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When I tell people I write cookery books 
IRU� D� OLYLQJ�� ,� RIWHQ� KHDU� DERXW� WKHLU� UHFLSH�
ÁRSV�� � 6RPHWLPHV� WKH\·YH� IDLWKIXOO\� IROORZHG�
D� UHFLSH�DQG� LW·V�EHHQ� LQHGLEOH��RU�RWKHU� WLPHV�
it’s just tasted distinctly average and they’re left 
ZRQGHULQJ�ZKDW� WKH\� GLG�ZURQJ��4XLWH� RIWHQ��
WKHVH�EXGGLQJ�FRRNV�EODPH�WKHPVHOYHV��EXW�LW·V�
not always their fault. Recipe writing is an art and 
QRW�HYHU\RQH�ZKR�GRHV�LW��KDV�LW��

7KH�ULVH�RI�WKH�FHOHEULW\�FKHI�DQG�WKH�JORULÀFDWLRQ�
of big restaurants have contributed to the demise 
of the cookery book author. Some of the best 
cook books are written by food writers who are 
pedantic about instructions and more attuned 
WR�GRPHVWLF�FRRNLQJ�WKDQ�D�FKHI��&ODXGLD�5RGHQ��
(OL]DEHWK�'DYLG��6XH�/DZUHQFH�DQG�-DQH�*ULJVRQ�
DUH�VRPH�RI�P\�IDYRXULWH�DXWKRUV��EXW�,�VWUXJJOH�
to think of a Michelin starred chef’s book I rely 
RQ� ZKROHKHDUWHGO\�� � )RU� D� SURIHVVLRQDO� FKHI��
cooking is instinctive; they’ll prod a steak and 
NQRZ�KRZ�UDUH�LW�LV��EXW�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�KRZ�WR�
do this to a less experienced cook is a whole 
GLIIHUHQW� NHWWOH� RI� ÀVK��<RX� FDQ·W� WDNH� DQ\WKLQJ�
IRU� JUDQWHG��7KH� 5LYHU�&DIp·V� LURQLFDOO\� QDPHG�
Chocolate Nemesis recipe became infamous for 
LWV� IDLOXUH��$OO� WKH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�ZDV�WKHUH��EXW� LW�
didn’t explain in detail what to look for. 

Diminishing sales of cookbooks has meant smaller 
budgets and publishing advances rarely provide 
additional funds for testing recipes. It’s an easy stage 
WR�QHJOHFW�DQG�� IRU�D�FRFN\�FKHI��WKH\�UHDOO\�FDQ·W�
see the point. Restaurant cookbooks are always 

the worst offenders. They can be a tad impractical 
too. Most chefs never wash up. Meat is browned in 
RQH�SDQ��WUDQVIHUUHG�WR�DQRWKHU��VWUDLQHG�WKRXJK�D�
chinois and reduced in yet another pan. For us lot 
DW�KRPH��ZH·UH�OHIW�ZLWK�D�PRXQWDLQ�RI�PHWDO�LQ�WKH�
sink but no kitchen porter to magic it away. 

I bitterly learnt that a poor choice of words can 
VSHOO�GLVDVWHU�LQ�D�UHFLSH��ZKHQ�,�FDVXDOO\�OLVWHG�
´D�OLWWOH�JUDWHG�QXWPHJµ�LQ�WKH�LQJUHGLHQWV�IRU�
a custard tart recipe.  A reader incandescent 
with rage called the publication complaining 
that she’d searched for the smallest nutmeg she 
FRXOG�ÀQG�DQG�JUDWHG�LW��\HW�KHU�WDUWV�ZHUH�VR�
YLOH�WKH\�DOO�HQGHG�XS�LQ�WKH�ELQ�

Priorities have also changed from the days of 
-DQH�*ULJVRQ� DQG� (OL]DEHWK�'DYLG� DQG� LW·V� QRW�
just women buying cookbooks anymore. Now 
it’s Gastroporn that sells. Moody photos of 
chocolate fondants provocatively oozing and 
GUDSHG� ZLWK� YROXSWXRXV� TXHQHOOHV� RI� FUqPH�
IUDLFKH� DUH� WKHUH� WR� EH� SHUYHG� RYHU�� QRW�
cooked. Vast sums of money are spent on food 
photography whilst none is spent on checking 
that any of the recipes actually work.

For those of us who buy these glossy tomes of 
GHOLFLRXV�SURPLVHV��ZH�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�WUXVW�WKDW�
the recipes work. My advice: don’t automatically 
JR� IRU� D�ZHOO�NQRZQ� QDPH�� RU� WXUQ� \RXU� QRVH�
XS�DW�WKH�ERRNV�ZLWKRXW�JORVV\�SKRWRV��RU�HOVH�
proper food writing will fade into the past.  That 
surely would be a recipe for disaster.

RECIPES FOR DISASTER

Tonia George asks what’s more important about a cookbook - that it 
ORRNV�EULJKW�DQG�EHDXWLIXO��RU�WKDW�WKH�UHFLSHV�DFWXDOO\�ZRUN"�
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