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Get Started in Food Writing


Kerstin Rodgers




About the author


Kerstin Rodgers is a chef, author, blogger and photographer. In 2008 she started her award-winning blog msmarmitelover.com under her pseudonym msmarmitelover. In 2009 she started her supper club ‘The Underground Restaurant’, which launched an underground restaurant/supper club/pop-up movement around the UK and Europe. Kerstin runs a site called ‘Find a Supper Club’ (supperclubfangroup.ning.com) where people can find their local supper club.


As a photographer, she worked for the NME, record companies, Cosmopolitan, Elle, The Guardian and The Observer. She has also had exhibitions of her photography in Paris and London.


Kerstin has won awards: the Guild of Food Writers blog of the year in 2013 and the Fortnum & Mason online food writer of the year 2014. In 2011 she was named as one of London’s 1,000 most influential people by the Evening Standard.


She has written three successful cookbooks: Supper Club: Recipes and Notes from the Underground Restaurant (HarperCollins 2011), MsMarmitelover’s Secret Tea Party (Square Peg, 2014) and V is for Vegan (Quadrille, 2015).




How to use this book


The text is accompanied by a variety of boxes and exercises to help you develop and hone your food writing. These are indicated by the following icons:
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The ‘Key idea’ box will help you focus on a core learning point.
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Words of advice and inspiration from cookery writers, bloggers and others.
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A short exercise to get you thinking and experimenting.
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An exercise that sets you a specific writing assignment.
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An exercise that asks you to revisit, reassess and/or redo a piece of work.
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A Workshop – a longer exercise or project.
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Why write about food?
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What is it about food that so many people including you, the purchaser of this book, want to write about it? Let’s look around at what is happening in food.





It’s the fashion!


Food is the new rock’n’ roll. Currently we are all obsessed with food: TV seems to show nothing else but food programmes and celebrity chefs. It’s so popular, you’d think cooking had just been invented.


The reasons for this are multiple: while television reflects the zeitgeist, it must be admitted that food programming is cheap to make, similar to reality TV. Many of the food shows are ‘jeopardy’-based, which is TV lingo for turning cooking into a competition, a game show. Teaching people about food is no longer enough. We are encouraged to aspire to our own 15 minutes of food fame.


It’s a whole other debate as to whether anybody is actually cooking more as a result of all this food programming but yes, gastronomy is all around us. In fact, there is even a new word for it, we are no longer eaters or cooks but ‘foodies’.


People who have never worked or trained as cooks or worked in restaurants – soap actresses (Nadia Sawalha), TV presenters (Davina McCall), film stars (Gwyneth Paltrow, Alicia Silverstone), musicians (Cookin’ with Coolio), musicians’ kids (Mary McCartney, Daisy Lowe), models (Sophie Dahl, Lorraine Pascale, Daisy Lowe, Jasmine and Melissa Hemsley, Ella Woodward), wives (Tana Ramsay) and fashion experts (Gok Wan) – are now making food programmes, writing recipe books and newspaper columns on food.


And if they are not cooking and writing about it, they are talking about how not to eat food: the diet industry is huge. (This is a large and profitable sector so don’t neglect that as a possible angle for your food writing. We will go into that further in Chapter 3.)


So it’s no exaggeration to note that the last decade has been food-obsessed and it remains important to document that trend. Chefs are the new rock stars, restaurants are the places to go. My teenage daughter would rather go to a restaurant than go clubbing. As a food entrepreneur, I started night markets: farmers’ markets held in the evening for young people to enjoy prepared dishes, shop for gourmet and artisan food, and listen to live music. My first one, which I called ‘Tongue in Cheek’ – a food rave – was held in my two-bedroomed apartment and in the garden. Starting after work on a Friday night: to my surprise, hundreds of young people queued for hours to get in. A very different audience to the married couples, parents and grandparents that go to farmers’ markets on Sunday mornings.


When I was a teenager, I dreamed of writing and photographing for the New Musical Express. I spent my income on going to gigs, buying albums and hanging out in trendy bars. I hid the fact that I was interested in food: it wasn’t hip. My handwritten recipe notebooks, complete with watercolours and drawings, were something only shamefully to be admitted to. Today young women are more likely to want to start a cupcake business.


Even children are starting food blogs: for example, nine-year-old Martha Payne whose blog, neverseconds.blogspot.com, documented her Scottish school dinners as well as what kids in other countries are eating for lunch. She was so successful she won awards and got a book deal on the back of her blog. Other youngsters are entering cooking competitions such as Junior MasterChef or hoping to go to cookery school. A couple of generations ago, catering college was where academic failures ended up. One chef in Leeds told me he was always in trouble as a teenager; finally the judge gave him a choice: a young offenders institution or cooking school. He chose the latter and, after training under Marco Pierre White, now has his own restaurant.


So how did this happen in a culture where one of the worst things you can be is overweight? As a vice, gluttony crowns the top seven deadly sins chart while the other six (pride, lust and greed particularly) are positively encouraged by capitalist society.


Is our food obsession the shadow side of the desire to be thin? We are conflicted: while overeating is frowned upon in Western culture, food is for the most part plentiful and ubiquitous. Food is cheaper than it used to be. The high street is no longer full of butchers, fishmongers and bakeries but cooked food outlets. Nowadays we want the finished object, fast food, the easy meal. More people live alone, meaning that it’s an expensive effort to cook for yourself and almost cheaper to live on takeaways.


Food is now voyeurism, and food writing forms part of that. We eat with our eyes, almost a displacement activity. We want to read about it, see pictures, share Instagrams, tweet about our meals. In fact, a common criticism of Twitter one hears is: ‘It is people tweeting about what they had for breakfast’ – like that’s a bad thing. It’s entertainment. It’s no coincidence that two of the most successful TV programmes of recent years are the globally imitated Come Dine with Me and Bake Off, the latter having the homely appeal of a Ms Marple-type thriller but with cake.


It’s always been the fashion


Actually, food is all-important and always has been. One of the things I have noticed when travelling is how many folk songs and stories are about food and drink. Travelling through South America, where bus drivers have only one cassette played on a loop, lyrics about chicken and coconut embedded themselves in my mind through sheer repetition. At the time I thought: we sing about love, they croon about food.


Maybe we just fetishize it more nowadays, turn it into trends. The dirty burger or spiralized courgetti are just as much fashion victims as wedge heels or padded shoulders.


Something terrible happened to food in the last century and it’s started to make us ill. The brave new world of factory-processed foods, big agriculture, supermarkets and labour-saving devices has revolutionized our lifestyles. But don’t forget that we spent thousands of years making food, slowly, in the same way every day. Food is central to our religions, to our families, to our health. We are the only species on earth that cooks food – it’s human behaviour at its most fundamental.


We are all experts


Food writing is a growth industry because we all eat approximately three times a day. Everyone, without exception, must eat, every day, for their entire lives. Even if you can only remember your mother’s cooking, we all know about and have strong opinions on food.


It’s not so much sex, death and taxes as food, sex and death that are the driving force behind humanity. And let’s face it: food is more readily available than sex. It’s a primary necessity.


Even if you don’t cook, you have to eat. Dining out involves a quick mental count of the last time you ate such and such, going to the food establishment in question, ordering the food, eating it and returning home.


Food is time consuming. It can take you an hour and a half to cook it but just ten minutes to eat it. While food can be seen as an art form, and some chefs are lauded as great artists, it is ephemeral. Food writing attempts to pin it down.


If sleeping takes up a third of our lives, food must occupy at least a quarter. I’m not just talking about eating it: think of the time spent shopping it, unloading it, planning it, preparing it, cooking it, and cleaning it all up afterwards. And the whole process is repeated three hours later.


Food is culture, food is history


The arc of human development is characterized by the discovery of fire, the engineering of pots and utensils and the art and science of cooking. Cooking enabled us to extract more nutrients from food, made it more digestible, leading, on an evolutionary level, to the large human brain. Hunting, gathering, agriculture, through to the modern day – we are distinguished by what we eat and how. The earliest economics, the spice trade for instance, is related to food and the desire for new tastes. The word ‘salary’ derives from a basic foodstuff: salt. Roman soldiers were paid in salt, a precious commodity. Writing about the history of food, travelling and discovering new dishes are all great material for food writers.


The differences even between America and Europe are worth discussion: fast food versus slow food? Some statistics suggest that Americans spend 75 minutes a day eating, whereas Europeans feast for over two hours.


Perhaps the less we cook, the more we want to read about cooking, eating, drinking, consuming. Certainly, there is no shortage of food-related subjects to write about. This is where you come in. In this book we will be talking about the meat and veg of food writing.
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Snapshot exercise










Experiment with mindful eating. Notice what you eat. Write notes on it; take pictures. When you next cook something, write it up as a recipe, as if you were teaching someone who didn’t know how to cook.


[image: image]









	

[image: image]





	

Key idea










Read. Read food magazines, big and small, from Delicious and Olive to Lucky Peach, a quarterly started by Momofuku’s David Chang, or Cherry Bombe, a biannual that celebrates women in food. Read newspaper articles on food. Read blogs, both general and specialist. I recommend TheKitchn.com as a large generalized food blog written by paid journalists and at the other end of the scale, azeliaskitchen.net, who is a non-professional who writes with a detailed, scientific zeal about baking bread.


And finally, don’t just read cookbooks but also books about food that don’t include recipes. Don’t just read the recipes, read the introductory chapters. Read cookery writers who’ve appeared throughout history: Elizabeth David as well as Jamie Oliver.
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Food is an important subject to write about. The angles you can explore within food are almost never-ending. You don’t have to have a lot of money, incredible cooking skills or a large budget for exotic ingredients. You can write about the slice of toast you had for breakfast this morning. You can write about your local discount supermarket. In fact, the more specialized angle you adopt, rather than just the cliché of going to posh restaurants, the more likely you will come to the attention of commissioning editors and publishers.


	

Next step






In the next chapter we look at the 12 characteristics of the typical food writer.
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The 12 characteristics of the food writer


[image: image]


In this chapter you will look at the characteristics of the food writer and, no doubt, their readers.





1 Hungry


It really helps if you like eating. That might sound curious, but some people, believe it or not, are just not that interested in food, for them it’s merely fuel. Some people, on the other hand, may be interested in food but have a limited diet, like coeliacs. Other food writers may have a disability, like chef and author Marlena Spieler, who had an accident in which she lost her sense of taste and has since been documenting her journey back to taste. A unique perspective can be essential to interesting food writing.


2 Curious


You must be driven to learn more about your chosen subject. New and old food experiences, from family meals to the latest restaurant trend, can form part of your writing.


Take a small subject, say sugar, and research it. Where does it come from? What different types of sugar are there? Do they taste different? Why are we addicted to it? The possibilities are endless. Do not, however, simply rely on Wikipedia. There was a talented but young journalist who was writing a regular food column in a top newspaper. It was clear that he was using Wikipedia to get many of his facts. His nickname in the food world became ‘Consider Wikipedia’. Wikipedia is useful, but use it as a starting point only. Go visit, do interviews, ask questions, don’t just do all your research on the Internet, convenient as that may be. Everyone else will have access to the same information, the only way to make your work distinctive is to do field research of your own.


3 Fat


Yes. Food writing makes you fat. I remember meeting a bunch of other food bloggers around 2009 at various events in London. They were all fairly normally shaped. Two years later, on another trip, most of them could barely waddle around the restaurants to which we’d received freebie invitations. Some of them got disciplined and went on whatever fad diet was going around at the time: the 5:2 diet, the Dukan Diet, juicing or raw diets. Some of us, like me, who already had a propensity to being overweight, got extra fat and stayed there. Food writing can be injurious to your health! Just sayin’!


4 Practical


While it depends on what kind of food writing you intend to concentrate on, hands-on practicality is always preferable to the purely theoretical. I never write about things that I haven’t personally done or experienced. Cooking itself is practical and testing recipes, or creating them, is always important in the field of food writing. Cooking is an alchemy, a mixture of science and art. Cooking is how most people learn about science, which is why in school it is called ‘Domestic Science’. There is little difference between experimenting with dry versus wet caramel on your stove, or fermenting sauerkraut or sourdough, or butchering an animal and physics, chemistry or biology as taught in the education system. When science was not open to women, domestic science was how we learned.


If you are basically a writer rather than a cook, you will need to up your practical skills in the kitchen. It’s hard to write about food if you’ve never made any! Take a course or force yourself to cook. Perhaps choose a cookbook and work your way through it. Take a case study like Dan Toombs, also known as The Curry Guy, of the eponymous blog. Originally from California, he married a British wife and moved to Yorkshire 20 years ago. Dan’s background is in computer merchandise so he had the technical know-how to start a food blog as a hobby in 2010. He knew little about Indian food but enjoyed its spiciness which reminded him of the Mexican food he ate and cooked back in the States. (There isn’t much Mexican immigration to Yorkshire but thanks to the IT industry, there is increasing Indian emigration to Silicon Valley in California and, as a result, more Indian restaurants.) Dan remarks that many ingredients in Mexican and Indian food are similar, spread by Portuguese explorers. Trouble was, eating takeaways and in curry houses was starting to become very expensive for his large family. As the family’s main cook, in 2011 he set out to cook only Indian food for a year and blog about it. Gradually, famous Indian chefs such as Vivek Singh and Atul Kochhar got to hear about his curry ‘journey’ and invited him to learn to cook dishes in their restaurant kitchens. Eventually, Dan got to know the difference between BIR (British Indian Restaurant) food and the vast range of authentic Subcontinental cooking.


BIR, Dan learned, emanated from the post-colonial immigration from India and Pakistan and later, in the 1970s, refugees from the Bangladeshi Liberation War and the Ugandan Asian phase of migration to the UK. Often it was the men of the families who came first, bringing their wives and children later. These men were not trained chefs and, in their culture, didn’t even do the cooking; it was the women who did it. They opened restaurants not knowing how to cook and in the 1960s and 1970s there weren’t many authentic Asian ingredients for sale in Britain. The different spices were not available, rather there was a generic curry powder. They created a bland stock curry sauce that was onion based with a little bit of tomato and not much heat. All the restaurants used the same recipes. Today’s Indian restaurant cooking is far more authentic, fresher and more varied.


Dan was invited to speak at the World Curry Festival in Bradford. He’s written an ebook and is currently in talks to get an offline book published. His hobby has started to become a small business, a second income; most of his blog posts are sponsored. His tips on how to improve your blog ratings are given later in the book.


Not knowing how to cook is also worth writing about. Esther Walker’s blog Recipe Rifle is about learning how to cook. As the newly married wife of Giles Coren, the famous restaurant critic, no less, she felt under pressure to acquire some cooking skills very quickly. Her self-deprecating, clever and amusing writing has thousands of readers.


5 Professional


Have a professional attitude. Even if you are working for no money, for instance if you are blogging, act as if you are getting paid. Write every day and blog regularly. If writing for others, stick to the word count. Check your spelling and grammar. Get your facts right and do the research. Meet your deadlines. Try to keep procrastination to a minimum.


6 Intellectual


I don’t think a food writer has to be intellectual. You need enough intellect to be able to think things through and write them down but a more crucial quality is sensuality. Eating isn’t just about survival; it’s sensual, too. In my own writing, experience is the essential component. I don’t have an intellectual or academic viewpoint, I’m more like a reporter. I try to accurately and minutely describe the details of a restaurant or a food experience or the process of cooking a recipe. Nonetheless, for some writing, you may take an intellectual stance; for the ethical food essay or for more scientific writing.


7 Nostalgic


I have noticed that many food writers are nostalgic; when they think of the past, their childhood or a trip, it’s the food they focus on. Food and family are inextricably linked – our mother’s cooking, growing up, comfort food, Sunday lunch. Food is a souvenir, both in the French sense of a memory and in the British sense of holding on to something concrete from a faraway place.


8 Political


Food writing can be political. The austerity blogger Jack Monroe is a case in point. As an impoverished single mother on benefits, she blogged about having to go to food banks to feed herself and her three-year-old son. With a weekly food budget of £10, she wrote about meals for under a pound, itemizing the cost of each ingredient. Her blog was picked up by The Guardian, she got a food column, she wrote a best-selling austerity cookbook and she was invited on Question Time and to Parliament. Another example, the award-winning food writer Alex Renton is political about the ethics of food, writing about vegetarianism, the abuses of big supermarkets and how they treat farmers. You may be passionate about local farmers, about organic food, about animal rights. Or you might feel just as strongly about hunting, the preservation of the countryside, or that GM (genetically modified) foods are in fact the right way to go for a rapidly expanding global population. Your politics can be included in your food writing or even be used as a structuring framework.


9 Personal


I always like the personal. But not the relentless whinging, moaning and self-obsession that some writers can indulge in – no, you must always reference the exterior world too, the facts. Intimate details always bring a subject home to the reader; you achieve relatability. In the pure journalistic style, you never use ‘I’ but this can make for rather dry reading. You want to connect with the reader; therefore you must be willing to open up. I once wrote a blog post about feeling depressed and what foods help depression. It immediately got hits and comments. I felt so exposed when I wrote it but you have to be brave. The likes of columnist Liz Jones, who is not a food writer (but has strong feelings about food, having been anorexic and now vegan), says that if it doesn’t hurt when you publish, it’s not worth publishing. She is known for her extreme honesty, which can make her columns difficult to read but she is never less than riveting. She also suffers personal abuse. When you open up to the world, this is a risk, especially if you are a woman writer. But she is one of Fleet Street’s highest-paid columnists so she’s doing something right.


Ascertain the level of exposure you can handle. But consider that your privacy boundaries are likely to expand as you continue writing. Even if you are criticized, there will also be positive feedback in which people express their gratitude for your honesty. This is very rewarding, particularly as the encouraging readers often outnumber the critics.


10 Romantic


I think we all romanticize the idea of being a writer. Sometimes we want what we perceive to be the lifestyle of a writer rather than do the hard graft of sitting down alone in a silent room, not going out and writing every day.


Ernest Hemingway has been very bad for writing, although I admire his pared-down prose. Let me explain why. I had a friend when I was living in France – let’s call him Si. He was an English ex-pat who wanted to write and to that end he moved to a small village in the south of France because, of course, you can’t do it in the suburbs of Manchester. His writing hero was Hemingway. Meeting him in a local café (I was staying in France at the time), I started to tell Si about my first book deal; I was very excited to share the news. He waved me away: ‘I’m not interested in women’s writing.’


He then brought out a few crumpled pages from his back pocket with a story pencilled in tiny writing all over them. Everyone at our table lost interest in my actual real-life book deal and expressed interest in Si’s ‘important’ writing. Si read it out. The story was based on one of many incidents where Si gets drunk, sleeps with various women around the village, upsets most of the women in the village and wakes up in a ditch with no money having lost his coat. Everyone was terribly impressed. This is a real writer, they thought. This was the only thing Si had written in six months. It was pretty clichéd, to be frank. Si had a terrible drink problem and treated women shabbily in real life. But for him and his mates, he was living the writer’s dream. But the truth is he’s never been published and his productivity is extremely low. I still have hopes for him – he’s a nice guy at heart – but he’d committed the fatal error of falling in love with the lifestyle of a writer rather than doing the work. Writing is not glamorous; it’s kind of boring and lonely. It’s psychologically painful, even. You can’t always wait for the muse. To be a writer, just bash it out.


11 Trained


You don’t have to be trained but it can help.


JOURNALISTIC TRAINING


For journalism training, check the National Council for the Training of Journalists (NCTJ) site (www.nctj.com). There are courses run all over the UK. A year-long course costs between £2,500 and £4,500, depending on your age.


For specific courses in food writing, here are a couple of suggestions: try the CityLit in London (www.citylit.ac.uk), which does a day course costing around £55, or the week-long residential courses run by Arvon (www.arvon.org), about which I have heard good things. You can apply to these courses for grants if you have a low income.


COOKING COURSES


Depending on the kind of food writing you want to do, you may want to improve your cooking skills. The best and most elite cookery courses can be very expensive, around £20,000 a year. There are some bursaries, but some of the people attending will be rich, bored housewives and academically deficient posh kids, perhaps getting a vocational course to become a chalet girl. If you are really broke, go to catering college or, better still, get a job in a restaurant and work your way up through all the cooking stations. You will learn more in a month at even the humblest restaurant than you will in a year at most colleges in terms of the reality of a life in food. But it’s probably best to combine theory and practical techniques learned on a course with some real-life experience. Young ambitious chefs do ‘stages’ (work experience) in three-month tranches around the world, going from the Fat Duck to Noma to Japan and the top restaurants in the States. This requires dedication and persistence.


High-end cooking courses include:


•  Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons (www.belmond.com/le-manoir-aux-quat-saisons-oxfordshire). A friend of my mum went there. It cost a packet but she highly recommended it. A member of Pink Floyd was on the course with her. You will learn classical French cookery.


•  Leiths (www.leiths.com). This famous cookery school in London has an illustrious alumni: Gizzi Erskine, Diana Henry, Xanthe Clay, Florence Knight, Sam Clark (the male half; his wife is called Sam Clark too) of the restaurant Moro. It runs both professional and amateur (or enthusiasts’) courses, from a year-long diploma to day courses. They also do food-styling courses.


•  Ballymaloe (www.cookingisfun.ie). This Cork-based cookery school in Ireland is run by the Allen family, headed by Darina Allen. They do year-long courses and one-term courses.


•  Cordon Vert (www.cordonvert.co.uk). This vegetarian cookery school in London and Cheshire runs a year-long professional diploma as well as shorter courses.


•  Billingsgate Seafood Training School (www.seafoodtraining.org). Courses here are run by a retired fishmonger. I did one with a fishmonger and fish smoker named Ken Condon who had great insight on how to choose your fish and also great gossipy anecdotes. They have several half-day to two-day courses. I did a short course. It was absolutely fascinating and I learned so much in just one day.


•  WSET (Wine & Spirits Education Trust; www.wsetglobal.com). This offers Level 1 to Level 5 diploma. Its courses are held everywhere in the UK.


12 A traveller


You can learn and write about food just in your immediate area, which is interesting in itself, but most foodies are interested in international cuisine. I get many of my ideas for dishes when I travel. My trips provide the backdrop to, and the in-depth knowledge for, my articles.


However, living in London (or any big city) is a constant journey around the world. Almost every type of food is sold, whether in shops, delicatessens or restaurants. Just in my area of Kilburn I have Polish, Romanian, Kurdish, Armenian, Bulgarian, Indian, Sri Lankan, Pakistani and Chinese shops. I can pretend to be in Afghanistan, Iran, southern India, Poland, France, Italy, the Caribbean, virtually any night of the week by dint of visiting a different restaurant within a mile or so of my house.


A blogger and author Helen Graves, who writes Food Stories, lives in Peckham, South London. It’s a poor but cosmopolitan part of London which is rapidly becoming trendy. She often blogs about the Caribbean and African restaurants and markets near where she lives. She even makes and sells her own jerk sauce via her blog.


I love to travel and I love to learn languages. I can speak fluent French, pretty good Spanish and can manage in Portuguese and Italian. Every country I visit, I try to learn a few phrases. In terms of the food world, it helps to be open to learning a foreign language.


However, be careful about sounding pretentious in your writing by using too many foreign, particularly French, terms of cuisine. It can sound comedic.


	

Next step






In the following chapter we will be looking at the different types of food writing.
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Types of food writing
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In this chapter we will look at the different types of food writing. There are more avenues to go down than you might think, from restaurant reviews and recipe writing to speciality/industry/trade press food writing. Chances are, your image of a food writer is somebody writing a restaurant review. Of course, this is an essential part of the food writing spectrum but there is a great deal more to it.





Restaurant reviews


The main job of restaurant critics is to entertain us. If, in addition, they actually know something about food, then that is an added bonus. And, of course, the good critics – those who develop a great reputation – are the ones who can do both: they write wittily and with insight, knowing how a dish should be cooked, whether it was cooked correctly and whether the restaurant has conveyed the dish with accuracy. The critic has most likely travelled to the country of origin, so they'll know whether that spaghetti vongole was done just right. Their years of experience will lend their reviews depth and authenticity. But, at the same time, they are funny and absorbing to read; no one wants to read a dry piece full of technical knowledge but with no flair.


The newspaper audience is not the same as that for a trade magazine or even a blog, for the latter tend to attract people particularly interested in their subject. The newspaper restaurant critic is selling newspapers rather than restaurants. Nevertheless, without a doubt, a restaurant review in a major newspaper makes a huge difference to the restaurant. A good review from, say, Jay Rayner in The Observer, will mean that the restaurant will be booked up for weeks, if not months. It marks the difference between a going concern and a flop.


Impressing restaurant critics is so important that restaurants will keep laminated photos of the known critics on the walls of the kitchen so that staff recognize them when they walk in. Nowadays the smart restaurant will even google the names of diners so it knows who is who. A New York restaurant admits to doing precisely that: Eleven Madison Park googles every single guest before they arrive.
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Manager of Eleven Madison Park










‘If I find out a guest is from Montana, and I know we have a server from there, we’ll put them together.’
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An article about restaurants doesn’t just have to be about the food; it can be about the service, the owner, the ethos. This is the future. Faced with food bloggers, Instagrammers, citizen journalism as well as restaurant reviews by ordinary people on sites such as Trip Advisor, a restaurant can no longer get away with doing a poor job. They will quickly get found out.


I have to admit that, if I'm at a restaurant and getting poor service, I find that taking a few pictures of the food does wonders. They immediately start to wonder who you are, whether you are ‘somebody’.


THE BEHEMOTHS OF RESTAURANT REVIEWING


The following critics bestride the restaurant industry like behemoths and it is well worth reading their reviews on a regular basis:


•  Jay Rayner of The Observer – a long-time journalist who has for some years specialized in the food industry. He writes well, clearly likes his dinner, and is also concerned about ethical issues within the food industry.


•  Giles Coren of The Times – the enfant terrible of restaurant reviewing.


•  Fay Maschler of the Evening Standard – the grande dame of restaurant reviewing who has been working for the Standard for over 40 years.


•  A.A. Gill of The Sunday Times – to my mind, the funniest and most savage of the restaurant reviewers.


•  Marina O’Loughlin of The Guardian – kind but funny with fantastic food knowledge, particularly of her beloved Italy.


MARINA’S TOP TIPS FOR BECOMING A RESTAURANT REVIEWER
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•  ‘Have a rich mummy and daddy or marry well. This is an expensive profession. Even when you get paid, you don’t get paid much.’


•  There are no openings as a restaurant critic in the main publications. ‘You’ll have to wait until one of us dies.’ Working for local papers, magazines or starting your own blog are virtually the only ways of getting into the field.


•  People are only interested in London. Although there are frequent complaints that The Guardian reviews are too London-centric, the stats (or viewing figures) go down dramatically when Marina reviews a restaurant elsewhere in the country. The reasons for this include: London has a large population with more disposable income, therefore a larger restaurant-going public. London has many tourists and visitors from around the world who are also interested in which restaurants to visit in the city. Thirdly, London is a trendsetter: what London does is what the rest of the country will do in a few years’ time. All of the UK looks to London, like it or not, for what’s happening in food. On the positive side, this means that there is an opportunity for people who don’t live in London to carve out their own niche. If London critics aren’t getting to provincial restaurants, there are still readers who want to know about those restaurants.


•  People think reviewers are puppets of the PR industry. This isn’t true. Good reviewers, respected reviewers, are independent.


•  ‘Eat at every restaurant you can for 20 years.’ Marina has been at this game for a long time – that’s one of the reasons she got the job. She loves restaurants more than food. She likes the service, the style of the tableware, the architecture, everything about restaurants. There is a distinction between food writing and restaurant writing; it’s not just food. Some restaurants don’t have great food but you love them. Some restaurants do have great food, but no atmosphere. ‘So many restaurants aren’t fun anymore,’ complains Marina. She laments restaurants that aren’t interested in the diner but are all about the celebrity or artistry of the chef.
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