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            Introduction: Chewing it Over

         

         My father was a not a big eater. ‘I’d be happy if I could just take a pill for my lunch,’ he once told me, when I was eight or nine years old. I had already concluded that the adult world could be wilfully baffling, but this seemed unnecessarily provocative. It felt like a betrayal. As a child, an unfocused mess of fat-softened limbs and round edges, I knew that food was great. I loved bacon sandwiches on white bread and chocolate eclairs, and lived for evenings when my parents were short on time and dinner was the convenience of Findus Crispy Pancakes filled with delicious if unidentifiable brown matter. There were cheese and onion flavour crisps and Sherbet Dip Dabs. There were many things.

         Happily, my mother was not interested in getting her nutrition from a pill. Claire wanted both to feed and be fed. On Saturday lunchtimes, after my parents had done the weekly shop, my mother would fill the kitchen table with cold cuts and cheeses, and plates laid with slippery ribbons of smoked salmon in the brightest shade of orange. There would be dense fish balls, chopped liver topped with crumbled egg and xiibagels, for we were Jews through food. There was no space in our lives for God, but there was lots of space for lunch. It was a meal called Fick and Porridge, an adapted Spoonerism of Pick and Forage. It was one of those family jokes which isn’t funny to anybody else or even, eventually, to the family who coined it, but which sticks. What mattered was the intent expressed in the name: this was a knowingly relaxed lunch. It was also a form of open house to which certain close family friends knew they were always invited. And so they would come.

         It was at our kitchen table that I learnt the power of food and mealtimes. With a full plate in front of them, people would talk. They would drop on to their elbows and unload, both the good things and the bad, for my mother made her living as an agony aunt and was therefore considered both a good lis­tener and a source of professional wisdom. There was no such thing as oversharing. Here, fuelled by those fish balls and bagels, they would be the most unselfconscious version of themselves. Oh, the stories they told. Sometimes we would talk about the food itself. I learnt the correct way to build a cream cheese and smoked salmon bagel. (The cheese is not a butter substitute, to be spread thinly. It is a pedestal for the salmon and so to be piled high, like a litter of cush­ions.) We would, between mouthfuls, discuss whether xiiithis week’s chopped liver was as good as last week’s. We would argue over who had dibs on that chocolate eclair. This was mostly a pointless argument; it was always my mother’s, unless there were two of them. I understood that this life of the table mattered, and all of these things were a subject worthy of debate.

         My relationship with both food and the life of the table had come to define a very personal and intense part of me, which eventually presented challenges. In 1999, when I was offered the job of restaurant critic for the Observer, I was both publicly overjoyed and privately ashamed. Naturally, I was delighted by the prospect of being paid to do what I had always done on my own dime: to wander from restaurant to res­taurant, deciding whether it was worth anyone’s time and money. But I also questioned whether making the personal so very public was seemly. I was thirty-two years old and finally established as a reporter, which I considered the most noble of the journalist’s crafts. I had moved from soft arts and feature writing to sharper-edged news reporting. I was covering race crime and social policy. I had spent weeks at the Old Bailey sitting through the only war crimes trial ever to be held in the UK, and, for a while, dug around in the workings of the intelligence services until the British Government’s D Notice committee, which polices the line between the media and national security, had told xivmy editor to rein me in. I wore these things as a badge of honour. And now? Well now I was to write about the quality of a custard tart or the precision roasting of a loin of venison. I love custard tarts. I adore ven­ison. But really?

         I told a friend, a highly respected restaurant critic of many years’ standing, that I would do the job for a few years and then return to ‘proper’ journalism.

         I blush at the thought. What a staggeringly pompous thing to say, and how very wrong. All writers need a subject and in the world of food and restaurants I had found mine. The lesson I had learnt as a child at the family kitchen table over Fick and Porridge, that food and eating can take you anywhere, was to be repeated in adulthood. The subject of what we eat, I realised, is not just about how things taste. It is about memory and emotion, about love affairs and sex, and the two together. It is about family and education, the environment and agriculture. I remained a reporter, investigating the tangled politics and economics of food supply chains and national health policy. It led to a lengthy stint as a TV reporter for The One Show on BBC1, for whom I made over 150 short reports. I came to love the ones which showed us exactly where our food comes from: not just the airy, touchy-feely, niche artisan stuff of farmhouses and kitchen tables – although there was a bit of that – but the complex xvlarge-scale business of freezing a pea crop within forty-five minutes, or harvesting carrots in the middle of the night, when it is good and cold. I skimmed across a silvery Morecambe Bay at dawn’s low tide to fish for brown shrimps, and stood in a tank with a massive farmed halibut in my arms as it was milked for its sperm. It was a varied life.

         It was also superb experience for what was to come next. I had long been an occasional feature writer for Observer Food Monthly, my newspaper’s supplement with the exceptionally literal title. In 2010, I was asked if I would write a column for the front of OFM, as it has come to be known. The column’s name told me everything I needed to know: it would be called ‘The Happy Eater’. It was to be a column about all aspects of food and eating written by a man who likes his dinner. And his lunch. And his breakfast. And any other meals he might be able to slip in between. What’s more, it would be defined by a second column on the next page by the great American writer Ariel Leve. Hers would be called ‘The Fussy Eater’ and would chronicle the life of someone who was some-­what more suspicious of what she was being fed.

         We set out our respective stalls right from the start. Ariel’s first column was about how picky she could be when it came to eating sushi. Mine was about my fondness for the scuzziest of restaurants, xvithe ones without velvet drapes and cut crystal. As I said, ‘Denying yourself an edible pleasure just because you couldn’t safely remove someone’s appendix in the room in which it was prepared seems just plain fool­ish, not to mention self-defeating.’ And so it began.

         Ariel wrote wittily about American barbecue as if it was some dreadful cult; I wrote about how everything can be improved by the addition of bacon. She described her commitment to eating superfoods; I dismissed superfoods as anti-scientific cobblers. She wrote about how much she hated watching people eat in public; I wrote about the joys of dropping my lunch down my shirt. It was a classy double act, but one with a shelf life. An enthusiast like me has endless direc­tions in which to go. For us the world is one big table, forever laid. It’s all about more and seconds and ‘yes please’. The fussy eater lives a more reduced life at that table. They’re simply not as interested. So it proved. Within a couple of years, the fussy eater handed back her sterilised knife and fork. Ariel Leve had other great writing projects requiring her attention.

         But the happy eater? I pushed on.

         It’s in the nature of a column written for a newspaper supplement that some of them would be tagged to events in the news. There was a debate around the rights and wrongs of tipping in restaurants. For the record, I argued that tipping should be scrapped xviialtogether and restaurant staff should simply be paid a proper, reliable wage like people in other service in­dustries. There was the allegation that the then prime minister, David Cameron, had, while a student, spent an interesting night with a pig’s head. (Look it up.) Those columns date quickly.

         But many more of them have ranged far and wide across the edible landscape in a less time-fixed man­ner. Now, collected together in a single volume, I like to think of it as a fatly stocked larder. Here are essays on why the messiest of dishes can also be the ones that taste the best, or why the secret to flavour lies in giving ingredients lots of time together. There are a few columns about restaurants, which, after all, are my specialist subject. I write about the dishes that professional kitchens do so well and those they do terribly badly. Lesson: you’ll probably make a better apple crumble at home than any chef could ever make you in a restaurant. There’s another piece about the joys of people watching at the table and one on why certain dishes stay in the memory and others do not. I tackle the thorny issue of Christmas food from all angles, which means I’m big on useful advice. Take it from me: the world won’t end if you don’t make a dozen side dishes, and for God’s sake don’t com­pare your Christmas to Nigella’s, because that way madness lies. I also allow myself to indulge in some xviiibile and vitriol, because there are some things around food that make me grind my teeth and it’s far better for my molars that I get it all out there. The happy eater is not always happy. But sometimes he’s ecstatic.

         Each of the forty columns in this collection is 600 words long. Generally, writers shouldn’t show their workings in the margins, the grammatical carpentry that makes it fit together. Still, it’s worth acknowledg­ing that 600 words is delightfully concise. Certainly, baggy writing is neither welcome nor helpful. There is a famous saying, attributed to everyone from the Roman consul Cicero to John Locke, Benjamin Franklin and Mark Twain: ‘I would have made it shorter if I’d had more time.’ Whoever should get the credit, there’s no doubt it applies here. Of all my regular columns, this has always presented the most interesting of challenges, one that lends itself to cook­ing metaphors: just how do you reduce an argument down to its most intense essentials? What is superflu­ous to the way it’s presented? And will you need to wear a napkin while reading it? At which point I may have stretched those food and cooking metaphors a little too far, but you get the point. At times I have written about the joy of fat, but the columns them­selves are never flabby.

         Certainly, it means this collection is ideally engineered for a particular status. When I was a kid there xixwas a special category of volume in my house: the loo book, so defined because it was browsable in the requisite time. There were half a dozen of them in our toilet downstairs at home. One was a collection of cartoons by Carl Giles of the Daily Express, for example. Another was a book with short entries on How to Curse in Yiddish, which obviously provided a useful education. I came to love the familiarity of those editions and flicked through them often when I had to be in there. I am too well-mannered to point out the connection between where food goes in and where it comes out, but certainly a 600-word column is pretty much the perfect length for a stay in that smallest of rooms. All I’ll say is this: once you’ve read Chewing the Fat the first time round, you’ll know exactly where it should live.
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            Messing Around

         

         Recently I made a dreadful mess in the kitchen. It was delicious. I was looking for something to kick off a dinner party, and was musing on the Jewish Ashkenazi staple, egg and onion: crushed-up cooled boiled eggs with slow-cooked, then cooled fried onions. It’s a soothing trip to the nursery or, better still, the small child’s overheated sickbed.

         I wanted to make a grown-up version. Instead of onions I used finely sliced spring onions. I added chopped salted anchovies. I dressed it with a serious vinaigrette, made with spoonfuls of nose-tickling Dijon mustard and mayonnaise and glugs of peppery olive oil. I can’t pretend. It looked terrible. It looked like it had been pre-consumed, rejected by the body as not fit for purpose and returned to the bowl from the wrong direction. I hesitated. Could I really serve this?

         Then I scooped some on to a cracker. Forgive a mo­ment’s boasting, but God it was good: the comforting back rub of the eggs remained, but now there was an insistent kick from the anchovies and the spring onion and the Dijon. It was the word ‘compelling’ fashioned 4from ingredients. Soon my friends were scraping at the glaze.

         It got me thinking. So much of the very best food is like this, which is to say a huge bloody mess. It lies on the plate or in the bowl, looking like something requiring the attentions of the emergency services or a swift burial. And yet, it tastes marvellous. I’d go even further and say that messy food rules. Messy food is where the satisfying stuff is. There’s a Vietnamese chicken dish I make, full of fish sauce, heaps of black pepper and sugar and handfuls of sliced ginger. It ends up looking as though a lot of bleach will be required to tidy up the dun-coloured ‘accident’. It tastes fabu­lous, a bash of salt and sweet and umami.
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