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            Dying for Something to Eat

         

         After a while you get used to people wishing you dead. In my case it helps that the ones making the suggestion do so lightly, like they were proposing an ice cream or a cuddle. Often there’s the catch of a laugh in their voice. It’s that stifled amusement, the giggle before the darkness, which alerts me to what’s coming.

         I am standing on a stage in a small theatre or comedy club, the meat of my live show behind me, and I am taking questions. I am working my way from upstretched hand to upstretched hand, trying to be the most entertaining version of myself that I can.

         ‘Jay, so … Ha!’ Here we go. ‘What would be your death-row dinner?’

         The audience laughs. The audience always laughs. By asking the question the balance of power appears to have shifted, and brilliantly. There I am up on stage, owning the space. And now here’s a member of the audience bringing me back down to earth by asking me to imagine that I am about to be put to death for some crime of which I am obviously guilty. Then again, they have heard the question only once; I have heard it dozens of times.

         I reply. Some members of the audience laugh. Some of them look a little puzzled. Others look utterly furious. As far as they’re concerned, I really haven’t played the game at all.

         
            *

         

         The idea of last suppers, be they caused by the judicial system, suicide or misfortune of health, has long fascinated me. It seems such a simple question. You are about to die. What do you choose to eat? But it isn’t simple at all. For a start, we eat to keep ourselves alive. That’s the whole point of consuming food. It’s literally a bodily function. But if you knew your death was imminent, the basic reason for the meal would have gone. You’ll be long dead before you starve. So now it’s about something else.

         Do you choose comfort food, something that reminds you of the good times when you weren’t about to die? Do you allow your meal to parent you, to enfold you in the biggest hug possible? Or do you go for ingredients as statement? Your last meal should surely be a time to wade into luxury and excess. Gold leaf on desserts is obviously stupid, but if ever there was a time for stupidity, surely it’s now? And how big a part does memory play in all this? Those of us who are more obsessed with our lunch than is strictly necessary build our stories around mealtimes. We construct our narrative one plateful at a time. We eat, therefore we are.

         What’s more, now you can eat what the hell you like because there are no consequences. Usually, too much deep-fried, sugar-rich food would result in you feeling queasy and worrying about your heart, about what type of person your appetites were turning you into. But now, who cares? Too much spicy, salty food might leave you with a dry mouth; too many Jerusalem artichokes might leave you farting for hours. None of these things matter any more.

         But there’s a problem, a very large one. Let’s call it the mood issue. I am a man of appetites. I have appetites like Minnesota has lakes. (Minnesota has an awful lot of lakes.) But even I would be hard pushed to shove the thought of my impending death out of my head and get down to eating.

         Which is exactly what I tell the people who ask me about my death-row dinner.

         ‘I might be a greedy bastard,’ I tell the audience, ‘but even I would lose my appetite if the next morning I was to be the victim of an appalling miscarriage of justice. How dare the state take my life? The fact is, sometimes there are more important things than dinner.’

         They wanted an account of unfettered, careless indulgence.

         They wanted me to make them feel okay about their own greed. 

         Instead I’ve raised an issue of jurisprudence.

         In 2007 photographer Melanie Dunea published a book also called My Last Supper, in which fifty big-name chefs from around the world gave an account of what they would eat for their last meal on earth. They were then photographed looking thoughtful about their own mortality. In his introduction, the late Anthony Bourdain, the one-time chef turned writer and broadcaster, made the point that these were people who had already had the opportunity to eat anything and everything. You name it, they’d almost certainly been served it. Hence, when asked to describe a final meal, these chefs would probably go after something that reminded them of harder, leaner, simpler times before the glamour and pressure of superstardom. And there is a bit of that. Jamie Oliver chooses spaghetti all’arrabbiata. Both Gordon Ramsay and April Bloomfield, the British-born chef who made her name in New York at the Spotted Pig, want a roast Sunday lunch.

         But they are in the minority. Thomas Keller, once regarded as the greatest chef in America for his nerdy, intense cooking at the French Laundry, wants half a kilo of osetra caviar, then otoro, the hyper-expensive fatty belly of the endangered bluefin tuna. He follows that with a roast chicken, which sounds rustic enough, but then he goes all in with a Brie with truffles. All of this is to be served with a 1983 vintage champagne. Masa Takayama, the king of New York sushi chefs, wants sashimi of the fugu (blowfish), famed for the toxins in its liver, which can kill you if the fish is not prepared properly. He also wants a risotto with white truffles and a blowfish-testicle pudding with a thousand-year-old balsamic vinegar. Maybe for Masa the bollocks of the blowfish really are a taste of the simple life, though God knows what he’d do if he was going for complicated. The New York chef Mario Batali lists a multi-course affair which even he describes as a ‘shellfish extravaganza’.

         For a reality check you have to look at the work of the New Zealand-born photographer Henry Hargreaves, an opponent of the death penalty. In 2013 he put together a portfolio of photographs recreating various real death-row dinners. Some seemed obvious. The serial killer John Wayne Gacy, convicted of thirty-three murders and executed by lethal injection in 1994, asked for fried shrimps and a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken. The Oklahoma bomber Timothy McVeigh went for a whole tub of mint chocolate ice cream. These could indeed be interpreted as attempts by troubled adults to reach back to the innocent comforts of childhood. More curious was the request of murderer and rapist Victor Feguer, who asked for just one olive, stone in. Many subsequently tried to work out what this request meant, what it signified (especially the inconvenience of the damn stone), while apparently failing to recognise that this was the choice of a man guilty of monstrous crimes. The weirdness of his last meal was as nothing compared to the appalling and abnormal way in which he had lived his life.

         In 2012 the academic journal Appetite, which considers the impact of cultural, psychological and social issues on what we eat and drink, published a paper analysing ‘death row nutrition’. The authors, Brian Wansink, Kevin Kniffin and Mitsuru Shimizu, looked at the contents of 247 last meals served in the US between 2002 and 2006, where the budget for the final meal ranged between $20 and $50, depending on the state. Some states allowed the food to be ordered in from nearby restaurants; others insisted it be made from what was in the prison store cupboard. Perhaps unsurprisingly, they found the average meal was a hefty 2,756 calories, which is more than the recommended daily intake for an adult male. The requests from death-row inmates in two states, Texas and Oklahoma, were for meals that were between 750 to 1,000 calories more than in most of the others. Four of them were 7,200 calories or more. (One person ordered a dozen pieces of fried chicken, two rolls with butter, mashed potato and gravy, two soft drinks, plus a pint each of strawberry and vanilla ice cream.) More strikingly, the average meal had 2.5 times the daily recommended serving of protein and fat. Chicken was the most popular meat, accounting for 37.3 per cent of requests, usually served deep-fried, followed by both hamburger and steak at just north of 20 per cent. Nearly 70 per cent wanted fried food. In pursuit of the familiar, there were a few requests for named brands. They wanted McDonald’s and KFC. Sixteen per cent of those heading towards execution wanted to drink Coke. Curiously, three of them wanted Diet Coke. Maybe they just liked the taste.

         Wansink, Kniffin and Shimizu are painfully aware that this impeccably academic paper could come across as mere prurience dressed up as intellectual endeavour. They acknowledge that talking about last meals has become ‘increasingly fashionable in popular American culture’, and so they are eager to give this ragbag of numbers a meaning. One of the conclusions they reach is that being made acutely aware of your impending death encourages overeating. They point to a 2009 paper from the Forum for Health Economics and Policy which looked at economic insecurity and its impact on eating habits. It reported that in the weeks immediately following the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, a significant proportion of the population reacted to the gloomy sense of unpredictability by eating more. There were increased weight gains across the population of Manhattan. Which is perhaps more interesting than it is surprising.

         The authors are honest in admitting that while they have detailed information on what death-row inmates ordered, they have no idea whether they actually ate any of it. They do say, early on, that 21 per cent of the sample refused the offer of a last meal altogether. But rather than let that bring down the calorific average, they simply removed them from the study. Anecdotally, however, there is evidence that many death-row inmates reacted to the question of what they’d like to eat before they died much as I did when faced by the question in the abstract: by losing their appetite. In a 2014 paper for the Journal of American Folklore entitled ‘Last Meals and the Crutch of Ritual’, the American writer and academic Michael Owen Jones quotes a number of inmates and prison officials who report food being left uneaten in the hours before execution. (Most wretched is the story of Ricky Ray Rector. After shooting dead a police officer, he tried to shoot himself, but instead was left with severe brain damage and in a childlike state. When officials came to take him away for execution in 1992, they noted he had left his pecan pie. He told them he was saving it for ‘later’.) In his 1990 book Death Work: A Study of the Modern Execution Process, the writer Robert Johnson says that prisoners generally ‘eat little or nothing at all’, and that ‘your appetite goes with your hope’. So it really isn’t just me, then.

         
            *

         

         There are other candidates for last meals. There are the suicidals, like Ernest Hemingway, who went for a New York strip steak, a baked potato, a Caesar salad and a glass of Bordeaux before shooting himself in the head. It sounds like a nice enough dinner, but is it unreasonable to suggest, given what he did afterwards, that this last meal was not an especially happy affair?

         Then there are the terminally ill. With the moment of death uncertain, timing is an issue, as is the ability to eat. Very few last meals eaten by the dying are like that served to François Mitterrand, the president of the French republic, who died of cancer in 1996. His last meal started with foie gras, oysters and capon, the stations of the cross for the committed French gastronome. But all of that was merely an overture to the consumption of ortolan, a yellow-throated songbird, the eating of which was frowned upon by the majority of his fellow Frenchmen at the time and would eventually be made illegal. Even in a country which has always been ahead of the pack when it comes to ritualising dinner, the process of eating ortolan goes beyond what is strictly necessary. Traditionally, they should first be placed in the dark for a month, so that, thinking it is their night-time feeding period, they fatten themselves up. (Legend has it that the Romans saved on darkening cages by picking out their eyes, thus plunging them into darkness. One might think this would put the poor birds off their lunch, but presumably not or their owners wouldn’t have done it.) Next, they are drowned in Armagnac. Finally, they are roasted for eight minutes, plucked and eaten whole, head and all, the idea being that the sharp bones puncture the inside of the mouth so that the diners’ blood mingles with that of the bird. There can surely be no meal more sodden with Catholic ritual, with the relentless dance of sin and punishment. You are supposed to eat them with a napkin over your head so that the Lord may not see your sin, or so your fellow diners may not see you spitting out the bones. One or the other.

         Which is more extraordinary: the details of the last meal or the fact that this was the last meal of an exceedingly ill man? Illness murders appetite. Medication blunts and steals taste buds. Entirely reasonable existential angst, a fear of the end, can fill the belly with nothing but lead. The grandiose Mitterrand might have been able to pull off this final, shameless flourish, but I am certain that, were I in that situation, I could not.

         This may be because I have an example very close to me, one that casts a dark shadow over the lightness of gallows humour. In February 2014 my father Des, then eighty-five, started complaining of acute headaches. Within a few weeks he was in hospital, where he was diagnosed with a neurological condition which would have to be treated with a form of chemotherapy. The headaches caused are so violent and intense that we were warned the condition had a 25 per cent mortality rate through suicide. The doctors acknowledged the condition as literally insufferable. His intake of food dropped dramatically. In time they would get the pain under control, but it made little difference to his appetite. Then again, unlike his younger son, Des had never really been that interested in the variety of the table, and every greedy man needs someone like that in their lives. He wasn’t so much disdainful of my appetites as bemused. It was useful for a long speech of mine on the joys of, say, the latest faux rustic French paysanne bistro to be met with the ‘And?’ of a raised eyebrow. Des was always there to remind me that there are actually more important things in life than lunch.

         But then the simple pleasures would come along – well-made fish and chips, good chocolate, a salt-beef sandwich – and he would be in there with the best of them. Especially with the salt-beef sandwich. Though he was in no way religious, it linked him to a kind of Jewish community now all but lost. He was born in 1928, the same year as Mickey Mouse and talking pictures, amid the last gasp of Hackney’s Jewish East End; long enough ago to remember an uncle from the old country who spoke only Yiddish and laughed at the punchlines to jokes my dad couldn’t hope to understand. It was an Ashkenazi community with the smell of chicken fat in its hair.

         Des travelled far from those beginnings, a serious schlep by taxi to the cherry-blossomed suburbs of north-west London. I do not idealise him: he had so many neuroses he must have bought them wholesale. But it drove me nuts that he never quite understood the scale of his achievements, for achievements they were. He had taken advantage of the promise of free higher education after National Service to train as an actor at the Guildhall School in London’s City. He ended up in B-movies, was part of Anthony Quayle’s company at Stratford-upon-Avon (a precursor to the Royal Shakespeare Company) and had taken a supporting role in the first television series of Hancock’s Half Hour. His later careers were as a fashion PR, as my mother’s manager and, most importantly, as a gifted artist, with the steadiest of hands and fiercest of eyes for detail, and whose work was still being exhibited in London’s West End just months before his death. And yet through all this he never forgot where he had started. He still had a taste for a good salt-beef sandwich.

         Within a few days of being admitted to hospital he was complaining about the food. It actually wasn’t bad; it just wasn’t what he needed. I was powerless to make him feel better, but this, I was sure, was something I could deal with. After all, if a restaurant critic couldn’t feed his old dad, well, what was he for? I have a friend who runs a salt-beef bar called Monty’s Deli, which does everything properly. They salt their own beef and soak it and boil it and cut it thick, and ask you if you want it fat on or fat off. It’s now in east London, but back then it was in a railway arch in the south of the city. I went to Monty’s Deli and asked for the makings: the salt beef, the bread, the mustard. I took it to the hospital, a food flat-pack waiting to be assembled, but it never came out of the bag. Des didn’t want it. In truth, he didn’t want to be here any more. He’d done an extraordinary job of living on for three years after my mother’s death in 2010, and now he’d had enough. No bloody sandwich was going to do the job.

         He made it home, ate very little and shrank into his clothes, so they looked as if they had once belonged to someone else, which in a way they had. He knew the end was close and he did not, at any point, start rhapsodising about what he should eat for his last meal. Des died a few weeks later, in the middle of the night, from a heart attack. It’s not a romantic story. There’s no foodie angle. It’s just the way things happen and stop happening.

         
            *

         

         One of the secrets to a long, fulfilling life is not being dead, something I have tried hard to achieve. But dying can feel like an abstract notion. It’s a concept rather than something tangible. I’ve always thought the best thing about artist Damien Hirst’s 1991 piece, the whole shark suspended in a tank of formaldehyde, is its name: The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living. Thinking about no longer being here is hard. Still, we can try to put some meat on those mortal bones. Here, then, are my top three near-death experiences, from least to most serious.

         
            *

         

         It is the autumn of 1990 and I am in Palm Springs, California, reporting for the Observer on an attempt by the actor Ralph Waite, who played the patriarch in the long-running American TV series The Waltons, to win a seat in Congress as a Democrat. It’s a tough challenge. Palm Springs is a manicured desert town of over-irrigated golf courses the colour of pool-table baize. There is outdoor air conditioning puffing billows of condensation into the hundred-degree heat. The hot, dusty sidewalks stink of money and entitlement and power. But this, I know, is not the only story in California’s 37th District. Just down the road is Indio, a dirt-poor dormitory town, for the most part populated by the janitors and maids who serve the rich white folk up in Palm Springs. I want to get their view of Mr Waite’s campaign for Congress.

         I am out here working with a tiny French-born photographer called Catherine Leroy, who has already shown me the complex geography of her shrapnel-wound scars, souvenirs from her time covering the Vietnam War for Life magazine nearly twenty years before. She plainly finds Palm Springs bourgeois and dull. She has already alienated the apparently genial Waite, who, the day before, had thrown her out of his house for being too demanding.

         She perks up at the idea of a trip to what she calls ‘the ghetto’. As befits the first accredited journalist to participate in a combat parachute jump, she is well up for it. She drives us across to Indio, and on the edge of town spies a cluster of mobile homes the colour of rust, alongside a bunch of filthy, grey, breeze-block sheds. Without a hint of irony, this place is called Noble’s Ranch, the poorest African American quarter of a very poor town. Many homes here do not have air-conditioning units, despite the desert heat, so their doors are open. We park up and walk over to where a guy is standing next to a supermarket trolley full of watermelons. He has a ghetto blaster to his ear. He tells me his name is Marvin. In my best, most pronounced English accent – I’ve been told it can be disarming – I ask him about Ralph Waite. He says, ‘He ain’t fighting for no one, man,’ and ‘There are people trying to buy this district up to turn it into a shopping mall. They want to move everyone out. What’s he going to do for us?’ I take furious notes. Leroy, just behind me, shoots off pictures. Marvin flinches at the whirr and click of the shutter. I raise my eyebrows at her to suggest she should ask permission. But this is a woman who has taken pictures of US soldiers mid-combat in Vietnam. She is in the zone, figuratively and, given her state of mind, possibly literally. She is back on the front line. She’s been in places far heavier than this. She knows what she’s doing.

         Which is when Marvin asks for payment, money I cannot give. We do not pay for interviews.

         Which is when he begins to advance upon me, big meaty hands balled, and I start to back away.

         Which is when I notice Leroy is no longer behind me.

         Which is when I think I see the flash of what I’m sure is a blade.

         I am running now, and he is behind me, a big guy, thumping out the metres of concrete with his fat sneakered feet. Leroy has got into the car and is driving straight at me, which at first secures her in my mind as a complete nutter. Not only am I being chased, my colleague is looking to run me down. Somehow, at the last moment, she throws the car round, while simultaneously reaching across and throwing open the passenger door. I dive in head first and we drive off, the door still open, the cracked oatmeal concrete road flashing past below the open door. Marvin is still running at us, but he can’t catch us now. Leroy is laughing. I am not.

         
            *

         

         It is the summer of 1984. I am seventeen years old and I am alone on a beach in Tangier, on Morocco’s northern tip. The late afternoon is shading into dusk. I came here with six friends, our Interrail cards securing the forty-eight-hour train journey from Florence. A few days before we had sat down by the Duomo in the centre of Florence with the Thomas Cook International Train Timetable, the bible for all Interrailers. We wanted to work out what the most extreme, unlikely journey we could undertake would be. We had not long finished our A-levels, and we were collecting adventures, like autograph hunters filling the pages of a notebook with signatures. That summer I knew dozens of people who were filling the long gap between school and university by training their way across Europe. We saved on hotels by taking overnights and sleeping on the floors in the corridors; ten of us crammed into a compartment designed for six. We survived on cheap, sweaty, waxy cheese and bread with a crust like leather. 

         We knew that many of our friends were striking out for Brindisi, on Italy’s southern tip, and the overnight ferry to Greece, but that seemed too predictable. We had studied the timetable and decided to head in exactly the opposite direction. We would head north to Provence, skirt the south of France, go through the rail-gauge change at Portbou, on the Spanish border, and then head down the entire length of Spain to Algeciras. An overnight stay with a relative of one of our party in the deep south, then the ferry to Tangiers. And here we now are, in a town where us impoverished backpackers can afford rooms in a four-star hotel on the beach.

         I feel intrepid. I have travelled. So why not travel a little more? While my friends sleep or explore the narrow alleys behind the hotel, I go alone to the beach. Bobbing on the steel-grey waters a little way offshore is a diving platform. What fun. I would go for a swim, a proper grown-up bit of exercise with a destination.

         I am fifteen minutes into the swim when I realise the mistake I have made. The diving platform is much bigger than I had thought, which means perspective and distance have played their tricks. I have completely underestimated the length of the swim. It is a quarter of a mile from the beach, perhaps more. Currents are pulling in different directions. The waves are getting up as an evening breeze kicks in, and I am tiring quickly. But I am now closer to the platform than to the shore. I stop for a moment and tread water, looking back at the empty beach. Behind it, lights are coming on in the restaurants and bars that cluster the corniche. Life is continuing. The pavements are crowded. Not a soul knows I am out here.

         I turn and push for the platform, and somehow, ten minutes later, drag myself up onto it. I sit there shivering, despite the warmth of the North African winds, trying to drag air into my exhausted lungs and looking back at the beach. While I can see the people thronging the front, I can’t hear them. Which means they cannot hear me. I try shouting anyway, but soon give up. I look around to see if there are any boats passing by, but there are none. I know I have no choice. I take a deep breath, drop off the side of the platform and push for the shore. The waves are no longer a gentle bob and heave. They are peaks and troughs that make the beach disappear from view. I try to focus on the lights, the symbols of undramatic life continuing, but they are rising and falling as I do and disappearing behind walls of water that, at their tops, shade now into a sky fading to the colour of ink. All I can do is kick. And kick. And kick again.

         My legs are just one long length of cramping muscle. My shoulders are sore and with every third stroke I am getting a mouthful of water. My eyes sting and a nausea – part seawater, part fear – is closing my throat. Now there are only the lights and the surf and the sea and the wind and the salt and the words ‘Not like this.’

         Twenty minutes later, my feet drag against the sandy seabed. Now the balls of my feet are digging in. I can hear the surf breaking on the beach. I crawl the last five feet, clawing at the sand until I am up and out of the water. I turn and, in the darkness, drop onto my arse, my back to the corniche, looking out at the platform I have come from, my arms resting on my knees. I drop my head and sob.

         
            *

         

         It is a few weeks later, and I am back home in north-west London, driving across suburbia to a friend’s house. I take a roundabout a little too fast and, as I do so, a small object drops onto my feet. I glance down. It is my brass dope pipe, tied up in a small square of soft leather. I have taken to stowing it in a tight void where the steering column meets the dashboard of this Volvo 340, in case I should be stopped by the police for speeding. I’ve already been suspended from school for dope-smoking, and that was messy enough. Courtesy of my mother’s fame as an agony aunt, the media had gone to town on me: front-page headlines reading ‘Problem Son of Problem Page Claire’ and ‘Claire’s Agony’ and the rest. They’d given me the works. I didn’t want to add a criminal conviction to the charge sheet.

         I must have left the pipe there the night before. Today I don’t need it. I may be a devoted stoner, but the person I’m visiting doesn’t smoke and I can go without. Better not to be carrying it at all, and I’m not that far from home. At the next roundabout I go all the way round and turn back on myself. I decide to take a short cut through the local suburban estate, via the grandly named Mall. It’s a broad road with wide verges, fringed by substantial semi-detached houses. It has a nice gentle curve which I know can be taken at speed, and I am in a hurry. Except it turns out it can’t be taken at speed, not today. It has not long stopped raining after a dry stretch and the road is greasy. I take the bend at around fifty-five miles an hour because I am seventeen years old and an idiot.

         I know within a fraction of a second that I no longer have control of the car, that my steer to the right is doing nothing to alter the vehicle’s direction. The line is all wrong. The kerb is advancing on me. And then, all of a sudden, I can see grass going under the car. I didn’t feel the bump, but it’s obvious I have mounted the verge. It doesn’t seem to have slowed me.

         I hit a concrete lamp post smack in the centre of the bonnet. The car leaps up into the air and does a 180-degree turn, landing half on the pavement and half in someone’s front garden, balanced on a low garden wall. There is a deep V in the bonnet. The distance between the two ends of the front bumper, where it crumpled, will turn out to be just a hand span. I sit in silence for a moment, then stumble from the car. The car hisses and steams and smells of oil. The windscreen is cracked. The lamp post is leaning at an angle of forty-five degrees, as if trying to decide whether to fall over. I am wearing tight stretch jeans that day of a sort no fat boy should ever choose. No matter. Under the stress of the impact, of my knees pulling up to my chest, they have exploded and now dangle around me in rags. Otherwise I appear to be fine (save for mild whiplash, which will be diagnosed the next day).

         A few people have come out of their houses to see what the noise was or, to be more exact, to confirm what they already knew. This corner is apparently notorious for this kind of crash. A man comes and stands next to me. He says, ‘A Volvo.’

         I frown. The make of destroyed car in front of us doesn’t seem that relevant to me, but it turns out that it really is. These are the days before universal car safety, before almost every make and model came with crush zones and airbags as standard. The Volvo I was driving was ahead of the field. ‘That and a Rover,’ the man says. ‘The only two models of car that you can survive a crash like that in. Anything else and you’d be dead.’

         A police car has arrived, with a fire engine and ambulance not far behind. I am in a daze but I have space in my head for one thought: I will never drive anything other than a Volvo. For the next thirty years I keep to that.

         
            *

         

         A lot of thoughts went through my head during these three experiences. There was the accelerated terror of the car crash, the slow-motion terror of my fight against the North African waves, the raging paranoia and anxiety of my encounter in the Californian desert (when, in truth, I probably wasn’t in much danger at all, although the adrenaline junky accompanying me wished we were). I thought about my parents and my friends and, in California, my then girlfriend, now my wife. I thought about all the things I wanted to do and hadn’t. I thought about my own stupidity, my complicity in my own downfall. Each of these events convinced me that I had a pronounced ability to do stupid things. To be fair – if only to me, and only briefly – what links them all is my age. I was on the very edge of adulthood, there but not quite, an age when errors of judgement are a necessary part of the human condition.

         Not once did I think about food. Not once did I think, ‘If only I’d eaten properly last night,’ or ‘If I’d known this was coming, I’d have been more serious about dinner,’ or ‘Oh, for one more spare rib.’ And afterwards I didn’t have much appetite either. A real brush with death can impact upon you in many ways. But take it from me: it doesn’t make you hungry.

         
            *

         

         The bottom line is this: last suppers are a brilliant idea. They are the culinary idea to end all ideas. But they are wasted on the very people who are the most eligible for them. The more I thought about this, the more it seemed to me extremely unfair. I was excluded from enjoying this blissful meal by the piffling detail of not actually being that close to death.

         And so I came up with a plan: I would stage my own last supper now, when I was fit and well and able to enjoy it.

         Because this really is the right time.

         While my own death may not be imminent, I have been forced in recent years to think about my mortality. 2019 marks my twentieth anniversary as a restaurant critic, a job I took deep into both my career and my thirties. I have earned part of my living courtesy of thousands of meals, both expensive and less so. I have given my body to my job, and it hasn’t always thanked me for it. But there are upsides too, not least the massive privilege of having food memories that stretch across years and continents: some good, some bad, some bizarre, all of them perfect material from which to construct a final meal.

         The long service – I ate many of those lunches and dinners so you wouldn’t have to – also means one thing: I am no longer a young man. It is not simply that my beard is the colour of roadside slush mid-thaw, that I am now beyond fifty and aware there is almost certainly less to go than there has been. Both my parents are gone. While my mother lay dying a few years ago I ghost-wrote her last words, another ritual of departure for which the dying are rarely match fit. The memory of my father’s last salt-beef sandwich, offered but never eaten, hangs heavy.

         With both of them gone, I am now unavoidably adult. There is no one else in the waiting room ahead of me. I also have that other marker of adulthood, a family. There’s my wife of over twenty-five years, Pat, whom I met when I was at university and still a teenager, and I have my two boys – Eddie, who as I write is nineteen, and Dan, who is fifteen. Neither is fully launched into adulthood, but both are there on the launch pad, listening to various versions of the countdown. This is surely the perfect moment in which to take stock. And how better to do so than by coming up with a definitive answer to the question I have been asked, and dodged, so many times? At least this way, when the moment to take my leave actually does come, I won’t be left feeling that there’s unfinished gastronomic business. I will have done the final meal properly.

         Much more importantly, though, the idea presents me with the opportunity to indulge in one of the rarely discussed but true pleasures of the table: anticipation. Anybody with even just a passing interest in lunch will have daydreamed about what it will be, thought in detail about the process of getting the ingredients, then preparing and cooking and bringing them to the table. I can imagine my way through a whole meal to come, stopping every now and then to edit and improve. With my plan to build and then serve my last supper I was giving myself the licence to dream for a whole year. And not only dream. I would have to test and taste and test again. I would need a main course, but also something to start. And something to finish. And maybe an extra course as well. Or even two. There would be side dishes. And bread. And butter. The right kind of butter, the stuff you can eat neat without the support of bread. And wine. Quite a lot of wine. Quite a lot of different kinds of wine.

         But even dreamers need rules, or if not rules, then a code by which to live. I realised early on that the creation of my last meal would be the coming together of all my memories, hopes and appetites, shameful or otherwise. I was not creating the perfect meal or even my perfect meal. Perfection suggests balance and poise. I had no intention of being balanced and poised. I would be bloody outrageous and over the top. I would refuse to think about consequences or the next morning, for when you eat your last supper there isn’t meant to be a next anything. In this I would be lying to myself, because of course I would live on, unless something went terribly wrong (or, depending on your point of view, terribly right). I wouldn’t even be looking for the perfect ingredients. They might turn out to be so, but only accidentally. Or because I’m burdened with exquisite taste. Happily, this journey can end only one way: with a set-piece meal surrounded by friends. It will be a major event. After all, how many dinners are there which really are a lifetime in the planning? How many dinners are there which, through each course, attempt to distil the memories of the person who organised it? Will it be a massively expanded version of Proust’s madeleine, a journey through my life one course at a time? Or will it, like the banquet at the end of La Grande Bouffe, be a complete overload of fat and salt and sugar? Will it, in short, be an obscenity? Perhaps it will demand our attention simply because of how long it took in the planning. Or will it simply be dinner? Indeed, is it even possible to capture the essence of one’s life through food?

         The only way to find out is to start cooking.

         
            *

         

         Which reminds me. By now you are hungry – or should be. You want something to eat, so here’s a recipe. I’ll give you a few of these as we go along. They won’t be a part of the final last supper; think of them as something to keep you going. This one is a dark, sticky take on huevos rancheros. It’s weirdly satisfying to make and even more fun to eat. It should also take your mind off the whole death thing.

         
            Chorizo, tomatoes and eggs

            Feeds three to four as a snack or just you if you’ve had a crappy day and are wondering what the point of it all really is. 

            INGREDIENTS

            One medium onion, chopped

            250g cooking chorizo, skinned (piquant or not, depending on taste)

            Two 400g tins of chopped tomatoes. Buy the expensive ones if it makes you feel better about yourself, but the cheap ones will do the job

            200g grated cheddar

            100g torn-up mozzarella

            Three eggs

            Bunch of coriander

            200g jar of pickled jalapeños

            
                

            

            Heat the oven to 200°C.

            Gently fry the chopped onion in olive oil in a deep-sided frying pan until soft.

            Break the chorizo into thumbnail-sized nuggets and fry with the onion.

            When the chorizo is browned, add the tomatoes, mix all the ingredients together, turn down the heat and let it simmer gently on the hob for twenty minutes or so until almost all the liquid has been boiled off. Stir occasionally to stop it sticking to the bottom of the pan.

            Decant half the mixture into an oven-proof casserole dish. Cover with half the mixed cheese. Add the rest of the tomato and chorizo mixture and cover with the remaining cheese.

            Put in the oven and leave until the cheese has started to brown and the liquid around the edges is bubbling. 

            Take the dish out of the oven and turn on the grill. Meanwhile, crack the three eggs across the top. Put under the grill for about five minutes or until the eggs are cooked through.

            Scatter with the coriander and the pickled jalapeños.

            
                

            

            Eat this by scooping with tortilla chips. Get a bag of Doritos if you like. They do the job perfectly and I won’t judge you. Actually, if you can’t be fagged to do the cooking, just get the Doritos. That will deal with the whole hunger issue, and it’s much easier to carry on reading this book while eating them.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Bread and Butter

         

         My mother wasn’t like all the other mothers. She worked. In the late 1960s and early ’70s this was less common in our cherry-blossomed corner of north-west London than it should have been. She disguised it well. The office was at home, a narrow corridor of parquet-floored space, just beyond the stairs; a room so narrow that once, when the gerbil’s cage was stowed in there, it was able to reach through the mesh and eat her woollen cardigan as it hung over the back of her chair. She typed on, oblivious. The noise of manual typewriters filled the space from first until last as she and her rotating team of secretaries worked to stem the unending flow of letters sent in to her various magazine and newspaper problem pages. Tissue-thin airmail paper or tattered pages ripped from spiral-bound notebooks, covered in an anguished scrawl, came in. Cool, typewritten letters, the chaos of life tided up courtesy of typography, went out. They were full of comfort and empathy, assurance that the writer was not alone, that their emotional or sexual problem was not unique.

         She was rarely at the school gate. There were au pairs for that, Scandinavian girls with hair the colour of corn or slightly baffled dark-eyed women from Italy. My parents were never convinced by the idea of the British au pair. Such an exotic title should be applied to someone not from here. I think she preferred a language barrier. It made life simpler. There was just the one Scottish au pair who told my mother, when I was eighteen months old, that she was ‘missing the best years of [my] life’ by working so much. Claire replied that if she thought that were true, she’d ‘slit his throat now’. I didn’t resent her absence, or at least not much. She was both there and not there. She was, like all writers, lost a little inside her own head, in no hurry to find a way out. 

         She could escape if she wanted to, though. I knew when Claire was in work mode: she had her glasses on. When she took them off she was my mother again, and in my first food memory she is without them. I am three or four years old and am in bed, ill, tucked in under sheets and blankets. This is before my mother’s first big book deal in 1972, which she spent on duvets for the whole family and on freeing my father from the day job in public relations he so hated. What my dad did during the day was of little interest to me. The duvets, when they turned up, were a revelation.

         For now, though, I am under the blankets. I am slightly overheated and a little itchy, but it’s okay because I am being fed something from a cup that I very much like: still-warm crushed boiled eggs and torn pieces of thickly buttered toast, mashed together. Even now I can recall the light bounce of the egg white and the crumbliness of the yolk, softened to a paste by the generous amount of salty, melting butter, and then the two-sided crunch of the squares of toast buried within. It will have been white bread from inside a greaseproof wrapper, probably purchased from the J. Sainsbury on Kenton Road, which back then was still a department store with counter service.

         It makes sense that my first food memory should involve bread, because it is also one of humanity’s first processed foods. Today, that ‘P’ word is a culinary expletive. If it’s processed, it’s bad. Whatever made it most virginal and pure has been taken from it by us. It has been denatured, as though we have actively violated the raw product’s ‘goodness’ in pursuit of shameful longevity and, therefore, cheapness. But that is to misunderstand the very food processes that underpin humanity. So many of our foods are processed before we get anywhere near eating them: milk into cheese, grapes into wine, fruit into jam. Even raw beef, hung until it is tender enough to be chewed, is processed. The American food historian Rachel Laudan explained this in her insightful essay ‘A Plea for Culinary Modernism’, first published in Gastronomica I in February 2001. Our ancestors, she says, were forever looking for ways to make nature’s bounty edible. Or, as Laudan puts it, ‘to make food tasty, safe, digestible and healthy, our forebears bred, ground, soaked, leached, curdled, fermented, and cooked naturally occurring plants and animals until they were literally beaten into submission’. It is a line I never tire of quoting.

         That processing started with grain. There is evidence of grass seeds first having been ground down some 100,000 years ago, about 90,000 years before we domesticated grasses for their seeds. In that case it was sorghum. Anthropologists continue to argue back and forth as to whether we first ground the seeds down to make porridge, beer or bread, but either way the latter was one of the first processed foodstuffs. Grinding grains removed the inedible husk and released the protein and carbohydrate contained within the grass seeds. This gave us the basis for a sustainable diet, which makes the swivel-eyed claims of the Paleo diet lobby – that we should eat no carbs because our ancient Palaeolithic forebears ate only hunks of raw, bloody mammoth – a little tricky to defend.

         Bread was one of humanity’s first foods, and it was also one of this particular human’s first foods, as it was for my own children once they graduated to solids. Bread is tactile. It can be placed in small hands to be rotated and torn. It can be stuffed between lips and chewed to a pleasing mulch. It is not just one texture, but many. And it is an obvious vehicle for brilliant things, such as butter spread thickly, melting through the holes and crevices that develop as a yeast culture releases bubbles of carbon dioxide within the dough when it’s proving.

         My early childhood memories are of white bread, cut thin and toasted the right shade of golden, with butter pooling to the edges. This was in the days when we had a cooked breakfast every single morning: fried eggs, bacon, white toast the colour of a sunset. Even now I still find this amazing. A cooked breakfast. Every. Single. Morning. The grease glinting in the sunlight. Until just a few years before I was born my mother had been a nurse. She knew a thing or two about health. This, it seems, was the way we did breakfast in the late 1960s and ’70s.

         Until we didn’t. At some point in the mid-1970s my mother discovered fibre. She proposed a form of the F-Plan diet to her readers long before anybody else had given it a name. Eventually, she would take to diluting bran tablets, like mini-hockey pucks, in a glass of orange juice, so it went from a bright Technicolor to something that looked like it had already been through the digestive tract. Then the bread changed too. The white disappeared. Now we ate wholemeal, something coarse, heavy and dense. The butter either sat on top of it or sank through so it would become soggy and claggy, like a Fermanagh peat bog. At home bread was rarely pleasurable; out of the home I came to associate mass-produced white bread and its higher sugar content with the forbidden. It was filthy, something to be both enjoyed and a little ashamed of. In time, though, I grew up, abandoned my guilt around food and developed a modicum of good taste. I discovered sourdough.

         
            *

         

         My plan is to find the very best sourdough in the world. All sourdoughs are made in the same way: with a ‘live starter’, a mixture of flour and water that ferments with natural yeasts and bacteria from the air to produce lactic acid (and, if you leave it long enough, ascetic acid for a full-on, teeth-baring tang). It’s pretty straightforward but has somehow become food item as cult, a standard-bearer for words like ‘artisan’ and ‘craft’ and ‘individuality’. Sourdough is the small, nerdy, self-absorbed world of food sticking it to the corporatist industrial food complex, one loaf at a time. Its advocates will whisper stories about sourdough starters that have lived for decades, that have been passed from grandmother to grandson and crossed continents. A loaf of sourdough can easily have more traceable heritage than I have.

         I got into it around 2012, when the Brick House Bakery opened in my corner of south-east London and started selling their product at a newly launched farmers’ market practically at the bottom of my road. They make a domed, golden-crusted loaf which they call a Country White and I call bloody lovely. It has a wide, springy, open crumb and a crisp crust, and it tastes deep and encouraging, without being too sour. It is good to eat by itself and toasted with butter and Marmite and with cheese melted through the holes. It makes terrible sandwiches because it is impossible to cut thin, but who needs sandwiches? I wanted bread to have with dinner, something I could tear at nonchalantly like the sophisticated diner I considered myself to be. I could sneer for England at self-absorbed foodism, the culture of ‘sourcing’ ingredients rather than buying them, of venerating the small-scale over the large-scale, as if size of production were more important than quality. And then I would go and buy a Brick House Country White and somehow think myself a better person.

         It wasn’t the first notable sourdough in London, not by a long chalk. Chef Fergus Henderson’s famed ‘nose to tail’ restaurant, St John, had run a major sourdough baking operation from the moment it opened in 1994, which eventually led to a stand-alone bakery. They needed something to toast and serve alongside their famed roast bone marrow. In 2002 the French bakers Poilâne introduced their huge grey boulder of a loaf to Britain. They made headlines because each one cost £9.60. I bought some and made all the right, obsessive noises about it being a living thing that changes as it ages, that it weighed much more and lasted much longer than a normal loaf, thus justifying the price. But the truth is I found eating Poilâne tiresome. It was relentless and I wasn’t sure my teeth were up to the job. A loaf of Poilâne was scary.

         Anyway, we didn’t need French imports. Britain was soon in the grip of what felt like a sourdough war. The bakers wouldn’t have characterised it as such. Being an artisan baker was too noble a craft to be besmirched by grubby competition. But everyone knew there was a fight going on out there. The bakeries had names like Bertinet and Dusty Knuckle, Bread Ahead and Moore Artisan. For a while people talked in hushed tones about the bread being made by an angry Swede who liked to argue with the customers at his restaurant in west London. Then the chatter moved to the bread coming out of the kitchen at the restaurant attached to Bonham’s, the auctioneers. When the Fat Duck relaunched after a refurbishment in 2015, the new menu included a bread course. It involved thick slices of their own freshly baked sourdough. It had to; nothing else would do.

         Around the same time, over in Bellevue, just outside Seattle, an entire laboratory was being brought to bear on the subject. In 2000 Nathan Myhrvold, the former chief technology officer at Microsoft, had left the company and used his vast wealth to found Intellectual Ventures, a high-tech workshop for the exploitation of patents and inventions. Myhrvold had long had an interest in food; while still at Microsoft he’d taken a sabbatical to obtain a culinary diploma in France. It was only a matter of time, then, before he turned his resources to his lifelong obsession. He created a food lab inside Intellectual Ventures and in 2011 self-published Modernist Cuisine: The Art and Science of Cooking. It was a five-volume work costing hundreds of dollars which investigated what was going on in the kitchen when we cook, right down to the molecular level, and proposed a bunch of hacks to improve the outcomes. It sold over 200,000 copies, despite the price. Soon, working with Francisco Migoya, recruited from the Culinary Institute of America, he turned his attention to baking. Modernist Bread was meant to be a couple of volumes.

         It didn’t turn out like that. One day, in response to a few enquiries, they sent me a copy. It arrived in a cardboard box that didn’t make the delivery man happy. It had run to five hardback, large-format volumes, plus a technical manual, and weighed as much as a hefty five-year-old who should get more exercise and lay off the pies. The section on sourdough went on for dozens of pages. One evening I spoke to Migoya over the phone. Bread, he said, was an extraordinary subject to investigate because at base it was just four ingredients: flour, water, salt and yeast. ‘And yet it’s one of the most complex food systems that exist.’ Perhaps because of that people attach intense values to it. ‘They talk about authentic recipes. But what does authentic even mean? If authentic means old, then I’m here to tell you that old bread is awful. I know, because I made a whole bunch of old breads.’

         As to sourdough, ‘It’s all anybody wants to talk to me about. I think it’s down to the mythology around the starter.’ There is, he says, a myth that the older the starter, the better. ‘It’s a cool story. Grandma passes on a starter on your wedding day. But it’s not true. If I stored my starter in a different room every month, it would make a different bread. I would call it the finest expression of locavorism because it’s the result of what’s in the air.’ It’s not the wild yeast, he says. It’s the lactic acid bacteria, which outnumber the yeast by a hundred to one. I ask if he thinks their method – making dozens of different versions of a type of bread – has resulted in the ideal sourdough recipe. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I think it has.’ The problem with so many of the hip modern sourdoughs, given their moment in the media sun on Instagram, is that they are made with a highly moist dough. This is very difficult to work with for the amateur cook. ‘And it has a very open crumb. It’s very hard to make sandwiches with it.’ I tell him I will be coming soon to the US, and we make arrangements for me to visit the Modernist Cuisine lab. He wouldn’t be there, he said – ironically, he’d be visiting London – but members of his team would happily show me their ideal sourdough.

         
            *

         

         One night a few years ago I stopped breathing. My lungs stopped inflating and deflating and my broad plateau of a chest fell still. I was not dead, not yet at least, but my body was flirting with the idea. It was imitating the outward signs of the end of life.

         I don’t know which night this was, nor which year. Later, when I finally had a name for it, I would discover that my body could pull off this morbid act of imitation more than seventy times an hour. As I rolled deep into sleep my throat would relax, my airways narrow and my breathing halt. It’s called sleep apnoea, and it doesn’t just imitate death. It can cause it too. People with untreated sleep apnoea are more prone to have a heart attack, are three times more likely to have a stroke and have three times the risk of premature death. The condition contributed greatly to the death of the actress Carrie Fisher, aged just sixty, in 2016.

         At this point I do not have sleep apnoea, because no name has been attached to it yet. I am just a snorer, from a long line of them. When I was a child my mother worked a punishing schedule, so I thought little of it that most evenings when she was at home, she would fall asleep on the sofa and snore, a huge bass rumble that could shake the light fittings. Later, in adulthood, I realised that my parents occasionally slept apart, my father shifting off to the spare room because he could not be bothered to try waking her.

         This generation of the family is more democratic. My snoring keeps Pat awake. Sometimes she clears off to the spare bed; sometimes I go. We share the disruption. The impact of ageing creeps up slowly, like high cloud coming in to fill a once clear sky on a summer’s day. These separate sleeping arrangements, the emptying of the marital bed, are an occasional occurrence at first, and then a regular one, and will eventually become a constant. But I don’t quite notice until Pat and I acknowledge that this really wasn’t the plan, what with being married to each other and all. It really isn’t very friendly. I’ve often read celebrity profiles in which the subjects proudly boast about their extremely civilised separate sleeping arrangements. I’ve always thought, ‘How bloody miserable is that?’ Now, by default, we are one of those couples.

         Pat tells me that sometimes I appear to stop breathing. Sometimes, she says, my body bucks and jumps as I start breathing again, as if I’ve suddenly remembered that there’s something I should be doing. Perhaps, she says, it might be worth seeking a little medical advice. I point out that apart from the whole separate sleeping thing, I suffer no ill effects. I still work a full-on schedule. I don’t pass out at my desk. Okay, I sometimes fall asleep on the sofa in the evenings, two glasses of mediocre Sauvignon Blanc to the bad, but which middle-aged man doesn’t do that?

         Even so, she says. 

         I agree to do as I’m told. I make it sound like I’m doing it for Pat, but deep down I know that’s not the case. Something is up.

         
            *

         

         It’s one of those sunny San Francisco days when the sunlight has a clear, crystalline quality which makes everything look like it has been outlined in felt-tip pen. I am crossing the city in search of my bread epiphany. As far as I can tell, there is nowhere else to be but here. French bakers first came to San Francisco in the nineteenth century to help feed the prospectors seeking their fortune in the gold rush. They brought with them their own way of making bread, which became synonymous with the city. It’s so much a part of San Francisco’s culinary culture that in the 1970s, when scientists isolated the strain of natural bacteria responsible for the bread’s sour flavour, they called it Lactobacillus sanfranciscensis, thinking it was unique to the Bay Area. It wasn’t; it later turned up in bread all over the world. But it helped secure San Francisco’s extreme sense of superiority as far as bread is concerned.

         Sourdough toast menus are a big thing in this city, in cafes staffed by men with sculpted beards, the ceilings criss-crossed with industrial ducting. At a cafe called Outerlands in Ocean Beach I try the $4 slice of toast. It’s two inches thick and freighted with butter, cinnamon, sugar and meaning. It is the humblest of foods turned luxury item. There is a distinct sour tang beneath the sugar. A few doors up another place charges me $6 for toast with butter and marmalade, though it is at least two slices. Back in town at The Mill, which was set up by Josey Baker, a victim of nominative determinism if ever there was one, I am charged $6 for a single slice of thick toast piled with their strawberry jam. I like the jam. I like the jam very much. The toast itself is dense and heavy and has a crust that dentists must love for all the potential work it might offer.

         Eventually, I make it to Tartine Manufactory on Alabama Street, in the city’s Mission district. Right now, this space with its high ceilings and rough-and-ready tables is ground zero in the San Francisco sourdough movement, a veritable bread Mecca. The original, much smaller Tartine was founded over on Guerrero Street in 2002 by a tall, rangy, laid-back, bearded Texan – in the world of sourdough, beards are practically obligatory – called Chad Robertson. Back in the 1990s he had eaten a life-changing grilled-cheese sandwich, made with bread created by a baker called Richard Bourdon, who was based in the Berkshires of Massachusetts. ‘I had never tasted bread like it,’ Robertson tells me now, as we sit at a table in his crowded cafe. ‘A sandwich on good bread changes everything.’

         Plates of his bread are delivered to us. Some are spread with burrata – the most immature of cheeses, which is gently sinking into the holes – then laid with peppery rocket and marinated wild mushrooms. Other slices arrive toasted alongside slabs of roasted bone marrow, baked beneath a rust-coloured ‘burnt end xo sauce’, which sounds like a good food idea, squared. I adore XO sauce, the intensely savoury Chinese condiment made with dried shrimp and sugar. I love burnt ends, the rib tips that darken during the low and slow US BBQ process. I can’t quite work out how these two things have come together, but the result is meaty and sweet and savoury and can be my friend. I scoop out jewels of the blissful XO sauce-smeared hot marrow and dollop it onto the toast. There is crunch and then sour and the encouragement of something hot and lightly gelatinous.

         Robertson freely admits Bourdon had a ‘guru-like quality’ and that he swiftly asked to become his apprentice. Bourdon agreed. It was with Bourdon that he learnt about the culture of the living ‘mother’, of the righteous interplay of wild yeasts and lactic bacteria. He learnt to make all sorts of breads, but when he eventually opened Tartine it was the sourdough everyone talked about. Why, I ask, between scooping more nuggets of hot bone marrow onto more of the toast, had that particular bread become such a thing in San Francisco? ‘I think it’s the climate,’ he says. ‘It’s the perfect temperature here. Not too hot, mostly cool.’ He is watching me eat. I try not to feel too self-conscious, though pure greed is winning out over social awkwardness.

         Like Migoya, Robertson is amused by how moist-lipped and emotional people get over the concept of the starter, or ‘mother’; how they imbue their bread, or the process of its making, with a living, breathing personality because of the wild yeast. ‘A mother dying isn’t such a big deal,’ he says. ‘I can always make another one. All that happens if you maintain it over a longer period is it becomes more predictable.’ I ask what his plans for the future are. He has just returned from opening a Tartine in South Korea. In what may come as a shock to those who worship Robertson for his artisan status, he tells me he is setting up a unit in Los Angeles which will increase production by a factor of ten, using robots to get the loaves into the high ovens.

         I look up from the toast gripped between my greasy, eager fingers and blink. ‘Los Angeles? But I thought you said climate was vital.’

         Robertson shrugs. ‘Air conditioning.’

         
            *

         

         A couple of days later, I take a cab out to Bellevue, a bridge-crossing away from Seattle, to the cluttered laboratories that are home to Intellectual Ventures. The space given over to Modernist Cuisine is on the first floor, past the metal skeleton of a dinosaur, built to prove its tail would have whipped faster than the speed of sound. It’s just up the stairs from the functioning version of Charles Babbage’s difference engine, arguably the world’s first computer. Babbage designed it in 1822, but never managed to build one. That didn’t happen until the 1980s, when one was built for London’s Science Museum. The only other one in the world is here, tucked away down the corridor, commissioned and paid for by Nathan Myhrvold. It must have cost a fortune, which is exactly what Myrhvold has.

         The Modernist Cuisine lab is a random-looking collection of benches piled with cooking equipment, both professional and domestic. Along the back wall are stoves, including a wood-fired oven. At the moment they are working on the definitive pizza book. There are piles of other people’s pizza recipe books, and in one corner they are trying to photograph tomato sauce bubbling away, though actually recording it on film is tricky; they’re experimenting with firing air through it and then capturing the eruption with a superfast shutter speed. This is what they do every day at Modernist Cuisine. They play with their food. They have agreed to break off from pizza research for the morning to show me their bread.

         Migoya and Myhrvold have hired restaurant-trained cooks to work here. One of their research and development chefs is a tall, blocky, Asian American guy called Johnny Zhu. He leads me to a glass-fronted, temperature-controlled cupboard which is kept at a steady 55ºF. It’s where they store their live starters, often known by the French term ‘levain’. ‘At the top we have a rye sourdough starter,’ Zhu says. It has a label bearing the name Ryan Seacrest, the US television host and producer. ‘Of course we name them. It’s a rye sourdough, so Ryan.’ Okay. The one at the bottom is called Sir Yeast a Lot and was started over four years ago using yoghurt.

         He takes out the one at the top. It’s called Levain James, a play on the name of the American basketball player LeBron James. Zhu takes a portion of the starter and adds flour and water. ‘We use a 65 per cent hydration. So to a kilo of flour we add 650ml of water. Chad Robertson does an 85 per cent hydration. That makes his dough much wetter and harder to work with and produces that much more open crumb.’ To this he adds diastatic malt powder – ‘It speeds up the enzyme reaction.’ Now he probes his dough with a pH meter, which records its acidity on a scale from one to seven. ‘If it measured one, it would be pure acetic acid,’ he says, watching the digital readout climb, like he’s taking the bread’s temperature. I ask Zhu if he had a baking background before coming here. ‘No, I’d never baked anything. But you learn. With each bread in the book we did hundreds of versions.’ Our bread has a pH of 4.15. ‘Gentle and very pleasant,’ he says with a nod.

         Not that I’m going to find out. Because naturally enough, here’s one they made earlier. Or, to be more exact, three they made earlier. There’s a classic sourdough. Alongside it is one made with caramelised farrow grains, which has a sweet-savoury, occasionally crunchy texture. Next to that is a third made with a fungus that grows on corn kernels. To go with the corn-fungus sourdough is a dish of what they call mole butter. Mole – pronounced ‘mol-ay’ – refers to the extraordinary Mexican condiment-cum-sauce made by using dozens of herbs and spices and controlled burning to produce deep, rich chocolate and earth tones. Here, they’ve whipped it into butter and scattered it with toasted pumpkin seeds. I’m touched they’ve gone to all this trouble, and slightly overwhelmed. The butter is a flavour bomb, a whack around the chops with fats and umami. It’s all the very best things, and I dredge through it with lumps of their dark, earthy bread.

         I have to draw myself away to try the standard sourdough. It has a tight crumb, which I can see is useful for sandwich-making. It’s not as absurdly sour as some of those I tried in San Francisco. It’s extremely serviceable and very well made indeed. I am certain it’s reliable and that the recipe works. But it doesn’t move me. In constructing my last supper I’m not in the business of finding the perfect example of each ingredient for the table. It’s about the ones that mean something to me. This loaf of sourdough is probably the product of more nerdy study and consideration than almost any other loaf of bread ever baked. But admiring it is not the same as loving it. Plus, it’s being shouted down by the whole mole butter thing, which is brilliant but way too rich to be allowed onto my table. It’s an ecstatic culinary punch in the teeth. In one of my restaurant reviews I’d joke about it being the sort of thing you’d want to take into a room with a consenting adult, but this butter would distract you from recherché sex-food games. I slather another piece of bread with the butter and think very carefully about all the breads I have ever loved.

         
            *

         

         It was just after I had eaten the greatest bagel of my life that I was invited to witness the coming of the Messiah. These events weren’t related, save that they happened in the same place, and that the experience of the bagel roots me to the memory. This is what the best foods do – they act as a time machine. It was February 1993, and I had been sent to New York to cover the aftermath of the riots that had taken place eighteen months before in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, between the African American community and the Lubavitch Hasidic Jews. A seven-year-old black boy, Gavin Cato, had been killed by a speeding car driven by a Hasidic Jew who had then tried to flee the scene. In the four days of rioting that followed during that hot August, a rabbinical student called Yankel Rosenbaum had been stabbed to death. The pavement where he fell was later chipped away so that the concrete stained with his blood could be buried with him, as was the custom. I had arrived just after the trials of all those accused in both killings had ended in acquittals. It was a fierce political, racial and social mess. My job was to talk to all sides and make sense of it.

         I had interviews with the key players booked but I wanted to get a sense of the place, so at dusk on a very cold Sunday afternoon, a few hours after I arrived, I went for a walk around the neighbourhood and found myself outside a spartan coffee shop. I was cold but also hungry. I was jet-lag hungry, hollowed out by the passage through time and space. And there was something else too: a kind of homesickness brought on by familiarity. The Lubavitch are an extremist Hasidic sect. The biblical-style garb – frock coat, wide-brimmed black hats – looked anachronistic even when they first started wearing it in eighteenth-century Belorussia. But many of them are, like me, Ashkenazi Jews from Eastern Europe. The faces around me were so familiar. Everybody I saw on those streets and in this cafe looked like a possible relative. I am a godless Jew. I follow no ritual and I have no time for a deity that is such a picky eater. But that doesn’t stop me identifying those who come from where I come from. I was a long way from home, and yet not. In the cafe I ordered a bagel with lox – smoked salmon – and cream cheese. I recall nothing about the filling.
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