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INTRODUCTION


The lens of Bob Carlos Clarke’s camera captured a rebellious, restless intensity: a heady mix of passion, desire and exhaustion. Had anyone ever looked so goddam charismatic in an apron? Like Che Guevara with a cleaver. The black and white photographs of chef Marco Pierre White in the kitchen of his restaurant, Harveys, were published in his eponymous 1990 ‘cookbook’ White Heat. This was not what chefs were supposed to look like in England back then. A cigarette hanging from his lips, Marco stared at the lens with the swagger of one of Hollywood’s leading men. ‘He was super cool,’ said chef Paul Kitching: ‘Steve McQueen in The Great Escape, Jim Morrison in the Doors and Sonny Corleone in The Godfather; they were all cool, but MPW was the coolest.’1


The striking images of Marco and his kitchen brigade at work showed a band of brothers, side-by-side, fighting for a cause. And for some wannabe chefs who would pick up the book, like the teenaged Tom Kerridge, this look was fuel to the fire: ‘It was gritty, it was earthy . . . it made you feel you were part of something revolutionary.’2 And then there was the food, photographed in colour to contrast with the monochrome pictures from the kitchen: refined, beautiful plates dressed to thrill. This was no ordinary cookbook – no gentle manual on how to bake a cake or make something nice for your dinner. White Heat was as much a memoir as it was a recipe book (Marco writes with visceral power, for example, about the death of his Italian mother when he was just six years old). It was a bold manifesto, a ferocious statement of intent, and it lit a fire that would burn in the belly of a generation of chefs.


The 1990s proved to be a decade of change in many areas of British society and culture, and in the same way that football, for example, was never quite the same in England after the 1990 World Cup and Gazza’s tears, the publication of White Heat was such a moment for our food culture. This is not to say that Marco created the 1990s restaurant revolution on his own – any more than Gazza was directly responsible for the resulting gentrification and monetisation of football. But the arrival of White Heat seemed to mark the ending of one era and the beginning of the next.


In the eighteenth century, French philosopher Voltaire described England as ‘a country of a hundred religions and only one sauce’, and the world would continue to mock British food culture for centuries to come. At the beginning of the 1990s, the UK still felt adrift from the world’s many dynamic food cultures; we were synonymous with bad food and poor service. The zenith of sophistication for food lay across the Channel in France, and French remained the language of food in this country. But Marco became the totem for a new culinary confidence in the UK, which had grown through the 1980s and was ready to burst into the mainstream in the 1990s. A maverick who somewhat paradoxically loved the rituals and craft of classical cooking, he gave British chefs credibility and the belief that anything was possible.


An appetite had been awakened. Through the course of the 1990s, British chefs joined musicians, stand-up comedians and footballers as household names, increasingly visible both on our TV screens and in the pages of our tabloid newspapers. By the turn of the new century, most of us would know chefs and TV cooks by sight and certainly by reputation, and many simply by a single name – Marco, Gordon, Heston, Gary, Nigella, Jamie. In the same decade that Britpop reinvigorated British guitar music and arena-filling comedians became as big as any rock stars, the 1990s heralded a gloriously full-flavoured food-and-drink revolution.


Food and cooking were about to move into the mainstream as chefs stepped into the world of 1990s celebrity culture. Restaurant empires would be built and new buzzwords would come to define changing times: nose to tail, fusion, Pacific Rim, molecular gastronomy. Driven young British chefs would challenge the rules of the old classical French order and take increasing culinary inspiration from the wonderful produce and ingredients on these islands and the seas that surround them. And in a decade of increasing globalisation, the rise of influences from Asia to the Middle East, and from California to North Africa, would introduce a world of new flavours and eventually create the rich restaurant culture we have today. Where we ate and what we ate was changing, and dining out in this country would never be quite the same again. The likes of Voltaire could scoff at us no more.


In 1990, I’d just started work as a researcher and editorial assistant at The Good Food Guide and had no clue this would prove to coincide with the beginning of the wildest and most exhilarating decade in British restaurant culture. Or indeed that I’d go on to become the guide’s editor and even end up owning a London pub of my own. This book is above all a love story to restaurants. To eating in them and writing about them, but most of all to those who work in them. Being in the restaurant business can be like getting lashed to the wheel of a ship sailing around Cape Horn in a force 10 gale while someone tries to spoon soup into your mouth. It’s tough and it’s messy. And it’s an economic act of faith too – a madcap voyage into the swirling maelstrom. One abiding theme in researching this book was of the financial struggle, hardship and sacrifice that it takes to be one of these chefs. The line between success and failure seems often to be as thin as a sheet of filo pastry. Those who have the bravery, love and talent to do it for a living, and who have managed to turn the UK into a better place to eat, deserve our thanks. As someone who’s always hungry for good food, I’m eternally grateful.
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TAGLIATELLE OF OYSTERS WITH CAVIAR


Harveys (London)
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When White Heat hit the shelves in September 1990, Marco Pierre White had just won a second Michelin star for his work at Harveys, which had only opened its doors three short years before. ‘I’ve never eaten better food than when he cooked at Harveys,’ said the legendary London restaurant critic Fay Maschler. ‘He had almost become the food. He would identify with a piece of salmon so closely that he’d understand exactly what to do with it.’1 Feted French chef Raymond Blanc enthused, too: ‘He was easily the most gifted young chef of his time.’2 So how did this young British man, not quite thirty years old, become the most talked-about chef in the country? After all, in 1990, the majority of top chefs in the UK at the time were French, like Blanc himself, and French cuisine was king in the country’s restaurants.


The cliché of the chef who didn’t excel at school has more than a grain of truth in it. Marco White (his middle name only entered the equation later, as we shall see) was sixteen years old when he started out as an apprentice at the Hotel St George in the elegant spa town of Harrogate. Even taking this first step must have felt like entering a new world for a boy whose home lay some 20 miles to the south in a Leeds council estate. His father simply gave him 50p for the bus and told him to knock politely on kitchen doors and ask for a job. For some, cheffing can be an opportunity akin to running away to join the circus . . . to escape, to find a tribe. In his autobiography Marco describes the moment when he realised there was an even bigger world out there: while working on the bottom rung of the cheffing ladder in Harrogate, he stumbled upon a copy of Egon Ronay’s restaurant guide and discovered that one of the best restaurants in the country was just down the road. He gave The Box Tree in Ilkley a call and was invited for an interview. As chance would have it, a chef had just handed in his notice. Speaking at the Oxford Union in 2016,3 Marco said his success was ‘all about luck’, but as Samuel Goldwyn or Thomas Jefferson (the origins are somewhat hazy) once said: ‘The harder I work, the luckier I get.’ Luck is nothing without energy and drive and young Marco had these in abundance, and a willingness to literally knock on doors.


After being at The Box Tree for about a year, experiencing the craft and graft of fine dining, Marco sought to move on. In 1981, he went for an interview at the Chewton Glen Hotel in Hampshire and was due to change buses in London on his way back to Yorkshire. But after missing his connection, he thought he’d try his luck by knocking on the door of a restaurant in the city. For while randomly walking the streets killing time, he had stumbled across Le Gavroche – home to arguably the most influential kitchen in the country. It was a miraculous coincidence considering he had recently started an application for an apprenticeship there, which he’d abandoned when faced with a form entirely in French! In White Heat,4 Albert Roux, chef-patron of this legendary establishment, describes how Marco ‘turned up at Le Gavroche at the age of nineteen directly from Yorkshire. He had no appointment and only £5 in his pocket. I looked first at the shining eyes as he talked about cooking and then I looked at his long hair. I agreed that he should become an apprentice if he would cut his hair, he did!’5 Again, that wasn’t just luck – it was Marco’s determination and the light in his eyes. Being a chef is tough work, exhausting, the tasks often repetitive and relentless – especially at the bottom rungs of the ladder – and the hours are gruelling, but Marco possessed the drive to push himself hard. Soon afterwards Le Gavroche became the first restaurant in the UK to win three Michelin stars. Even though he was just a lowly apprentice there, Marco described it as a ‘magical moment’,6 witnessing what it meant to Albert Roux and his team to reach the pinnacle and achieve a lifetime’s ambition.


While working at Le Gavroche, Marco sought out the other top exponents of French haute cuisine in London at the time, always looking for extra shifts in their restaurants wherever he could find them, to learn but also to earn. He had supported himself since he was sixteen years old – the desire to make money a necessity with nary a silver spoon in sight. He took shifts with another great chef, Nico Ladenis, and then approached Pierre Koffmann at Chelsea’s La Tante Claire. Monsieur Koffmann only employed French chefs at the time (which speaks volumes), but by offering to work for nothing, Marco seized his chance and became the first British chef in the kitchen.


It was during this period that Marco found himself working with an energetic young chap with a mop of blond hair called Alan Crompton-Batt, who was on the verge of launching a new kind of PR company, ACBPR, that would specialise in representing chefs, restaurants and food brands. Crompton-Batt told the young Marco that one day he’d be the first British chef to win three Michelin stars.7 It was a remarkable thing to say, and it was even more remarkable that it came to pass. Sadly Alan died in 2004 at the age of just fifty, but his ex-wife Elizabeth Crompton-Batt – and a fellow PR of some repute herself – told me that Alan saw that ‘the sexiness and passion of restaurants was being ignored’ in the 1980s. He could see the potential in the industry for glamour, and thrills, and drama. And in Marco he’d met the embodiment of the future of cooking and someone who shared his rock ’n’ roll disrupter spirit. ‘He believed Marco’s cooking and character combined could create something quite exceptional,’ says Elizabeth. He was right.


Next up for Marco was a stint with Raymond Blanc in the countryside near Oxford at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons. Still in his early twenties he had already managed to gain experience in the kitchens of the very best exponents of French cuisine in the UK in the 1980s. Of all these French masters, Raymond Blanc was perhaps the most modern in his outlook, devoted to flavour above all else and to the produce, including the ingredients grown in his own kitchen garden. He was part of a shift towards a lighter, more seasonally focused repertoire, and by the 1990s chefs trained by Monsieur Blanc were much in demand in kitchens across the country. One of them was Paul Heathcote, who crossed paths with Marco for a short time at Le Manoir and found it to be ‘a pretty shit hot kitchen’. The likes of Marco, John Burton-Race, Aaron Patterson and Bruno Loubet were among their number, with the British contingent apparently somewhat of a handful for le patron, Monsieur Blanc. Marco also came across a young Heston Blumenthal there, which resulted in an enduring friendship. They only shared time in the kitchen for a week as Heston realised the route of the apprentice wasn’t for him; he’d find his own way to the top. Marco, meanwhile, was about to lead the charge as these young British chefs sought to take the country’s restaurant scene by storm.


It was in January 1987, just six or so years after arriving in London, that Marco White walked into his own kitchen for the first time. Nigel Platts-Martin and Richard Carr had bought an old wine bar called Harvey’s on the edge of Wandsworth Common, and after passing on their first choice of chef – a friend of Marco’s – they got extremely lucky when the twenty-four-year-old agreed to join their new venture as a partner. The place lost its apostrophe, apparently at Marco’s insistence, and there was little or no money for a big refurb. But many things at the newly opened Harveys were done a little differently, sometimes out of necessity, sometimes pragmatically. Even the chef’s choice of clothing was unconventional: Marco preferred the blue and white apron of an apprentice rather than traditional whites. ‘I began questioning everything that went on the plate. Why am I doing this? Why serve this with that? Why serve that with this? Why cook this for so long? Why, why, why?’8


Harveys received its first Michelin star not long after the first soufflé had risen. Customers didn’t go for the somewhat dated décor. They came for the food, and perhaps the drama. Stories abounded of diners who had displeased the chef being ‘whooshed’ – their table cleared by the maître d’ and the staff ignoring them until they departed. Some were doubtless bemused by the experience, but others seemed to revel in the confrontation, finding masochistic pleasure in being evicted.9


The 1990s started with a declaration from Marco that set the tone for the decade to come: ‘The boys in my team know that if they want to get to the top they’ve got to take the shit,’ he wrote in White Heat. ‘Harveys is the hardest kitchen in Britain; it’s the SAS of kitchens. But you don’t get to the top by being pampered.’ True enough, perhaps, but also an attitude reflective of the time, which was to take its toll as the decade rolled on. Over the years, many chefs who went on to shine brightly came and went through Marco’s kitchen: the likes of Gordon Ramsay, Éric Chavot, Phil Howard and Stephen Terry. Getting fired was a hazard of the job, as Phil Howard discovered when he let the purée de pommes cook too vigorously on the stove. He was booted out on the spot. Howard went on to open The Square in 1991, with the backing of Nigel Platts-Martin, which proved one of the most enduringly consistent and enjoyable restaurants of the decade.


Despite the award of a second Michelin star in 1990 – one hell of an achievement for a humble gaff in Wandsworth Common – Harveys was never likely to be a big enough canvas for Marco. It was here, however, that he made his name. Or, rather, had it made for him. In the early days of Harveys, the legendary Egon Ronay, restaurant critic and editor of an eponymous guidebook to restaurants, rang to speak to the chef to ask a few questions for a piece in the Sunday Times. As they chatted on the phone, Ronay was interested to hear that Marco’s middle name was Pierre. Thinking it unusual and telling that this chef’s name had its roots in three cultures – Italian, French and English – Ronay hailed this new culinary maestro in print as Marco Pierre White, and the name stuck.


Leaving Harveys in 1993, White went on to open The Restaurant Marco Pierre White at the swanky Hyde Park Hotel in Knightsbridge. Two years later aged thirty-three, he became the youngest chef and the first British man or woman to be awarded three Michelin stars. Alan Crompton-Batt’s prediction had come true and White’s reputation as the godfather of modern cooking in the UK was confirmed. Luck in life is like a chain, each link an opportunity, and Marco forged his with blood and sweat. In his meteoric rise, strange as it may seem, Marco’s most important influence on the future of British food and restaurant culture may not necessarily have been his food. It was everything else: the attitude, the pursuit of excellence and the drama. He was a one-man recruitment drive for the hospitality industry and changed the way chefs were seen by the public and fellow cooks. His food, though brilliant, was rooted in the French classical cuisine he’d absorbed along the way, with a dash of Italian bravura from his mother’s side. His pig’s trotter ‘Pierre Koffmann’ took inspiration from the signature dish of one of the French masters he’d learned from, and his lobster ravioli with basil and tomato showed perfect balance. Critics such as Jonathan Meades hailed the arrival of a new star as they revelled in his tagliatelle of oysters topped with caviar. ‘The dish succeeds in every way,’ said Marco of his own main course featured in White Heat. Gently poached in their own juices, the oysters arrived in the shell on top of a little coil of tagliatelle with julienne of cucumber simmered in a buttery emulsion, each dressed in a light beurre blanc. Marco had created a plate of food that above all else was about taste, and with a lightness and modernity that matched the shifting mood, away from the heavier preferences of the past.


Marco’s creations could make your pulse race. I first ate his food at the Hyde Park Hotel in Knightsbridge with Jim Ainsworth, the editor of The Good Food Guide at the time, my boss and a lovely dining companion. This was just after the award of White’s third Michelin star. I can still remember the deliciously pink and tender pigeon breast en vessie (poached in a pig’s bladder) with a gloriously full-flavoured sauce – I’m not sure I’ve had a better pigeon dish before or since – and the delicate, perfectly textured apricot soufflé. The memory of those flavours and the emotion of the moment has remained intact through the years. Great food can do that.


Marco is a self-declared classicist and was cooking food inspired by the great masters he had worked for – and, it’s fair to say, he was quite often doing it better than them. And yet these dishes, rooted in French classical cuisine and often simplified and lightened to maximise flavour, were cooked by a man who, when Harveys opened, had never even been to France. Visits to his Italian mother’s family had been his only adventures on the continent. Marco considered this a badge of honour. Many ambitious young chefs at the time did ‘stages’ (short stints) in kitchens across the Channel working for the likes of Guy Savoy, Joël Robuchon and Michel Guérard – Marco had missed the boat, but it didn’t matter. After leaving the Hyde Park Hotel, Marco moved to the Oak Room at Le Méridien Hotel Piccadilly, where he held onto the three stars and was awarded the top mark of 10 in the 1999 edition of The Good Food Guide. The creation of his company White Star Line Ltd, in partnership with Jimmy Lahoud, a Lebanese businessman and owner of L’Escargot (where he displayed some of his artworks by the likes of Chagall, Picasso and Warhol), saw Marco reach the end of the decade as a businessman as much as a chef.


Finally, in 1999, aged thirty-eight, he officially stepped away from the kitchen, and in an act of high drama and publicity, ‘handed back’ his Michelin stars. It was a typically iconoclastic move by a chef who can justifiably be said to have spearheaded the revolution in British restaurant culture. But, as we shall see, for all of Marco’s undoubted star power he was not the only actor in this great play . . .
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SOUFFLÉ SUISSESSE


Le Gavroche (London)
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In the introduction to his first edition as editor of The Good Food Guide in 1990, Tom Jaine wrote: ‘Britain has no habit of restaurant use.’ Pointing out how far we were behind many other countries, including most of our European neighbours, he continued: ‘The traditional basis of British cooking is difficult to pin down, especially in terms of flavour . . . [and] the lack of a starting point lends alarming significance to the role of fashion and external influence.’ And no external influence was stronger at this time than that of France. If you wanted to dine like a king or queen in Britain in the 1970s and 1980s, you went to a French restaurant. If you wanted to be able to understand the menu, you needed to read French. And if you wanted to work in a top-class kitchen, you needed to learn the rules of cooking – and those rules, you guessed it, were codified in France.


Since the seventeenth century, French chefs had run the kitchens in many of the great estates on these shores – every duke and duchess worth their salt had a French chef. And what was that if not fashion? In the early nineteenth century came the man considered to be the godfather of French cuisine, Antonin Carême, whose very name conjures up thoughts of a creamy dessert topped with toasted almonds. Rising from humble beginnings, Carême became the foremost chef of his day and wrote a series of books that helped to define the craft for future generations, and now there’s even a raunchy Apple TV drama series that tells his story. Among those he influenced was Georges Auguste Escoffier, who in the latter half of the nineteenth century largely established the culinary ideology that helped make French the language of good food. Escoffier opened a restaurant at London’s Savoy Hotel in 1890 and brought his style of grande cuisine across the Channel. This remained stubbornly intact throughout much of the twentieth century. Adapting Carême’s recipes to make them a little lighter and more suitable for restaurant service, Escoffier also set down the definitive methods for making the five mother sauces that have dominated British professional kitchens for the following hundred years: béchamel, hollandaise, Espagnole, velouté, and tomato (no, not that one). Every young apprentice at every catering college still learns how to make those sauces.


It took another seventy-odd years before another restaurant would open which had arguably as big an influence on the UK as Escoffier did at The Savoy. It too was a French-run establishment, set up in 1967 by two brothers, Albert and Michel Roux, on 61 Lower Sloane Street. Named Le Gavroche after a street urchin who features in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables (he would definitely have struggled to get a table there), in 1974 it became the first restaurant in the UK to win a Michelin star, then gained a second in 1977. And in 1982, having moved premises to 43 Upper Brook Street in Mayfair, it became the first restaurant in the country to boast three Michelin stars. The legacy this restaurant left is hard to overstate: the 1990s restaurant revolution may never have happened without it.


Albert Roux was from Semur-en-Brionnais in the eastern French department of Saône-et-Loire. He and his younger brother Michel had trained as pastry chefs in their homeland and Albert had long dreamed of opening a fancy French restaurant in London. It was after working as private chef for Peter Cazalet – racehorse trainer, former cricketer and bon viveur – that he was able to raise the required funds.1 And the Cazalet family’s connections undoubtedly helped Le Gavroche become successful from the off, attracting the rich and famous, and the famously rich: Ava Gardner, Robert Redford and Charlie Chaplin were among the A-listers at its opening party in 1967.2


The food helped too. Soufflé Suissesse, for example, gained fame as the signature starter at Le Gavroche for the fifty-plus years of its existence, and with a load of unsalted butter, whole milk, double cream, eggs and Gruyère, well, it was as rich as many of the customers who devoured it. Double-baked in the oven and sitting in a pool of cream and melting cheese, the Suissesse reflected the indulgent ambitions of the classical French cuisine. It wanted us to luxuriate in its savoury intensity, to feel comforted, and to feel spoiled.


The Roux brothers – Michel joined Albert both in the kitchen and as a business partner – placed great emphasis on the importance of building a strong team both front and back of house. Hospitality is a group endeavour, a team game, and Albert and Michel ended up teaching, mentoring and cajoling a generation or two or three. Following on from their early success, they expanded their operation to include Le Poulbot and Brasserie Benoit, both of which had altogether more egalitarian sensibilities than their original flagship restaurant. By 1972, the pair had also turned a run-down pub on the banks of the Thames in the village of Bray into their second starry-eyed restaurant, The Waterside Inn. Another Frenchman, Pierre Koffmann, who had worked at Le Gavroche, became The Waterside’s first head chef, and the Roux brothers now owned two of the most alluring and refined restaurants in the country. In the end, Albert remained in the kitchen at Le Gavroche and Michel took the reins at The Waterside, and each was eventually followed at the stoves by a son. A proper family business.


Silvano Giraldin, who hails from Padua in Italy,3 best represents the brothers’ talent for promoting the best employees. Securing a job at Le Gavroche as a commis waiter (the junior rung on the waiter ladder) in 1971, by 1974 he was general manager, remaining part of Le Gavroche’s team as a director through the decades. He had the keen eye of a consummate maître d’ and the ability to make every customer feel relaxed. Whoever you were, once you were through that door, Silvano made you feel every bit the equal of the minor nobility or Rolex-clad city bankers who occupied the surrounding tables. Such a high level of service is an art form, and expensive to operate, with Silvano aiming for one member of staff for every three customers. And with all those domes to be lifted and some dishes to be carved at the table, the service had the choreography of a ballet. I remember having the caneton of duck at The Waterside in the mid-1990s, beautifully carved up in front of us on a trolley next to the table in gueridon service style, the carcass pressed in a contraption straight out of the Spanish Inquisition to extract all the juices. It was great theatre, and it tasted fabulous. With such a high staff-to-customer ratio and such impeccable training, you never had to ask to have your wine topped up, or for more bread, or pretty much anything . . . the team remained ahead of you every step of the way. The kind of formal, cossetting attention provided at the likes of Le Gavroche and The Waterside fell out of fashion by the end of the 1990s as informality took hold in society.


Following on from Le Gavroche, several other restaurants dedicated to the craft of fine French cuisine and run by laser-focused perfectionists opened: Pierre Koffmann left the employ of the Roux brothers to go it alone with La Tante Claire in Chelsea in 1977; Raymond Blanc set up Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons in Oxfordshire in 1984; and Nico Ladenis (Greek heritage, French spirit) opened up premises in various addresses over the years all named Chez Nico or some derivative thereof. Meanwhile, at The Connaught, Frenchman Michel Bourdin was another who reached the heights of two stars and became an inspirational mentor to many.4 These chefs were the torch bearers of modern French cooking in the UK and created a training ground from which British chefs would eventually emerge to shape restaurant culture in the 1990s.


It was a tough education – especially for the Brits. Up until well into the 1980s a significant percentage of the chefs in these kitchens in London and in restaurants and hotels across the country were French, and the expectations were for relentless graft for little money. Chef Shaun Hill worked in kitchens through the 1970s when there were ‘hardly any British people in the kitchens’.5 And food writer Margaret Clancy says of her three-year apprenticeship with the Roux brothers in the early 1980s that it was the ‘hardest place I’ve ever worked in my life’.6 But young English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish men and women did join these brigades in increasing numbers through the 1980s and learned from these masters about excellence. Not every revolutionary took the conventional route – some such as Heston Blumenthal and Stephen Bull went their own way – but mostly it was the French kitchens of Roux, Blanc, Ladenis and Koffmann who schooled the new generation. And as American food writer Richard Olney said of Nico Ladenis in 1987 – ‘Nico is an incorrigible force of nature. You will have to accept him as he is, an explosion of incandescent passions, loyalties and prejudices, fierce dedication and occasional intolerance . . . or get out of his way’.7


Michel Roux Jnr made the decision to turn off the stoves at Le Gavroche in January 2024. The fifty-seven-year existence of this grand formal restaurant is an incredible achievement in itself, but the breadth of its influence on the British dining scene is even more extraordinary. Le Gavroche leaves behind a very different restaurant landscape from when it opened, and many of the chefs who passed through its kitchen went on to play key roles in that change. That’s quite a legacy.
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PRAWN COCKTAIL


Berni Inn (St Albans)
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When it comes to choosing what to eat in the British Isles, outside of your ethnicity, perhaps the most significant factor is the ‘c’ word . . . yes, it’s class. We can’t talk about British food or restaurants without talking about class. You’ll likely have come across someone decrying the fact we have no working-class food culture in this country as they tuck into some humble peasant stew from France, Italy or Spain. Why do the working classes of our European neighbours have such a rich seam of down-toearth recipes, they lament, while we debate whether fish and chips or chicken tikka masala is the nation’s favourite dish? Our disconnection from the food we eat has been long in the making, even going back as far as the seventeenth-century Enclosures Act – a land grab by the ruling classes that limited the ability of poor people to access land to keep animals and grow food.


The author Alwyn W. Turner could have been talking about food in the UK when he wrote about national identity in his book A Classless Society: Britain in the 1990s:


Culturally there were three sources of influence from overseas: from Europe, which – so long as it was interpreted to mean Tuscany and Provence – shaped the tastes of the liberal section of the establishment; from America, which attracted the enthusiasm of much of the younger working class . . . and from the Commonwealth, a more diffuse source of inspiration but one which also played its part.1


Alwyn writes of a ‘convergence of culture’ in the 1990s, specifically in regard to football, but this was also true in food: there was a revolution in our tastes, in our choices, and in what we ate. The 1990s weren’t classless as such, but in matters of food there was a shift from the formal ways of doing things, a change in tone, a new openness to experiment and a sense of democratic fun – we could all join the party.


The English class system is a complicated thing and underpins our relationship with food and our experiences in restaurants. My parents are working-class Londoners, brought up in council houses, who maxed out the boom of the 1960s so that by the mid-1970s my father was a director of an engineering firm and my mother an infant schoolteacher. So that makes me middle class, right down the middle, top to bottom. No denying it. But I’m definitely not posh. I went to a comprehensive school in Welwyn Garden City and I’ve never said ‘supper’ in my life.


When I was about four years old, I would walk the mile into the village with my mother to shop in the high street. It was a time when I had her all to myself. There was a small Sainsbury’s – this is long before the arrival of the superstore – and it’s there that I have my earliest memory of being in a food shop. I recall shelves stacked with tins . . . rows and rows of tins. There were frozen Findus Crispy Pancakes and fish fingers, and dry goods such as cereal and rice, but for fresh food, we went to the greengrocers and butchers. Best of all we always stopped at the bakers to buy a treat. My mum usually favoured an éclair. I sometimes had the same or perhaps a Bakewell tart with its sweet almond filling and layer of jam, or very occasionally I’d go for a jam doughnut. I would eat mine there and then, in the street, no hanging about. She would wait until we got home and have hers with a cup of tea. I’ve no recollection of the shopping bags or the walk back being tiring. I do know that I never felt closer to my mother than at that time. Food can be many things, and one of those things is love.


I’ve always been greedy, hungry and adventurous with food. What’s for lunch? What’s for tea? Can I have a biscuit? I’m hungry, I’m starving . . . these were surely the words uttered most in my childhood. We often ate together as a family through the 1970s and early 1980s, especially at the weekends. But during the week when my brother and I were young, the routine was for a kids-only tea at around 5 p.m. The food was usually out of a tin or from the freezer. Hands up who ate tinned ravioli in front of the TV in the 1970s? I guess I liked it at the time. I didn’t question its authenticity or validity. Sardines on toast was another personal favourite (with black pepper and tomato ketchup), with the oily fish providing some health benefits compared to much of the teatime repertoire.


At weekends we ate as a family: a lot of game such as pheasant, pigeon and venison (from nearby Knebworth Park), alongside stews and roasts and some foreign interlopers such as spaghetti bolognese and mum’s own version of risotto (made with long grain rice). Vegetables were plentiful but usually overcooked. We ate roasts on a Sunday and had lots of fresh fish, too, including mackerel grilled on the bone and fish pie. Garlic was used copiously. Salads had optional French dressing (mum likes her salad naked), and occasionally we had cod roe for lunch on a Saturday. When it came to savoury food, there was little flavour without animal fat. Puddings . . . we had proper home-made puddings at the weekends. Steamed syrup sponge was probably my favourite in the 1970s, with packet or tinned custard, or chocolate pudding, or treacle tart, or trifle.


We often ate out as a family and from around 1973 the four of us were regulars at Berni Inn in nearby St Albans. Among the starters was fruit juice at 33p a pop, ‘for a lighter starter’, they said. Anyone with memories of the 1970s will recall juices were regularly featured among first courses, and they were never freshly squeezed – pineapple, grapefruit, orange or tomato, choose your favourite, knock yourself out. No apple juice, curiously, given they actually grow in this country. There was prawn cocktail – oh yes, a personal favourite and a classic for good reason. In 1997, former chef Simon Hopkinson and food writer Lindsey Bareham brought out a cookbook called The Prawn Cocktail Years, a nostalgic wander through old recipes that had fallen from fashion at the time, including the eponymous dish, which likely had its roots in the shrimp cocktails served in Las Vegas casinos in the 1950s. It was ever-present in the 1970s and 1980s. Hopkinson and Bareham advised avoiding ‘those tasteless, bulk-frozen little pink commas’2 when making it at home and suggested that only Heinz tomato ketchup would do – I couldn’t agree more. Among other starters, Berni had pâté, a soup and a ‘farmer’s choice’ soup, described as ‘specially prepared’, which meant home-made and was a bit of a giveaway as to the source of the first (apparently, for the chef to actually make a soup from scratch was to specially prepare it). Tinned soup was everywhere in the 1970s, at home, in pubs, in restaurants. When John Stapleton started the New Covent Garden Soup Company in the late 1980s it was as if he’d invented some life-enhancing elixir: soup made from fresh ingredients. We all quite lost our heads with excitement for a while.


The UK sits culturally between Europe and the USA in many areas of social development, and if France had been king in England’s restaurants for a hundred years – the recipes, the language – the latter half of the twentieth century saw much greater influence arrive from across the pond. American food culture has made inroads into most European countries by now (even France, Spain and Italy), but nowhere more so than here in the UK. Perhaps our European neighbours were able to put up more of a fight thanks to the strength of their existing culinary identities. We, on the other hand, were ripe for the taking.


Visits to relatives and family friends in London when I was very young gave me a glimpse of the big city lights and I was captivated by the late-night journeys back to Welwyn. I’m a Londoner really, you see, a genetic mash-up reflecting various waves of immigration into the city over the previous couple of hundred years, with Irish, Jewish and Scottish forebears simmered in a stock of Anglo-Saxon peasant. Both my parents grew up in a post-war estate of council flats called Sulivan Court close to the river in Fulham – my mother with her Burma-veteran father, housekeeper mother and sister; my dad with his mum, who worked as a cleaner and child-minder, and his younger brother – and it was here that I would come to visit relatives as a child. The route back to Hertfordshire in the car took us up the King’s Road, along Park Lane with its smart hotels, luxury car showrooms and the Playboy Club, and up Edgware Road with its abundance of Middle Eastern restaurants and cafés. I’d glimpse men greeting each other with hugs, drawing hard on cigarettes, chinking their glasses, and tucking into plates of mysterious food. I was captivated by London through the car window. Sometimes we would stop at a Hungarian patisserie on Finchley Road for a cake. I guess my dad was after a decent cup of coffee, but the draw for the rest of us was the chocolate-covered brandy snap filled with cream – I’d hold it in my hand like Fidel Castro with his favourite Cohiba cigar and savour the snap.


It was on one of these trips back home in 1977 that we stopped at McDonald’s in Marble Arch, one of only a few in the country at the time. The company had been in the UK for a couple of years at that point. Before then, if you wanted a burger, Wimpy was your only choice. I had no idea at the time that Wimpy was American and had been licensed out in the UK to J. Lyons and Co in 1954. A Wimpy was still a treat in the early 1970s, but they seemed tired and shabby even then and their loose-fitting crown was about to slip. The only other player in the market at the time was Golden Egg and I do remember having a burger or two there over the years, and a knickerbocker glory, at both the Welwyn Garden City and Stevenage branches. But back to our first taste of McDonald’s: it’s 1977 and my parents have agreed to stop on our way back so that my brother and I can try these burgers from the other side of the Atlantic. We must have nagged, my brother and I, we really must. Dad parked up somewhere behind the building and I had a cheeseburger, chips and chocolate milkshake. And I tasted the future. We devoured them in the car. The idea of having a thick milkshake with a meal seemed wonderfully indulgent, and sucking it up through a straw a challenge I was seemingly born to face. I remember enjoying the sharp hit of the gherkin, my brother less so, and I wasn’t fazed by the bright yellow square of plastic cheese (any child of the 1970s was well acquainted with such abominations). It was a sugar and salt hit, which is entirely the point, and a combination that seduced the Western world. The McDonald’s burger I had that day left Wimpy in its wake, but even at the time you could tell this wasn’t food to sustain life. This was surely only a guilty pleasure. It was like eating a packet of sweets. I enjoyed the thin, crisp fries and still prefer the slender chip to the flabby British version to this day – shoot me, I don’t care. Mum had a chocolate milkshake. Dad, a man of principle and standards, abstained. Such, then, was the food culture that set me on the unlikely road to becoming a restaurant inspector . . .
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