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Ellen Helman's debut cookbook, "The Uncommon Gourmet" (1990) was the second cookbook I

ever bought. The first was "The Silver Palate Cookbook." To tell the truth, I bought Helman's

book because it was printed in the same typeface as "Silver Palate," which I felt guaranteed

success.

I soon learned to appreciate "Uncommon Gourmet" on its own merits. Helman had simple, tasty

versions of all kinds of basic dishes. As I became more proficient as a cook, I set the book

aside in favor of recipes which required that I cook for three days, beginning with boning a

duck. When I heard Helman was back with a new book (actually her third), I dusted off my old

edition and noticed how common-sensical it once again seemed.

The new book echoes its predecessor in its commitment to good hot food, executed in a few

strong gestures. Helman, a caterer, is a master of streamlined technique. Unlike the restaurant

kitchen, where an army of prep cooks can idle away the hours turning a raw potato into a

foam, the catering kitchen depends on quick thinking and select prepared ingredients. (You can

always tell which cookbooks are written by caterers - they use plenty of mayonnaise, but they

never suggest that you make your own.)

Hot corn chowder (one of those paradoxical items people crave in winter despite having to use

frozen kernels) was outstanding and simple. Pureed corn thickened the soup and neatly

sidestepped the onerous task of ladling hot soup in batches into a blender. Made with milk and

half-and-half, it's anything but lowfat. One of Helman's gifts is knowing when not to

compromise.

The aromatic trinity of onion, paprika, and tomato defines chicken paprikash, which I have

never been able to resist. Helman's simplified version was easy, though without quite the

decadent feel of the original. The exotic-sounding roasted cod charmoula turned out to be a

flavorful trip to North Africa. A Moroccan marinade based on garlic, lemon, and cilantro played

up the texture of the fish, while an extra-hot oven intensified the flavors.

My favorite discovery was baby spinach salad. Balsamic vinaigrette married the spinach and pine

nuts to goat cheese and shiitakes in a surprisingly nuanced fashion. I've been eating shiitakes



since the days when you could only get them for $40 a pound, and I've always battled their

tendency to dry and stick to the skillet. I never before thought to cook them with a cover so

they would steam themselves. Bravo, Helman.

There were some less successful moments, when Helman's bid for maximum flavor backfired. A

maple-parsnip puree looked good on paper.

Maple syrup made the parsnips so sweet that it pushed them right over the top and what had

looked like a touch of ground ginger was aggressive when combined with that marshmallowy

sweetness. Pear crisp with tart cranberries, another great idea, had the cloying scent of almond

extract masking the flavor of the fruit.

One peculiarity of the books is a relative absence of dark leafy greens (though Helman adores

salads and root vegetables).

These caveats aside, Helman continues to be a force in the home kitchen, and an argument for

broadening culinary horizons without complicating them. Her books all carry the same message:

Try this, it's easy, and you'll like it. With such a direct appeal, it's hard to say no.

BABY SPINACH WITH SHIITAKES Serves 4. 10 ounces baby spinach

1/4 cup pine nuts, toasted Salt and pepper, to taste 1

teaspoon sugar 2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar 6 tablespoons

olive oil 1 clove garlic, chopped 1/2 pound shiitake

mushrooms, trimmed and sliced 3 ounces goat cheese, crumbled

1. Heap the spinach in a large bowl. Sprinkle with nuts. 2. In another bowl whisk the salt,

pepper, sugar, and balsamic vinegar. Slowly drizzle in 4 tablespoons of the oil until the dressing

emulsifies. 3. In a large skillet, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil and add the garlic and

mushrooms with a pinch of salt. Cover and cook over medium-low heat for 10 minutes or until

softened. Uncover and cook until lightly golden. Remove from the heat and add to the spinach.

4. Pour the dressing over the salad and toss well. Sprinkle with goat cheese and serve.

Adapted from "Home Cooking With The Uncommon Gourmet"
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