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“Cookbook” Chemistry

T h e  C h e m i s t ’ s  B o o k s h e l f

What Einstein Told His Cook
Robert L. Wolke
W. W. Norton & Co., New York, 2002,
350 pp, $25.95 hardcover 
ISBN 0-393-01183-6

I’m Just Here for the Food
Alton Brown
Stewart, Tabori & Chang, New York, 2002,
287 pp, $32.50 hardcover
ISBN 1-58479-083-0

It has oft been said that chemistry is a
lot like cooking. It is merely a matter of
knowing how much of each reagent to
use, how and when to combine them, and
how to tell when they’re done. Well,
from the chemist’s point of view, the
expression should be switched around
because, in many cases, cooking isn’t just
a lot like chemistry, it is chemistry (with
maybe a little physics thrown in for
convenience). And this is the premise of
the new book by Robert L. Wolke, profes-
sor emeritus of chemistry at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh.

Largely a collection of his Washington
Post Food 101 columns, What Einstein
Told His Cook is Wolke’s attempt to explain

some of the science behind many of the
common questions, myths, and miscon-
ceptions of food and cooking. Wolke breaks
his book into several sections, such as sugar,
salt, meat, heating and cooling, coffee and
caffeine, and microwave ovens. In one
section, Wolke tries to explain how from
a purely chemical point of view, the use
of table, kosher, or sea salt has no effect
on the taste of a meal—a position that is
sure to evoke controversy. In the same
breath, however, he warns that a cup of
one salt is not necessarily a cup of anoth-
er salt, that it largely depends on grain
size. Always the experimentalist, he also
puts to rest the concept of a sidewalk so
hot that you can fry an egg on it.

Wolke presents material in such a way
that the reader can open the book at any
topic and get a complete explanation. The
reader who starts at the front of the book
and goes to the end will read the same
explanations several times, a process that
becomes tiresome. Wolke’s desire, howev-
er, was that the book be a reference guide
that the reader can visit at any time for
quick answers to simple questions.

By comparison, Alton Brown’s I’m Just
Here For The Food is a cookbook that is
peppered with a little science and histo-
ry. A product of Brown’s Food Network tele-
vision program Good Eats, this book is
designed for the nonscientist who likes
to cook and isn’t afraid to learn something
in the process. Unlike Wolke’s book, I’m
Just Here For The Food is largely divided

into sections that describe ways to cook
food, such as grilling, frying, boiling, and
braising various meats. However, most of
the techniques he describes are just as
appropriate for other food groups.

Heavily laden with graphics—unlike
Wolke’s book, which is almost entirely
text—I’m Just Here for the Food not only
explains what is happening in or to food,
but does so with amusing cartoons. As an
example, Brown uses the movement of
heated air in the desert to explain how
convection currents work in an oven. Simi-
larly, Brown explains the difference between
saturated, monounsaturated, and polyun-
saturated fatty acids by showing a chain
of women holding H-marked shopping bags
or holding hands (to indicate carbon–carbon
double bonds).

So, who is Alton Brown and where does
he get his style? Unlike Wolke, Brown is a
chef by training, but his showmanship
comes from years behind the camera.
According to the biography listed on his
website (www.altonbrown.com), Brown
started his career as a cameraman and even-
tually moved to direct commercials and
corporate films. “When he wasn’t shooting
he was cooking,” according to the biogra-
phy, “and watching cooking programs that
he constantly criticized as dull and unin-
formative.” Eventually, Brown enrolled in
the New England Culinary Institute (Mont-
pelier, VT), where he “started to concoct
a new kind of food show, one that would
blend wit with wisdom, history with pop
culture, and science with the kind of
common cooking sense that our grand-
mothers took for granted.”

Overall, if there is one flaw in What
Einstein Told His Cook it is that Wolke’s
delivery can be a little condescending at
times, which might be expected from a
professor but doesn’t make for optimal
reading. In stark contrast, Brown’s irrev-
erent delivery can be unsettling to some
readers. It is highly recommended that
prospective readers watch a couple episodes
of Good Eats before deciding if they want
to invest in the book. What you see is what
you’ll get.

Randall C. Willis ◆
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