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EDITION]
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Last year's cookbooks whispered of comfort - a whisper that this year grew to a roar.

The books speak with one voice: Food is sustenance - for our bodies and our souls. Book

jackets this year feature unadorned ingredients or simple dishes so viscerally appealing you can

almost feel the steam wafting toward your face. Flavors are big, and for the most part

techniques are simple, as if the books were conspiring to teach us basic survival skills. As the

saying goes, teach a man to fish, feed him for a lifetime; most of us are running back to the

kitchen at top speed.

Not so long ago, food happily assumed the role of muse and seducer. Expensive imported

ingredients and sinful desserts ruled the day. In uncertain times, on the other hand, food has

become nurse, home, fuel for an epic case of nostalgia.

If the prevailing trend in food for the new millennium is giving shelter, people still find a

thousand different ways to express it. Some look to the land, embracing organic ingredients.

Two important farmers market cookbooks hit the stores this year, with an additional flurry of

organically minded books from California institutions such as Chez Panisse and the Zuni Cafe. A

few, such as Jamie Oliver and Eric Ripert, revisit artisanal cooking techniques.

There are always people who start baking in troubled times, longing for the comforting aroma

of fresh bread, the sweet solace of cupcakes, so there are many cookbooks searching for the

ultimate cookie, cake, or bread. Maybe it's a sort of fatalism - you do what you can, then leave

it in the hands of the oven gods.

Any number of high-profile chefs are intent on making things easier for those having their first

encounter with the kitchen. Everyone from Sara Moulton to Nigella Lawson is trying to convince

the public that her or she, too, craves only a simple meal prepared at home. Also traveling the

promise-filled path of the easy gourmet are irresistible books about sandwiches and breakfast.

Even the vast crop of ethnic cookbooks go back to basics, presenting hearty country cooking

from all over the globe.

Jody Adams's "In the Hands of a Chef" (William Morrow, $34.95) leads the pack of executive-

chef cookbooks with its earthy humor and bone-deep knowledge of Mediterranean cooking and

New England ingredients. "The Zuni Cafe Cookbook" (W. W. Norton, $35), by the articulate and



charming Judy Rodgers, showcases mouthwatering, if somewhat involved, recipes from the

popular California restaurant; it's indispensable if you need to know how to cure a rabbit.

Another West Coast contribution comes from the legendary Alice Waters. "Chez Panisse Fruit"

(HarperCollins, $34.95) frees fruit from its exile in the pastry case and sets it front and center

in savory entrees. Ever wonder what to do with boysenberries, kumquats, or pomegranates?

Now you'll know.

Veteran cookbook author Clifford Wright has devoted a whole volume to winter's soul food in

"Real Stew" (Harvard Common Press, $18.95), traveling from South America to the Middle East.

Wright's grasp of stew esoterica from dozens of countries is daunting, but his recipes are

straightforward. This book could take you straight through till spring.

Mollie Katzen of Moosewood fame preaches the gospel of breakfast in "Mollie Katzen's Sunlight

Cafe" (Hyperion, $29.95).

I can't pretend I would refuse to eat nut-crusted mushroom fritters or blackberry flan on a

Monday morning, if I didn't have to make them myself. Katzen claims that if I just "make

breakfast a priority," I can have all that and more.

For those whose priorities lie firmly in the quick-and-easy camp, Sandra Lee's "Semi-Homemade

Cooking" (Miramax, $19.95) does wonders with prepared foods, with virtually no dish taking

more than 30 minutes. Just a bit more application brings into focus the luxurious visions of

"Nancy Silverton's Sandwich Book" (Knopf, $24.95), all glistening roast vegetables and cured

meats. Who knew the sandwich could be elevated to an art form?

Luminaries of the small screen have been busy this year: Sara Moulton offers up a plethora of

everyday meals in "Sara Moulton Cooks at Home" (Broadway Books, $29.95). Fearless and

funky Nigella Lawson traverses the gamut from trashy (deep-fried candy bars) to ethereal

(raspberry and lemongrass trifle) in her hip and style conscious "Nigella Bites" (Hyperion, $35).

The Food Network's newest star, Ina Garten, makes cooking for a crowd flavorful and fun in

"Barefoot Contessa Family Style" (Clarkson Potter, $35).

Three cookbooks fall firmly in the "inspirational" category - that is to say, coffee-table

cookbooks for armchair cooks, written by famous chefs with unthinkable budgets and limitless

time. They may be tossing around truffles like circus peanuts, but they also have the authority

that comes with a lifetime of total dedication. Eric Ripert's breathtaking "A Return to Cooking"

(Artisan, $50) follows the chef through a four-season culinary journey, with surprisingly

approachable recipes.

In "Girardet: Recipes From a Master of French Cuisine" (Ten Speed Press, $40), the man Joel

Robuchon calls the "king of chefs" shares creations from the heights of haute cuisine. The

photographs alone are jaw-dropping, even if panache of veal sweetbreads with duck foie gras

and asparagus isn't your idea of a quick bite on a school night. In his artful "Jeremiah Tower

Cooks" (Stewart, Tabori & Chang, $35), the father of California cuisine devises some humble



and deeply pleasurable fare along with recipes for woodcocks and sea urchins (don't look for

those at Star Market).

This was a watershed year for the organic food movement, with the publication of Deborah

Madi son's "Local Flavors" (Broadway Books, $39.95) and "The Whole Foods Market Cookbook"

(Clarkson Potter, $25.95), produced by the national organic foods retailer. The Whole Foods

book is reminiscent of the earliest days of natural foods, with a strong emphasis on soy

products and whole grains such as quinoa and wheatberries. Although not strictly a vegetarian

cookbook, it has plenty of recipes for vegans, and if you look in the "burgers" chapter, one

thing you won't find is beef.

Madison's book, by contrast, seems sensuous and uninhibited. It's organized by crop seasons,

a boon to anyone who has walked into a farmer's market with a plan and walked out with no

plan and a handful of tarragon, chard, and beets. "Local Flavors" is not inexpensive, and the

print is rather small, but it's full of heart, stories, and good ideas - a book for true believers.

As they did last year, the bakers have stolen some time for their writing. This year's doorstop

prize goes to Greg Patent for his magisterial "Baking in America" (Houghton Mifflin, $35), a

550- page romp through the nation's dessert tray - with a brief foray into the breadbox. For

those who like to get right to the point, there's Nick Malgieri's "Perfect Cakes" (HarperCollins,

$35), lavishly illustrated back-to-back cake recipes organized by type (meringue cakes, sponge

cakes, layer cakes, etc.), bolstered by theory, and ballasted with trouble-shooting tips. It's

indispensable for anyone who's serious about cakes.

Lisa Yockelson's "Baking by Flavor" (Wiley, $45) does what someone should have done long

ago: sort baking recipes by their primary flavors, such as almond, coconut, lemon, and

chocolate. "The Good Cookie," by Tish Boyle (also from Wiley, $34.95), is a veritable

encyclopedia of the form, with classics such as gingersnaps, madeleines, and macaroons

rubbing shoulders with chocolate hazelnut truffle bars and pink plaid valentine hearts.

Only one important bread book came out in 2002, but it's a splendid one: a reissue of Bernard

Clayton's classic "Breads of France" (Ten Speed Press, $27.95). Clayton, definitive, meticulous,

and home-baker-friendly, remains as timeless as ever, while the black-and-white photographs

of French bakers plying their trade recall another era.

Two important Asian fusion cookbooks by top chefs are doing battle this year: Patricia Yeo has

created a major buzz with her innovative "Cooking From A to Z" (St. Martin's Press, $35).

Yeo's exuberant flavors - lime, tamarind, chile, mango, cumin - have a coherence often lacking

in fusion cuisine. It dates back to her childhood in Malaysia, where many cultures intermarried in

the kitchen. The fact that the tastes often come in Mediterranean packages (osso buco,

bouillabaisse) only adds to the surprise. Susanna Foo's more restrained but beautifully

assembled "Chinese Cuisine" (Houghton Mifflin, $20) updates traditional Chinese recipes with

Western ingredients such as balsamic vinegar and sun-dried tomatoes.



For a stupendous roundup of traditional Chinese cooking, it's hard to beat "The Food of

China," by Nina Simonds and Deh-Ta Hsiung (Whitecap, $40), with its gorgeous photographs

and gatefold essays on noodles and tea. But the ethnic-cookbook event of the year has to be

the appearance of David Thompson's authoritative "Thai Food" (Ten Speed Press, $40).

Thai food is as popular here and as little understood as Chinese food was 40 years ago, and

Thompson's hefty tome will be setting the record straight for decades to come.

A trio of Italian cookbooks are also captivating readers. David Downie's "Cooking the Roman

Way" (HarperCollins, $34.95) traces the lineage of the Roman kitchen's cosmopolitan style back

to its roots in imperial splendor. Clarissa Hyman's "Cucina Siciliana" (Interlink Books, $26.95), a

heartfelt gem of a cookbook, focuses on the dramatic melting-pot cuisine of Italy's

southernmost province. The most ambitious of the lot is "Rustico" (Clarkson Potter, $35), by

Micol Negrin. Whether it's Tuscan panzanella, Ligurian pesto, or Neapolitan pizza you crave,

Negrin captures the character, history, and lore of each of Italy's 20 separate regions in a few

deft strokes.

"A Fistful of Lentils" (Harvard Common Press, $24.95), by Jennifer Abadi, is a moving tribute to

the little-known but deeply satisfying cooking of Syrian Jews.

Finally, Najmieh Batmanglij's "Silk Road Cooking" (Mage, $50) walks the ancient trade route

from Genoa to Shanghai, letting grains and vegetables tell the story of intermingling cultures.

It's fascinating to watch simple rice transform from risotto to pilaf and then to Persian polow

and Afghan pilao, proving that we are all connected after all.

SIDEBAR: 10 FAVES PLEASE REFER TO MICROFILM FOR CHART DATA.

SIDEBAR: SAMAK B'KAMUNEH (BAKED FISH WITH CORIANDER-CUMIN TOMATO SAUCE)

Serves 4 to 6. 1/4 cup extra virgin olive oil

1 cup finely chopped yellow onions

1 teaspoon minced garlic

1/2 cup finely chopped fresh curly-leaf parsley

1 teaspoon dried thyme

1 teaspoon ground coriander

1/2 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon firmly packed dark brown sugar

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 6-ounce can tomato paste

3/4 cup cold water

3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice



2 pounds striped bass, flounder, grouper, or other mild-

tasting fish fillets

1. Preheat oven to 350.

2. Heat 3 tablespoons of the olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Cook the onions,

stirring, until golden and soft, 3 to 4 minutes. Add the garlic and parsley and cook, stirring,

until golden, about 1 minute. Set aside.

3. In a medium-size bowl, combine all the remaining ingredients except the fish fillets. Pour the

mixture into the skillet and simmer, stirring occasionally, for about 5 minutes.

4. Generously coat a rectangular baking pan with the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil. Place the

fillets in the pan (if there is skin, place skin side down). Pour the sauce over the fish, cover

tightly with a sheet of aluminum foil, and bake until tender and cooked through, 35 to 40

minutes.

From "A Fistful of Lentils,"

by Jennifer Abadi

TANGY SWEET POTATO SOUP SERVES 6. 1 medium-size (about 1 1/ 2 pounds) kabocha

squash, butternut squash, or pumpkin, or 24 ounces canned, unsweetened pumpkin puree

1 pound sweet potatoes, peeled and cut into 2-inch chunks

2 cups lightly salted chicken stock

1 (14-ounce) can coconut milk

1 stalk lemongrass, tough ends trimmed, smashed in a few

places with the handle of a knife

2 kaffir lime leaves or 2 teaspoons freshly grated lime zest

Lime juice, to taste

1 tablespoon fish sauce

Kosher salt

Chopped roasted peanuts and whole cilantro leaves for garnish

1. Heat the oven to 350 degrees.

2. Place the whole squash in the oven and bake about 50 minutes, until the flesh feels very

tender when you press the skin. Let cool, then cut in half. Scoop out and discard seeds and

scoop the flesh out of the skin. Discard the skin and reserve the flesh. (If using canned puree,



skip this step.)

3. Meanwhile, combine the sweet potatoes, stock, and coconut milk in a soup pot. Bring to a

simmer and add lemongrass and lime leaves, if using. (If using lime zest, do not add yet.)

Simmer for 30 minutes, until potatoes are tender.

4. Add the reserved squash to the pot. Remove the lemongrass and lime leaves.

5. Using a hand blender or working in batches in a blender or food processor, puree the soup

until smooth. (The recipe can be made in advance up to this point and kept refrigerated up to

one day.)

6. Just before serving, reheat the soup and thin it with more stock if necessary. Season to

taste with lime juice, fish sauce, salt, and lime zest. Sprinkle each bowl with peanuts and

cilantro.

From "Cooking From A to Z,"

by Patricia Yeo

WALNUT APPLESAUCE CAKE One 9-by-13-inch cake, serves 24 FOR

THE BATTER 3 cups all-purpose flour

1 1/2 teaspoons baking soda

1/2 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1/2 teaspoon ground cloves

1/2 teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

1 1/2 cups dark raisins or currants

1 1/2 cups (about 6 ounces) walnut pieces

2 sticks unsalted butter, softened

1 cup granulated sugar

1 cup firmly packed brown sugar

4 large eggs

1 1/2 cups unsweetened applesauce

1. Position a rack in the middle of the oven; preheat to 350 degrees.

2. Stir together the flour, baking soda, salt, and spices in a bowl, mixing well. In a small bowl,

combine the raisins and walnuts. Add 2 tablespoons of the flour mixture, tossing to coat; set

aside.



3. In the bowl of a heavy-duty mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, beat together the

butter and sugars on medium speed until soft and light. Beat in the eggs, one at a time,

beating until smooth after each addition.

4. Beat in one-third of the flour mixture, then beat in half the apple sauce. Scrape down the

bowl and continue twice more, alternately beating in flour and applesauce. Fold in the raisins

and walnuts.

5. Butter and line with buttered parchment or foil a 9-by-13-by- 2-inch baking pan. Scrape the

batter into the pan and smooth the top.

6. Bake for about 45 minutes or until a toothpick inserted in the center of the cake emerges

clean. Cool in the pan on a rack.

CREAM CHEESE FROSTING 1 stick butter, softened

1 8-ounce package cream cheese, softened

1/3 cup mild honey

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

1/2 cup (about 2 ounces) chopped toasted walnuts

1. To make the frosting, combine the butter, cream cheese, honey, and vanilla in the bowl of a

heavy-duty mixer fitted with the paddle and beat on medium speed until soft and light, about 3

minutes.

2. Invert the cake onto a cardboard rectangle or a platter and remove the paper. Spread the

frosting on the cake and sprinkle with chopped nuts.

From "Perfect Cakes,"

by Nick Malgieri

FRIED OYSTER SANDWICH 20 oysters, such as Malpeque, shucked

3/4 cup buttermilk

2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

2 cups fine cornmeal or semo lina flour

1/4 teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 teaspoon kosher salt, or to taste

1/2 teaspoon freshly cracked black pepper

4 store-bought or homemade hot-dog buns

3/4 cup clarified butter



Remoulade (recipe follows)

1. In a small bowl, combine the oysters and buttermilk and set aside to soak for 5 minutes.

2. In another small bowl, combine the flour, cornmeal, cayenne, salt, and pepper.

3. Heat a large cast-iron or heavy skillet. Open the buns, brush a thin layer of clarified butter

on inside. Toast them in skillet, buttered sides down, for a few minutes, until golden brown.

4. Place the buns right side up on serving platter and spread with remoulade.

5. Wipe out skillet. Add 1/2 cup clarified butter to the skillet and heat on medium-high. Dredge

the oysters in the flour mixture, thoroughly coating them. When the butter is very hot and

almost smoking, fry the oysters 3 to 4 minutes on each side until they're crisp and golden

brown, in batches if necessary. Place the oysters on a paper towel to dry.

6. Place 5 oysters in each bun.
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Caption: Cook with the seasons, bake the perfect cake, rediscover breakfast, or take a culinary
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