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INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS BOOK
CHANGED HOW WE COOK

For anyone who has ever wondered why
bread rises, what makes an egg white
stiffen, or how a pinch of salt can
transform a dish, there is one book that
stands as the ultimate guide: On Food
And Cooking McGee —the landmark
work by Harold McGee that has been
illuminating kitchens and inspiring chefs
for decades. First published in 1984 and

subsequently revised and expanded in
2004, this book is far more than a
cookbook. It is a deep, fascinating
exploration of the science that underpins
every meal we prepare. Whether you are
a professional chef, a passionate home
cook, or simply a curious eater, McGee’s
masterpiece offers a lens through which
to understand the very nature of food.
This article will take you on a journey
through the world of On Food And
Cooking McGee, exploring its origins,
its core principles, its impact on the
culinary world, and why it remains an
indispensable resource today.


https://remodelicious.com/

THE MAN BEHIND THE BOOK:
WHO IS HAROLD MCGEE?

Before diving into the content of the
book itself, it is worth understanding the
author. Harold McGee is not a chef by
training, but a writer and a scientist. He
earned a PhD in English literature from
Yale University, but his true passion lay
in understanding the everyday world
around him. This academic background
gave him the tools to research,
synthesize, and explain complex
scientific concepts in a clear and
engaging way. When he set out to write
On Food And Cooking McGee, he was
driven by a simple question: Why does
cooking work the way it does? He spent
years researching chemistry, biology,
physics, and culinary history to answer

that question. The result was a book that
bridged the gap between the laboratory
and the kitchen, making science
accessible and exciting for cooks of all
levels. McGee has since become a
revered figure in the culinary world,
consulted by top chefs and food
scientists, and his book is often credited
with launching the modern food science
movement.

WHAT IS "ON FOOD AND
COOKING" ABOUT?

At its core, On Food And Cooking
McGee is a reference work that explains
the physical and chemical properties of
food ingredients and the processes
involved in cooking. It is organized by
ingredient and topic, making it easy to
dip into for specific questions or to read
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cover-to-cover for a comprehensive
education. The book covers everything
from the basic building blocks of
food—water, carbohydrates, fats,
proteins, and minerals—to the intricate
details of meats, vegetables, fruits,
grains, dairy, eggs, and spices. It also
delves into the science behind cooking
methods like roasting, braising, frying,
and baking. What sets this book apart is
its depth. McGee does not just tell you
that searing meat adds flavor; he
explains the Maillard reaction in detail,
describing how amino acids and sugars
react under heat to create hundreds of
flavor compounds. He does not just say
that eggs thicken a custard; he explains
how protein molecules denature and
coagulate. This level of detail empowers
readers to understand why recipes work

and how to troubleshoot when things go
wrong.

The Science of
Meat and Poultry

One of the most celebrated sections of
On Food And Cooking McGee is the
discussion of meat. McGee explores the
structure of muscle tissue, explaining
how collagen, connective tissue, and fat
contribute to tenderness and flavor. He
describes why tough cuts of meat
benefit from slow, moist
cooking—because collagen breaks down
into gelatin over time—and why tender
cuts are best cooked quickly with dry
heat. He also addresses common
questions like why meat should rest



after cooking (to allow juices to
redistribute) and how brining works (by
dissolving proteins and allowing the
meat to retain more moisture). For
anyone who has ever been intimidated
by cooking a perfect steak or roasting a
turkey, this section is a revelation. It
turns cooking meat from a guesswork
game into a predictable science.

Understanding
Vegetables and
Fruits

Another rich area of the book is the
treatment of plants. McGee explains the
cellular structure of vegetables and

fruits, including the role of cellulose,
pectin, and starches. He describes why
some vegetables soften when cooked
(because heat breaks down pectin) and
why others stay crisp (because they
have more cellulose). He also covers the
chemistry of color, explaining how
chlorophyll breaks down in acid and how
anthocyanins change color with pH. This
knowledge is incredibly practical. For
example, understanding that adding a
pinch of baking soda to cooking water
can help green beans retain their bright
color—but that too much will turn them
mushy—is the kind of insight that On
Food And Cooking McGee provides.
The book also delves into the ripening
process of fruits, explaining how
ethylene gas triggers the conversion of
starches to sugars and the softening of
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cell walls.

The Magic of
Eggs and Dairy

Eggs and dairy are among the most
versatile and yet temperamental
ingredients in the kitchen, and McGee
handles them with care and precision.
He explains the structure of an egg, from
the yolk to the white, and describes how
heat causes proteins in the white to
denature and coagulate. He explains
why eggs can be beaten into a foam
(proteins unfold and trap air bubbles)
and why overbeating can cause the
foam to collapse. For dairy, he explores
the science of milk, cream, butter, and
cheese. He describes how milk is an

emulsion of fat globules in water,
stabilized by proteins, and how heating
or acidifying milk can cause it to curdle.
He also explains the process of making
cheese, from the coagulation of casein
proteins by rennet to the aging that
develops flavor. This section is a must-
read for anyone who has ever struggled
with a curdled sauce or a failed soufflé.

THE IMPACT ON MODERN
COOKING

The influence of On Food And Cooking
McGee on the culinary world cannot be
overstated. Before this book, most
cookbooks focused on technique and
tradition, often without explaining the
underlying principles. Chefs learned
through apprenticeship and repetition,
but the "why" was often a mystery.



McGee changed that. His work provided
a scientific foundation that allowed chefs
to innovate, adapt, and troubleshoot
with confidence. This book is widely
credited as a foundational text for the
modern gastronomy movement, which
emphasizes precision, creativity, and a
deep understanding of ingredients.
Chefs like Heston Blumenthal, Ferran
Adria, and David Chang have all cited
McGee as a major influence. For home
cooks, the book is equally
transformative. It turns the kitchen into a
laboratory of delicious discovery, where
every meal is an opportunity to learn. It
also helps demystify cooking failures.
When a sauce breaks, a cake falls, or a
roast comes out dry, On Food And
Cooking McGee helps you understand
why, so you can do better next time.

KEY CONCEPTS FROM THE BOOK

To give you a taste of the practical
wisdom in On Food And Cooking
McGee, here are some key concepts
that illustrate the book’s approach:

e The Maillard Reaction: This is
the chemical reaction between
amino acids and reducing sugars
that creates the brown crust on
seared meat, toasted bread, and
roasted coffee. It is responsible for
much of the savory, complex
flavor we love in cooked foods.
McGee explains the conditions that
favor this reaction and why it is
different from caramelization.

e Emulsions: Mayonnaise,
vinaigrette, and hollandaise are all
emulsions—mixtures of two liquids
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that normally do not mix, like oil
and water. McGee explains how
egg yolks or mustard can act as
emulsifiers, coating oil droplets
and keeping them suspended in
water. He also explains why
emulsions can break and how to
fix them.

Gelatin and Collagen: When you
simmer bones or connective
tissue, collagen breaks down into
gelatin, which gives body and
richness to stocks and braises.
McGee explains the temperature
and time required for this
conversion, and how gelatin
contributes to mouthfeel.

* Yeast and Fermentation: In
bread making, yeast consumes
sugars and produces carbon

dioxide gas, which leavens the
dough. McGee explains the
conditions that affect yeast
activity, including temperature,
hydration, and salt, and how these
factors influence the final crumb
and crust of the bread.

e The Role of Salt: Salt is far more
than a seasoning. It affects protein
solubility, promotes browning, and
even suppresses bitterness.
McGee explains how salt interacts
with food on a molecular level,
helping cooks use it with precision.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK IN YOUR
KITCHEN

On Food And Cooking McGee is not a
recipe book, but it is an invaluable
companion to any recipe book. Here are



some practical ways to use it in your
everyday cooking:

1. Before trying a new technique:

If you are planning to make a
soufflé, a custard, or a braised
dish, read the relevant section in
McGee first. Understanding the
science behind the technique will
give you confidence and help you
avoid common pitfalls.

. When something goes wrong:
If your sauce breaks, your bread
doesn’t rise, or your vegetables
turn brown, consult McGee to
understand what happened and
how to fix or prevent it in the
future.

. When you want to experiment:
Once you understand the

principles, you can start adapting
recipes with confidence. Want to
substitute one fat for another?
McGee will tell you how the
properties of butter, oil, and lard
differ. Want to reduce the sugar in
a cake? He will explain what role
sugar plays in structure and
browning.

. For pure curiosity: Some of the

most enjoyable parts of the book
are the historical and cultural
digressions. McGee explores how
different cuisines have solved the
same problems in different ways,
and how our understanding of food
has evolved over time.

WHY "ON FOOD AND COOKING"
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REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

In an age of instant recipes and viral
cooking videos, you might wonder
whether a dense, 900-page reference
book is still relevant. The answer is a
resounding yes. While cooking trends
come and go, the underlying science of
food does not change. The principles
that McGee explains are timeless.
Moreover, the book has been updated to
reflect new research and new
ingredients. The 2004 edition includes
expanded sections on spices, herbs, and
modern cooking techniques, keeping it
current. The book also addresses
contemporary concerns like food safety,
nutrition, and the environmental impact
of food choices. In a world where we are
bombarded with conflicting advice about

what to eat, On Food And Cooking
McGee offers a grounded, evidence-
based perspective. It empowers readers
to make informed decisions, whether
they are choosing a cooking method or
evaluating a dietary claim.

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

The short answer is: anyone who cooks
or eats. On Food And Cooking McGee
is accessible to beginners but offers
profound insights for experienced
professionals. It is ideal for:

 Home cooks who want to improve
their skills and understand why
their recipes work.

* Professional chefs who want to
deepen their knowledge and push
the boundaries of their craft.



e Food science students who
need a comprehensive and
readable introduction to the field.

* Food writers and bloggers who
want to add authority and depth to
their content.

e Curious eaters who simply want
to appreciate the complexity and
wonder of the food on their plate.

CONCLUSION

On Food And Cooking McGee is more
than a book; it is a gateway to a deeper
understanding of one of the most
fundamental and joyful human activities:
cooking. Harold McGee has done
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something remarkable—he has taken
the complex, often intimidating world of
food science and made it accessible,
engaging, and deeply practical. Whether
you are a seasoned chef or a nervous
novice, this book will change the way
you think about food. It will give you the
confidence to experiment, the tools to
troubleshoot, and the knowledge to
appreciate every meal on a deeper level.
In a world of fleeting trends, this book is
a permanent, essential resource. If you
have not yet explored the pages of On
Food And Cooking McGee, there is no
better time to start. Your kitchen—and
your palate—will thank you.
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