
pharmaceutical scandals. Withholding of
clinical research data unfavourable to phar-
maceutical products, concealment of finan-
cial interests in drug trials, ghosted papers
for the promotion of drugs, and lucrative
consulting deals for academic and medical
‘thought leaders’ are among the techniques
that have surfaced.As former Harvard presi-
dent Derek Bok laments in Universities in 
the Marketplace (Princeton University Press,
2003): “Most universities have not done all
they should to protect the integrity of
research.Many have not even shown they are
seriously concerned about doing so.”

Of these threats to the well-being of sci-
ence, Judson says virtually nothing. ■

Daniel S. Greenberg is a guest scholar at the
Brookings Institution, Washington DC, USA.
He is the author of Science, Money, and Politics.

years or so at the Ettore Majorana Centre for
Scientific Culture in Erice,Sicily, since 1992.

What kind of information will a reader
will find in his book? In the arbitrarily cho-
sen chapter 12, about sugars, chocolate and
confectionery, there are sections on the his-
tory and nature of sugars; sugars and syrups;
confectionery; and chocolate. In the section
on sugars and syrups, we learn about honey-
bees and how they make honey (gathering
nectar and transforming it) before finding
out about processing and storing honey, its
flavour, using it in cooking, honey and
health, and infant botulism. There are boxes
on the advance of the bee in North America
and sweet ants, along with a picture of a 
honeycomb and a sketch of honey. As you
can imagine, the book is a natural history of
food and cooking.

The publisher’s claim that this new edi-
tion is completely revised and updated really
is true. I now understand why McGee has
been so busy for the past few years: the new
edition has nearly 900 pages full of detailed
information on food, its production and its
transformation during cooking. Not only
has the book’s physical appearance changed,
but the table of contents has been extended
and the text greatly modified. For instance,
the first edition explained that the avocado
“has been cultivated in Central America for
perhaps 7,000 years”, but the same section
now begins by explaining that “the avocado
tree Persea americana is a native of Central
America and a member of the laurel family,
a relative of the bay laurel, California bay,
and sassafras”. Instead of reading that “its fat 
content,at 20%,is about 20 times the average 
for other fruits”, we now learn that “avocado
fruits are remarkable for containing little or
no sugar or starch, and for being as much as
30% oil,the equivalent of well-marbled meat”.

The book seems to be oriented mainly at
cooks, probably because so many used the

first edition. The text has been divided into
small, easy-to-swallow sections; there are
probably more cooking tips (but no recipes)
than in the first edition; and the pictures are
much improved (although they are in black
and white). The scientific descriptions and
explanations have been sharpened, and the
references have been removed from the text
and figure legends,and grouped together.

Of course, it is possible to criticize the
book, but the reason for any imprecision is
probably the lack of space: McGee had to 
distil the information and has given only the
most useful. For example, he explains that
astringency “is caused by a group of phenolic
compounds consisting of 3 to 5 carbon rings,
which are just the right size to span two or
more normally separate protein molecules,
bond them and hold them together”. How-
ever, it is generally accepted that tannins 
with a relative molecular mass of about 5,000
could contribute to astringency. In addition,
monomeric flavanols and some other simple
phenolics such as gallic acid, which are not
chemically defined as tannins, also precipi-
tate proteins and are perceived as astringent.
Finally, procyanidins become gradually less
bitter and more astringent as their relative
molecular mass increases. But then, I am 
fascinated by chemistry, whereas McGee was
trying to summarize a wealth of information
to provide only the main point for cooks.

Anyone seeking the scientific details
could complement this book with the latest
edition of the remarkable Food Chemistry by
H. D. Belitz et al. (Springer, 2004). That new
editions of these books have been published
at the same time is probably no coincidence
— molecular gastronomy is fashionable now
in culinary as well as scientific circles. ■

Hervé This is in the INRA Group on Molecular
Gastronomy, Laboratory of Chemistry,
Collège de France, 11 Place Marcelin Berthelot,
75005 Paris, France.
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A scientific feast
On Food and Cooking: The
Science and Lore of the Kitchen,
2nd edition
by Harold McGee
Scribner/Hodder & Stoughton: 2004. 896 pp.
$35, £30

Hervé This

When On Food And Cooking was first pub-
lished in 1984 it became a best-seller in
English-speaking countries, and deservedly
so. This was after Nicholas Kurti and I
began our first experiments in the kitchen
but before we coined the phrase ‘molecular
gastronomy’ — the discipline now has its
own national and international workshops,
conferences, courses and seminars. Molecu-
lar gastronomy isn’t just concerned with
cooking; it is the part of food science that
relates to gastronomy in general. According
to the French gastronome Jean-Anthelme
Brillat-Savarin: “Gastronomy encompasses
all knowledge about man as he is eating.”

Food science has a long history. Some
2,000 years ago, the anonymous author of
the London papyrus used a balance to find
out whether fermented meat weighed less 
than fresh meat,because of some ‘emanation’
that is lost. Much later, Antoine Parmentier,
Michel-Eugène Chevreul, Benjamin Thom-
son (Count Rumford), Emil Fischer and 
others made remarkable contributions. Their
work became very popular. For example,
around the time of the Second World War,
Edouard de Pomiane, a biologist at the Pas-
teur Institute, was writing best-sellers on
food science in France.

In the same tradition, Harold McGee
started publishing his books. I confess that 
I am not an impartial judge: he is a friend 
and one of the core participants of a series 
of international workshops on molecular
gastronomy that I have organized every two

The sweet taste of success: honey has a wide range of culinary and medicinal uses.
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