alert to possible cock-ups.
 More forgiving is Bake (Collins, £20) by Rachel Allen, an attractive and 
comforting lady out of Ballymaloe, who helps you through every stage of 
cooking. They say she goes down well on television and this might be a 
very good present someone starting out. It has had definite success here 
at Allaleigh.
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 Another popular lady is Tana Ramsay, Gordon’s wife. She has written 
Home Made (HarperCollins, £20). If occasionally one is moved to point out 
that husband deploys an entire rugby team of professionals to get out his 
books, Mrs Ramsay seems to manage a book a year, four children and a 
column in the Daily Mail without any help at all. Superwoman indeed (or 
else reticent). The recipes at least have the quality of not depending on 
tinned food – twenty years ago they might have done. They’re very simple 
(good for her), but it’s not a book we’ll keep.
 More informative, and altogether a jolly good thing, is The Riverford 
Farm Cookbook (Fourth Estate, £16.99) by Guy Watson, who grows, and Jane 
Baxter, who cooks. I take my hat off to Riverford, our most energetic local 
enterprise here in South Devon (England’s largest organic veg. grower), and 
the firmly pragmatic, yet intelligent approach to vegetables and farming 
exemplified by Guy Watson in his introductions to each species section. 
The recipes are organized by vegetable; a few have meat and fish in them, 
but the majority are probably vegetarian. The style is emphatically early 
twenty-first-century, not difficult to cook, tasty.
 Reaktion Books (who are represented in America by Chicago University 
Press) are going big on food in books such as Michael J. Pettid’s Korean 
Cuisine, an Illustrated History (£22.50). Although there are a few recipes, this 
is principally a narrative analysis of the history and state of the country’s 
food with lots and lots of informative small photographs. They have also 
embarked on a series, edited by Andrew F. Smith, of little books about 
individual food types. Each costs £8.99 and the first three titles are Pancake 
by Ken Albala, Pizza, by Carol Helstosky, and Hamburger, by Andrew Smith 
himself. The format is small, the entertaining and eclectic photographs 
likewise, and the authors rattle along at great speed, ranging world-wide 
and plundering century after century. The differences between their 
principal ingredients account for varied approaches. Pancake is in a sense 
a more generic type that pizza or hamburger so that Ken Albala ranges 
more widely across cuisines while Smith and Helstosky remain focused 
on a single product, with lashings of (especially US) corporate lore and 
history. Maria Balinska’s The Bagel (Yale University Press, £15) is – how 
shall we put it? – more apparently intellectual though sharing a common 
editorial and typographic intention. Here the food is nearly overwhelmed 
by its history, so that there is almost more about the Jews in Poland and 
the bagel-bakers’ unionization in America than there is about the bread 
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itself. But it must be said that the author has read widely and there is an 
awful lot of knowledge tucked away.
 Rosie Sykes, Polly Russell and Zoe Heron have plotted The Kitchen 
Revolution (Ebury Press, £25), a book which appeared earlier in the year. A 
big problem with food books is their propensity to lecture and educate, 
and this programmatic approach to running a family kitchen was always 
going to run the risk of irritating readers. However, it largely avoids the 
traps of patronage, even if it daunts by its thoroughness. Note that here 
is not one meal called dinner: the menus are divided into ‘big meal from 
scratch’, ‘something for nothing’, ‘seasonal supper’, ‘larder feast’ and ‘2 
for 1’. The cooking is resolutely topical with lots of flavourings and lots of 
vegetables but not a drop of offal – no tripe, liver, heart, kidneys, oxtail, 
tongue, etc., etc. The recipes are for beginners, each step carefully, even 
pedantically, described. If you want fish, it’s pollack and coley, haddock and 
Icelandic cod, mackerel, tuna and herring, salmon and shellfish. There is 
one brill dish and one sea bream, but no turbot, John Dory, halibut, weaver, 
or sole.
 I am not sure I reported the arrival of Ottolenghi the Cookbook (Ebury 
Press, £25) by Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi. Their recipes have been 
enjoyed by Guardian readers over the last year or two, and the man in Daunt’s 
Bookshop in Marylebone said in respectful tones that this volume had been 
the best seller of the autumn. The Middle East fusion style is done well 
and the book is one to cook from for every course of a meal – they also tell 
you how to make very modish macaroons. I gave a copy to a restaurateur 
friend who was not too proud to find it excellent in every way.
 As everyone seems to be watching their pockets, the appearance of two 
books of frugal food may not be surprising. Delia Smith has reissued Delia’s 
Frugal Food (Hodder and Stoughton, £17.99) from 1976 and Fiona Beckett 
has written The Frugal Cook (Absolute Press, £14.99). The recipes of the 
first are sound, substantial and redolent with warm memories; those of the 
second always well chosen, though I am still coming to terms with pork and 
prunes made with tea and tomato ketchup. I confess to finding the design 
of Fiona Beckett’s book somewhat overworked and her understandable 
stress on economies a trifle dispiriting, but the food is anything but.
 Orlando Murrin’s A Table in the Tarn (HarperCollins, £20) tells the 
story of a couple of chaps buying, restoring and making successful a large 
French property converted to upmarket B&B. Imagine my surprise when 
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I discovered that it (the business) was up for sale, thinking this a strange 
recommendation for the book and its triumphs. Then I found that the 
partners had been so successful that they were encouraged to try for 
something on a larger scale. It’s a book for those who dream of life outside 
the London box, and he seems a good cook too: in fact everything is so 
good that credulity is sometimes strained.
 I must be one of the few modern trendies who looks with suspicion 
at the habit of gethering wild mushrooms. My worries were justified 
this autumn by the terrible accident that befell our neighbour Nicholas 
Evans, but foragers may take instruction from Anna del Conte and 
Thomas Læssøe’s (helped by Susan Campbell and Andrew Sartain) The 
Edible Mushroom Book (Dorling Kindersley, £12.99). Clear photographs and 
plentiful recipes will guide you through October thickets to some form of 
paradise. I recall working one winter with Polish refugees housed in a Surrey 
woodland. A favoured activity was the mushroom hunt, apotheosized 
by sauerkraut and trimmings. In later years, any fungi I have brought 
triumphantly to the kitchen table have proved in some way compromised. 
I refuse now to even look about me as I pick my way through the forest 
of Allaleigh.
 It is easy for a food writer to put people’s backs up. Thus Sarah Raven’s 
Complete Christmas Food & Flowers (Bloomsbury, £25) has not gone down well 
in this household since we read her suggestion we string individual hyacinth 
florets on a wire to make a natty napkin ring. Her garden cookbook of last 
year was a winner, to be sure, but the sight of the British unwashed being 
instructed in a happy Christmas by either urban nobs (Nigella Lawson) or 
a country lady from her fastness at Sissinghurst Castle (though she signs 
her book from the slightly less classy Perch Hill Farm) is depressing.

Claude Fischler, Estelle Masson et al.: Manger: Français, Européens et 
Américains face à l’alimentation: Paris: Odile Jacob: 2008, paperback: ISBN 
9782738120885: 336 pp., 25€
A perusal of almost any British glossy magazine containing recipes reveals 
the profound uneasiness about gastronomic pleasure which is a feature 
of the culture: virtually every recipe containing a significant chocolate 
presence will carry the label ‘decadent’ or ‘sinful’ (or a variation on the 
same theme, but these seem to be the standard terms). Attitudes to food, 
eating, and pleasure are deeply ingrained in our cultures, and this is one 
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of the themes underlying the latest offering by the French sociologist 
Claude Fischler. Manger follows on from his L’Homnivore (1990), and it 
makes uncomfortable reading for an English-speaking (especially British 
and American) audience. The book is based on the results of a research 
programme carried out in 2000–2002, under the auspices of Ocha, 
the Observatoire Cniel des Habitudes Alimentaires (Cniel stands for 
the Centre National Interprofessionnel de l’Economie Laitière), into 
attitudes towards food, the body and health, comparing the responses to 
questionnaires in six countries: France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany, Britain 
and the United States.
 The study shows that attitudes towards eating in the six countries can 
be situated somewhere along a line between two poles, represented by 
France at one extreme, with a gourmet/convivial model, and the United 
States at the other, with a nutritional/individualistic model. The research 
programme and the analysis of the results is set out in the first part of the 
book, by Fischler and Masson. They begin by describing the origins of 
the research programme, and the methods used to carry out the research, 
in three phases: focus groups in each country, followed by 45-minute 
telephone interviews conducted among 1,032 people in the six countries, 
and finally 15-minute questionnaires administered again by telephone to 
6,023 people. The long interviews were conducted among two professional 
groups, doctors and teachers, and a random ‘control’ group; the shorter 
interviews involved a representative cross-section of the population. 
Perhaps surprisingly, the researchers found few differences between the 
professional groups, particularly the doctors, and the wider cross-section, 
suggesting the ubiquity of attitudes shared across social divides but not 
across national boundaries (pp. 65, 123). 
 The results of the study point to the existence of a ‘French cultural 
exception’ in matters of food. Gastronomy is an important part of culture 
– in the sense of Art – in France, and as a result the act of eating is structured 
by implicit rules (about meals, meal-times, the composition of dishes, 
the process of sharing a meal with others in an act of sociability) which 
legitimate gastronomic pleasure and thus eliminate guilt, and which give 
the individual eater a firm basis for his own choices, while relieving him 
of the burden of too much choice. Regional as well as national identity 
enters into the equation, reinforcing the socially-cohesive function of the 
gastronomic model. By contrast, the American model places great stress 
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on the individual’s freedom and responsibility to make medically-informed 
choices about what, when and how to eat, in a stomach-orientated version 
of the American dream of self-improvement. The downside of this is of 
course the potential for unhappiness, since any food choice made purely 
for pleasure inevitably comes freighted with guilt. The other nationalities 
which appear in the study are strung out along a line between these 
extremes, with the Italians and the Swiss closer to the French model, the 
Germans in an uncertain mid-point position, and the British closer to the 
Americans. The authors suggest that there is a significant gap in Europe 
between ‘Southern’, Catholic culture, ‘Northern’, Protestant culture (p. 
16), but this is a point which is not developed, apart from a historical 
‘speculation’ about the greater success of Paracelsian medicine amongst 
Protestants, and the link with today’s ‘Protestant’ tendency to see food 
in terms of biochemical compounds (p. 58); earlier, the ‘medicalized 
puritanism’ of Northern Europe and the United States is evoked as if 
this was a matter of course (p. 23). Depressingly for British readers, of all 
the nationalities, it is the UK interviewees who are the least likely to see 
themselves as ‘gourmet’ or ‘convivial’ eaters (p. 102).
 On the evidence of this research, gastronomy-as-culture has a lot to do 
with a nation’s health. The benefits of the implicit structuring rules, such 
as fixed mealtimes, show up in the statistics: French obesity rates are lower 
than in the rest of Europe, and the upward trend has declined recently (pp. 
24–25, 121). The final chapter of part 1 of the book (pp. 107–125) brilliantly 
sets out the implications of the research findings: the cultural response 
to food is the most important factor to be taken into account by all those 
concerned with attempts to stave off the looming obesity epidemic which 
threatens the Western world. The conclusion of this chapter proposes 
a programme of education which takes into account the socio-cultural 
dimension of eating, as well as its purely nutritional aspects. The discussion 
of the impact of cultural models is unashamedly pro-French, with much 
emphasis on the negative aspects of the ‘individualistic’ American model 
of nutrition in relation to public health concerns (pp. 115–119), and the 
proposed programme of education is designed to bolster the French 
gastronomic model.  
 How reliable is this research? One of the problems inherent in using 
the same questionnaires in several countries is translation. Although the 
authors are aware of the way in which translations may slant the questions, 
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their discussion of the problem (pp. 27–30) is not entirely convincing, 
especially given the example chosen; another key question, not discussed 
at all, which is expressed in French as ‘lorsqu’on … demande ce que “bien 
manger” veut dire’ (p. 43), is presented in English as what is meant by the 
expression ‘to eat well’ (p. 49), which, to this native speaker at least, can 
only be a question about diet and health, and not about what gives a meal its 
‘good’ quality. Thus the way the question is phrased determines the nature 
of the answer, and the discussion of this essential aspect of the research 
programme is disappointingly brief. Another problem is the cultural bias 
in the answers to the questionnaires, which is given a highly technical 
commentary in a chapter by Emmanuel Dion (pp. 271–280), bizarrely placed 
at the end of Part 2 (entitled ‘National Specificities’), otherwise devoted 
to essays by members of the international research team. Dion concludes 
that despite marked differences in the ‘style’ of answers, the impact of 
these differences on the results of the research is minimal. 
 The odd placing of this chapter is symptomatic of the rest of the book. 
The chapters in part 2 are organized, somewhat artificially, by theme, with 
one essay per country plus two others, the one by Dion and one on the 
concept of the ‘natural’, by Paul Rozin, which shows how subjective the 
notion is, and tries to express that through an argument which is lacking in 
direction; the essay raises questions which are never fully addressed, and the 
final sentences evoke a major finding from the questionnaires (the choice 
of metaphor to express the relationship between food and the body) only 
to offer a disappointingly anodine conclusion. The essays from non-French 
contributors are not served by the poor quality of the translations into 
French, and there has been no attempt to coordinate these translations, 
with the result that remarks by an American participant, cited in English 
in the text, are given in two different translations, neither very good (pp. 
42, 268). 
 Clearly one of the difficulties of producing a book based on international 
research and with contributions from each country is the risk of dispersion, 
and this is not entirely avoided. Alongside the contributions from members 
of the research team who led the focus groups and analysed their countries’ 
results, are essays on French attitudes to GM foods (in Part 2, alongside 
Rozin’s essay), and three more contributions, on food culture in Japan and 
in Brazil, and on how modern food culture influences society’s perception 
of what is acceptable, using the example of French attitudes to fats, which 
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make up Part 3 of the book, entitled ‘Other Countries, Other Data’. This 
is a catch-all for a seemingly random selection of papers from a conference 
held to present the preliminary results of the research. The three essays 
are interesting but not always pertinent: while the essay on Japan links 
up very well to the rest of the research, showing how traditional ideas of 
‘healthy’ and ‘natural’, fundamental to national culture and identity, remain 
valid even in the context of modern food production and distribution (and 
thus showing similarities between Japan and France in the resilience of the 
national food culture), the essay on Brazil focusses on shifting perceptions 
of the female body-beautiful since the 1950s and is of limited relevance, 
while the essay on French attitudes to fats does little more than update 
and confirm Fischler’s earlier work on ‘lipophobia’ in L’Homnivore (pp. 
297–320). No attempt is made to link the essays in Part 3 with the research 
programme and the questions it raises: this is left to the reader. 
 Although several years have elapsed between the collection of data and 
the publication of the results, the impression is of a book put together 
too fast, an impression reinforced by the inadequate proof-reading, so 
that sometimes no reference in the individual bibliographies corresponds 
to the abbreviated form (author name + date) given in the text, and one 
graph gives two lines to the UK, omitting the US (p. 95). As a result, the 
book as a whole is somewhat less than the sum of its parts. Part 1, by the 
principal authors, replete with statistical tables and graphs (which are not 
always easy to read because of the small size and choice of grey shades) is 
fascinating and worth the price of the book. The other parts contain several 
interesting essays, amongst which the reader can pick and choose according 
to his own special interests; some of the essays are more for the specialist, 
others are aimed more at the general reader. Given the importance of the 
research findings, it is a pity that a firmer controlling hand was not applied 
to bring more focus to the individual contributions. 

GILLY LEHMANN

Veteran readers may recall Ian Jackson’s retrospective account of the first 42 issues 
of PPC, originally written for Taxon, the quarterly journal of the International 
Association for Plant Taxonomy (May 1993), and reprinted in the same year in 
PPC 43. He continues to review botanical books for Taxon, most recently (and most 
enthusiastically) Prospect Books’s own The Downright Epicure (November 2007). 
A further pomological review, however, proved to be excessively strong meat for 
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the previously indulgent editor. We here rescue the rejected article from the author’s 
wastepaper-basket.

Adam Leith Gollner: The Fruit hunters: a story of nature, adventure, commerce 
and obsession: New York: Scribner 2008: 279 pp. (a few decorations but no 
illustrations): $25.00
This maiden effort of a book is written in the now ubiquitous genre of 
the journey of discovery – the personal itinerary masquerading as a quest 
for the holy grail. This is often a lazy way to write a trivial book, but it 
does have the virtue of attracting an audience who enjoy identifying with 
a flamboyant author. For those antiquarians for whom being ‘on the road’ 
evokes not louche memories of Jack Kerouac or Hunter S. Thompson 
but rather bookish echoes of the eighteenth-century palaeographic and 
diplomatic itineraries of Montfaucon’s Diarium italicum or Martène and 
Durand’s Voyage littéraire des deux bénédictins Gollner’s book will inevitably 
come as a disappointment. This account of ‘the wilder shores’ of pomology 
instead covers everything from Gollner’s ex-girlfriend’s amours to his 
mother’s early one-night-stands. It begins in the botanical garden in Rio 
de Janeiro:

I try not to think about home. My grandfather just died. My 
parents’ marriage is dissolving. A loved ones’ manic depression is 
spiraling into a gruesome battle with addiction. My best friend, 
recovering from a suicide attempt, has been diagnosed with 
paranoid schizophrenia. To top it all off, my girlfriend of eight 
years is spending New Year’s in Europe with her new lover, a French 
soldier (pp. 1–2).

Gollner then travels to Hawaii, where he encounters a transsexual baritone 
lounge singer named Priscilla in a hotel lobby: ‘ “I’m an exotic fruit,” she 
purrs. “Write about me!” ’ (p. 39). The journey ends in California:

We then spoke about Montreal, with Moyle reminiscing about the 
city he’d left behind since getting kicked out of McGill University. 
I mentioned that my mother had gone to that same school.
 ‘In the English department?’
 ‘Yes, I think so. Maybe you guys were classmates.’
 ‘What was her name?’
 ‘Linda Leith. Do you know her?’
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 ‘I fucked her!’ he said, laughing uproariously. I started 
blushing, not entirely sure whether he had or not. (p. 233)

In between, the author joins ‘fruit nuts, fruit smugglers, fruit explorers, 
fruit fetishists, fruit inventors, fruit cops, fruit robbers, fruitarians and 
even a fruit massager’ (p. 8) with such names as ‘the Fruit Crank’ (p. 204), 
‘Cindy-Cat’ (p. 232) and her boyfriend ‘the Fruit Detective’ (pp. 228–41) 
to sample such delicacies as the kiwano, ‘a Day-Glo orange spiky lump 
that could be mistaken for a radioactive horned toad ... containing barely 
palatable slimy green seeds...’ (p. 33). He even visits ‘the Children of Light, 
a group of immortality-seeking virgins and eunuchs growing heirloom 
date varieties in the Arizona desert’ (p. 242). A few of these people are 
known to me: in every case, I find Gollner’s characterizations more-or-
less accurate, although often slightly unkind. Who can blame a person 
who has devoted his life to an excessive intimacy with fruit (and in so 
doing perhaps become mildly eccentric) for not responding immediately 
and unguardedly to the blandishments of a tyro journalist in search of a 
story? One of his informants objects to Gollner’s habit of taking notes: ‘I 
don’t want to have to watch what I’m saying around you, and censor my 
thoughts, What if I wanted to say something off-color? What if I said the 
word “nigger”? ’ (p. 239). 
 Gollner’s occasional self-deprecation provides a certain balance, so long 
as the reader enjoys walking the tightrope between the torments of the 
dysfunctional pomologist and the kiss-and-tell of the frustrated interviewer. 
It is a relief to find that Gollner’s personal problems (unlike those of his 
subjects) have nothing to do with fruit.  The Devil persists in telling him 
that he is the anthropologist’s ‘participant-observer’, while his Guardian-
angel reminds him that he is really just Stendhal’s ‘mirror in the roadway.’ 
The Fruit Hunters is as much the product of its time as the pomological 
sermons (and lay-sermons) of Bronson Alcott, Edward Payson Roe and 
Henry Ward Beecher, with their time-worn religious allusions to the fruit-
grower as pastor, and the orchard as the restoration of Eden. Gollner’s 
frames of reference are equally conventional but more-up-to-date. Sex, 
Drugs and Rock-and-Roll figure largely in his pomological travelogue. 
 He encounters the ‘Cherry Summer’ band early on (p. 46) and is 
later reminded of the van he drove in his punk-rock days. As for drugs, 
the vocabulary of addiction is omnipresent. ‘Fruits ... can become an all-
consuming preoccupation,’ he warns in his introduction (p. 15). ‘The Fruit 
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Detective’ was a heroin addict and dealer who ‘reinvented himself as a fruit 
connoisseur to impress a girl he was in love with. Although he didn’t get 
the girl, he did become a fruit junky. He even calls eating fruits ‘a fruit fix’ 
(p. 34). In the afterglow of eating the Miracle fruit, Synsepalum dulcificum, 
Gollner finds himself enjoying a sensation that is ‘ecstatically sweet, like 
liquified filaments of pure joy. My head is swimming. Neurons never before 
activated are firing up my central cortex’ (p. 171). 
 Sex was there long before Gollner but in a rather different form. Old 
fruit (like old rose) names pay tribute to the more enticing portions of the 
female anatomy. The Têton de Vénus – at least until Gollner translated it as 
‘Venus’ Tit’ – seemed to belong to the poetic world of  Fiore et Blanchefleur 
or the Roman de la rose, in which the temperate attractions of colour and 
form predominated. Gollner inhabits an altogether stickier, more tropical 
microclimate, rich in the ‘smegmalike’ exudations of mangosteens (p. 232) 
and the ‘hairy testicles’ of the Malayan rambutan (p. 38) – a world in which 
one may enjoy ‘performing fellatio in the manner of sucking a mango’ (p. 
20) and indulge in ‘fruit-fueled group sex’ (p. 21) or ‘harvest orgies’ (p. 21). 
A Montréal artist acquaintance, just back from Greece, tells him how ‘he’d 
observed old men jostling each other to get at the first figs of the season. 
He could understand their ardour. ‘ “Whenever I open a fig,” he explained, 
“I want to fuck it” ’ (p. 20). Gollner concludes that ‘communal fruit sex was 
a fact of life in early agrarian societies’ (p. 20). ‘Every time we eat a fruit,’ 
he observes, ‘we engage in a reproductive act’ (p. 21) for after all, ‘flowers 
are a plant’s genitalia. And whenever flowers bump uglies, they give birth 
to a fruit’ (p. 21).
 This is an alarming, self-indulgent, hopelessly discursive, raunchy 
and occasionally vulgar book that is sure to make friends and enemies 
in equal numbers. It is at once a stimulant and an appetite-depressant. 
Gollner’s many allusions and quotations have the feeling of casual internet 
engagement with searchable trivia rather than a broad, profound and 
undirected immersion in the uttermost reaches of Weltliteratur, but this is 
now a characteristic of almost everyone under the age of forty. Numerous 
trifling errors in his literary references – he is all at sea with E. A. Bunyard 
or Norman Douglas – may annoy the traditional precisian. The botanical 
description is on the order of ‘The Clusia grandiflora is a kind of dangling 
claw fruit that opens when ripe like the jaws of a mechanized “win-a-plush-
toy” arcade game’ (p. 27). 
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 But all must be forgiven to an author so firmly on the side of the angels. 
‘Many of the fruits we eat,’ he writes with eloquent venom, ‘were developed 
to ship well and spend ten days under the withering glow of fluorescent 
supermarket lights. The result is Stepford Fruits: gorgeous replicants that 
look perfect, feel like silicon implants and taste like tennis balls, mothballs 
or mealy juiceless cotton wads’ (p. 14). It is also no small achievement to 
have invented, at one blow, the promising genre of Gonzo-pomology. For 
his next book, perhaps this amiable youth could be persuaded to bring a 
similar verve to the subject of plant taxonomy.

IAN JACKSON

Mary Lou Heiss and Robert J. Heiss: The Story of Tea: Ten Speed Press: 
2007, 417 pp., $32.50
Mary Lou Heiss and Robert J. Heiss have been purveyors of fine teas and 
other speciality food products since 1974 and have travelled widely to 
source teas.  They take us on a journey and we travel through centuries of 
tea history and tea culture.  For example, we visit tea gardens, tea houses, 
Buddhist temples and we drink yak butter tea with Tibetan nuns. Along 
the way we learn about all aspects of tea from the tea bush to the tea 
cup including tea varietals, how tea is manufactured, how to select, store 
and brew tea, the tea trade, tea equipage, and the latest research on the 
health benefits of tea, developments in organic production and fair trade 
practices.  
 The book is well written, well researched and illustrated with striking 
photographs.  The story of tea is a vast subject so it is not surprising that 
some aspects of tea culture and traditions are dealt with only briefly. 
Some countries with a strong tea drinking history are not mentioned at 
all including Afghanistan and Kashmir (although this is understandable 
since it is so difficult to travel around this region).
 The final chapter is about cooking with tea and includes ten enticing 
savoury and sweet recipes.  Apart from the well known Chinese marbled 
eggs, shrimp with Longjing tea and tea-smoked duck there are others to 
try such as pineapple jewel rice with spicy shrimp flavoured with pu-erh 
tea or white tea snow sorbet.
 This book is a valuable resource not just for tea lovers and connoisseurs 
but for anyone seeking to know more about the story of tea.

HELEN SABERI


