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Praise for A.A. Gill



‘At his best, Gill shows how real insight into a culture can be gleaned from the manner in which its food is produced, distributed, prepared and consumed’ New Statesman


‘Certainly a book that whets the appetite and an ideal Christmas present for the foodie in your life’


Dublin Evening Herald


‘What sets Gill apart from the upper middle-class politically incorrect pontificators is that he’s interested in people (even if he doesn’t always like them) and writes in a clear, economical, puissant style’ The List


‘His reporting, within the space of a few sentences, can be honest, romantic, awestruck, damning, hilarious but, importantly, never sentimental or patronising’ Time Out


‘Gill is a delightful, funny polemicist. His prose floats like a butterfly and stings like a bee and, just when you least expect it, lands a deft and lethal blow beneath the belt’


Sunday Times


‘He entertains like a vicious game show’ Glasgow Herald


‘It annoys, arouses feelings and forces one to confront received opinions. Whether one sides with it or not, one can admire the zest of the writing and applaud its splendid lack of political correctness’ Beryl Bainbridge, Mail on Sunday







A. A. Gill was born in Edinburgh. He is the author of two novels, Sap Rising (1997) and Starcrossed (1999), books on two of London’s most famous restaurants, The Ivy and Le Caprice, two travel books, A. A. Gill is Away and Previous Convictions, The Angry Island: Hunting the English, Table Talk and Paper View. He is the TV and restaurant critic for the Sunday Times and is a contributing editor to GQ, Vanity Fair and Australian Gourmet Traveller magazines. He lives in London and spends much of his year travelling.
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Foreword


For most people, the enjoyment is enough; pleasure doesn’t need explaining. If you ask why they liked the play, the soup, the view, they’ll probably use all-encompassing, evocative words of emotion or volume – it was ‘great’, ‘terrific’, ‘amazing’, ‘good’, ‘very good’. Press them, and more than likely they’ll describe what they’ve seen, done, eaten. ‘There was this sensational ballet/novel/lap dancer – it was fantastic.’ Analysing why something was moving or entertaining or funny, or wasn’t, doesn’t improve it. In fact, dissecting things might actually break the spell, tarnish the experience.


There is something odd, something obsessive, something a touch neurotic about wanting to be a critic, wanting to pull the legs off delicate bits of fun. It certainly isn’t a necessary part of cultured life. I don’t think critics feel things more intensely or on another level. Their knowledge and experience, if they have any, doesn’t necessarily make them more sensitive to the all-round enjoyment of a sausage than anyone else is. Indeed, many of us critics look like we enjoy life only occasionally and then grudgingly. But being able to organise, distil, articulate and parse a sausage in the context of aesthetics, taste, morality, history, anthropology and fashion, whilst remembering it is still just a sausage, does give me a separate, academic, rather drily smug satisfaction.


Criticism doesn’t improve your experience of culture – but good assertive, stringent criticism does prevent creativity and craft sinking to their levels of least public resistance and to sycophantic pleasantries. And the review itself may be entertaining and provoking. Criticism at its best elicits a response of ‘that’s what I think, but I’d never have thought it like that’. The strongest parts of the culture are those that hate their critics the most. Critics criticise so that everybody else can get on with enjoying themselves. We are civilisation’s traffic wardens.


Over the decade and a bit that I’ve been doing it, the Table Talk column in the Sunday Times has evolved into being more or less about restaurants and food. It’s also more or less about whatever has settled on my retina that week. This collection is a forensic filleting of many of these columns, and as a small sop and grudging gesture of good will to catering, I’ve taken out nearly all the names of restaurants and just left all the good, fatty, sticky, knobbly, tasty stuff. There are also a couple of things I wrote in a food column for Tatler before I lost my critical milk teeth.


Here are answers to some of the questions that I’ve been asked over the years. I always book under a false name, but I never wear a disguise. Getting into a wig and a costume and talking in a funny voice to eat dinner is weird and way too self-obsessed. It’s the sort of thing they do in America. Yes, sometimes I am recognised and the first thing that happens is that everything gets worse. Particularly the service.


I always pay – always. There is no such thing as a free lunch. I never eat with restaurant PRs, or go to restaurants on the advice or recommendation of press releases. The choice is capricious and random. Sometimes I choose, sometimes my editor – mostly the Blonde chooses. I don’t have a favourite restaurant, and I don’t have secret restaurants that I don’t write about.


And no, not anyone could do it.


Reviewing isn’t sophisticated or complicated or particularly onerous, but most people who think they can review find that they can’t. Expertise isn’t necessarily a help; it can make you talk down to your readers and distances you from their experience. But over the years you do acquire it – I now know a lot about food. Except cheese, which like grammar, I simply cannot retain a single piece of useful information about. I’ve also worked as a cook, a dishwasher, a waiter and a maître d’. And I can cook.


The problem and the skill is not actually in the food or in having an eye for decor, an ear for the staff or a nose for the wine list (which I rarely mention, because I don’t drink). It’s in the language.


English, which is so gloriously verbose about so much of life’s gay tapestry, is summarily tongue-tied when it comes to describing food and eating. The reasons are partially cultural. It has never been considered polite to talk about food, partly out of necessity, as there hasn’t ever been much food that you could be polite about. Food and talking about food was something the French did. It’s often pointed out that while the words for farm animals are Anglo-Saxon, their names when they’re cooked are Norman – pork for swine, beef for cattle, mutton for sheep – distinguishing who actually did the herding and who did the eating.


But then, many of the words that we do have are swaggered in a Pooterish bourgeois snobbery. I can’t write ‘moist’ or ‘succulent’ or ‘luxuriant’ without shivering. Writing about food and the sensation of eating can be as nauseating to read as watching someone eat with their mouth open. So you have to pick your way through the verbiage with care and imagination. You do need to be pretty omnivorous – I’ve always said that I’d eat anything anyone else ate, as long as it didn’t involve a bet, a dare or an initiation ceremony. I’m often asked what the most disgusting thing I’ve ever eaten is. Buried shark in Iceland, jewel beetles in the Kalahari, fertilised duck eggs in Vietnam, seal blubber with the Eskimos in Greenland and warm blood with the Masai in Tanzania all pale into wholesome yumminess compared with the fast food available on every high street after 11 o’clock at night, or the chilled, dehydrated and microwaved amuse-bouches lurking in petrol stations. My particular interest in dinner really only begins with the food. I’m constantly fascinated by why and how we eat. The movement of ingredients, the history, anthropology, mythology, manners and rituals of food. Dinner is a defining human occasion. We are the only species that ever existed that offers hospitality.


Is my opinion worth any more than anyone else’s on the bus? With a modest blush I must say yes. It’s also worth more than that of most chefs and restaurateurs – I’m a professional, this is what I do; they’re big men, but they’re out of condition. Do I ever get bored, blasé, bilious? No, hand on heart, I’m always excited about dinner. I still get that frisson with a new menu. Do I ever eat or order badly on purpose, look for awful food to make good copy? Of course not; despite what most of you think, it’s actually no easier to write a bad review than a good one; it’s just that you prefer reading the bad ones. So here is a collection of the good bits and some of the very, very bad bits from a decade of dinners.


Finally, people often say, ‘Seeing as you know so much, why don’t you open a restaurant?’ And I always think of Brendan Behan’s famous quote about us. ‘Critics are like eunuchs in a harem – they know how it’s done, they’ve seen it done every day, but they’re unable to do it themselves.’ Like so much of Behan’s work, that’s smart but not quite right. Critics may well be like eunuchs in a harem who know how it’s done, having seen it done every day, they just don’t fancy having it done to them.
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APPETITE
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The amuse-gueule came, as I knew it would: a crab cake the size of a shirt button that collapsed into vapours at the sight of a fork. A man can feel right foolish chasing a crab’s toenail round a plate. It tasted fine, in a homeopathic sort of way.
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How about this for a doozie of a starter: cream of haricots blancs and roasted garlic and pan-fried frogs’ legs and fricassee of snails and Scottish girolles and . . . and . . . parsley jus. What, no puppy dogs’ tails?


This appalling blind-man’s-deli-shoplifting-spree came on a single plate. It was truly, heart-stoppingly, sphincter-shrinkingly, colon-knottingly ghastly. The snails were like the pickings from a hippo’s nostril, and the frogs’ legs had been boned. How much sublimated commis loathing must go into boning frogs’ legs? They tasted like something sour and slimy that had been fished out of a heron’s throat. The mushrooms were the malevolent, anaemic growths you find in the corners of musty cellars.


For a main course, I had the assiette of spring lamb. Frankly, it would have been kinder to slap a movement order on this sheep and bury it in a quicklime pit.
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My first course was stunning: a lump of duck foie like a grey hot water bottle floating in a bowl of the richest consommé. It was fantastic. I could feel it peristaltically clogging all my tubes. It had a deeply sensual taste and the texture of slipping into a coma. For the main course, I had a daube of beef cheek ‘cooked like a grandmother’. God, if anyone had cooked my grandmother like this I’d have visited more often.
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Main courses would have got a Third World airline grounded. My lamb would only have been of gastronomic interest to a man who had never eaten a sheep before. The mushrooms wouldn’t have tasted wild if you’d soaked them in Ecstasy and given them guns.
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Foie gras terrine with grouse breast and Sauternes jelly. Excellent. The combination of rich foie, gamey grouse and the sweet musk of the Sauternes was impeccable. So why did the cook drizzle truffle oil all over it? Inexcusable. Disgusting. Truffle oil and Sauternes – if you want to get the effect at home, try drinking sweet sherry out of a teenager’s well-worn trainer.
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Pudding: a jelly that involved Campari and fennel. It was a pretty colour, but tasted exactly as I’ve always imagined suicide capsules would: fatalistically bitter and fraudulently medicinal.
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Christmas dinner: the single most disgusting meal ever invented, with the exception of American thanksgiving, which, though similar, manages to be marginally worse. I seem to have been eating off my buffet knee for a month, every plate a hideous game of gastro-Pelmanism. Right, I’ve got turkey, two sorts of stuffing, sausage, potato, cranberry, ham, mince pie, stilton, cake, pudding. ‘Oh, you haven’t got any brandy butter. Where shall I put it?’ On the sprouts. Nobody sane or loving could invent Christmas food from scratch.
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We chose pea and ham soup and courgette soup, followed by tarragon chicken and a sort of boeuf bourguignon, ‘but it’s not actually boeuf bourguignon’. If you had been stuck in a snow hole on Ben Nevis for three days consuming nothing but icicles and your fingernails, then the pea and ham soup might, quite probably, have been very welcome; the courgette, however, would still have been green slop.
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Ramadan


At the heart of all religions, there is food. Actually, that reminds me of something a Quaker woodwork teacher once told me. We were looking at the simple cross in chapel and he said quietly (Quakers say everything quietly, with an Eeyoreish emphasis): ‘You know what’s at the heart of Christianity?’ The Holy Ghost? Love? Redemption? Grace? ‘A mortise and tenon joint.’ It was an opaquely Delphic pronouncement that still niggles, like a paper cut in the corner of your mouth.


Anyway, I can’t think of a religion that doesn’t use food as part of its ritual. For Christians, there is obviously the Host (or mein Host, as it’s known in German churches): the bread and wine. But there are also pancakes and Easter eggs, simnel cakes and hot cross buns, thousands of European Catholic sweetmeats and tarts (both risen and fallen), and enough marzipan saints to make you sick. Hindus have lentils and chapatis. Judaism has its bitter herbs and Passover lamb. And in Guatemala, I once saw animist offerings of rum and fags.


I have a theory – no more than a guess – that religion and the preparation of food arrived together and grew, temporally and spiritually, hand in hand. Cooking is a profound transformation. It’s only a spiritual hop and skip to burning heretics at the stake. And the food that was probably at the heart of nascent religions was your neighbour’s heart, liver and thumb muscle (apparently a particularly moreish delicacy). Men with beards posit that the original reason for Leviticus prohibiting pork was that pig and human are indistinguishable when thoroughly barbecued.


In many religions, there is also the absence or denial of food. Fasting has generally dropped off the Christian calendar. There were once two fast days a week, as well as numerous saints’ fast days and Lent, which, when there was less to eat, was far more rigorous than just giving up drink or chocolate or Indian takeaways.


Medieval monks were canny at getting round the ‘fish on Friday’ thing. They made conies (rabbits) into honorary fish, because they lived in holes, like puffins. And puffins were obviously fish. Look, if angels can dance on the heads of pins, then puffins can be fish, okay?


The most dramatic religious fast is Ramadan, which sounds like a Bill Haley chorus. I took the kids to Oman, not for Ramadan, exactly, but during Ramadan. It’s a tricky time to travel in an observant country. All the restaurants are closed. You can’t eat in the street. Tourist hotels have secret locked-and-darkened midday dining-rooms. I had to tell the children not to drink in public, while at the same time making sure they drank enough.


I asked my guide, who was fasting, what the point of Ramadan was. I thought it would be the same self-mortification as Christian fasting: to rarefy the ethereal reverie. ‘Up to a point,’ he replied politely. ‘Actually, it’s self-restraint. It toughens us up. The Koran says we need to be strong to withstand hardship.’ I had forgotten what an earthy and practical religion Islam is. Not drinking from sunrise to sunset when the temperature is in the 40s is properly tough.


We were invited to breakfast with a family of Bedouin. In that rather overpolite, respectful, smiley way that white Westerners have when taking part in other people’s rituals, I hissed at the children to behave and only eat with their right hands. ‘We know,’ they sighed. ‘We’ve done religion and other cultures and bum-wiping.’


The first thing that is eaten is dates. I watched an old man stone his with a magician’s sleight of hand. The elegance and delicacy of eating with your hands from a communal plate is beautiful, respectful and amazingly neat, if it’s done by neat, respectful and beautiful people. I was left cross-legged in a midden of dripped and spilt food. We drank orange juice and laban, a thin yoghurt. Despite the hunger and thirst, nobody grabbed or rushed or stuffed or chugged or gulped.


It was a thoughtful, timely and surprisingly frugal meal. I envied them the appetite that comes with forbearance and faith. I even considered joining in Ramadan for a weekend, but you can’t be a tourist in other people’s souls.


We finished with a farinaceous soup that was thick and warm and blandly delicious. ‘What is this?’ I asked. ‘It reminds me of something.’ A child was dispatched to the kitchen tent to get the recipe, and came back with a tin of Scott’s porridge oats. As the huge and miraculous Arabian night sky rolled out over the cooling desert, not for the first time, I was reminded that we are all connected by more than divides us.










Concert


Took my boy Ali to see Eminem. ‘Are you sure?’ cautioned other parents. ‘It’s pretty unpleasant. Urban nihilism. Drugs. Violence. It could get very ugly.’ Yes, I’m aware of all that – but I think he’s old enough to make up his own mind about Milton Keynes. Anyway, I’ll be there to remind him to just say ‘No . . . tting Hill Gate’. Eminem, by contrast, is a poppety socks.


Now I’m about to do one of those things that annoyed the loons and grandpa vest off me when I was a lad. I’m going to patronise young people’s culture. I once had an old in-law who would smile with a manic serenity and say: ‘You know, I’m not shocked. You think you’re all so clever and on your face.’ But it’s gay-porn Nazis, I’d say, doing it with cripples in the middle of a christening. ‘No, no, I saw far worse than that during the blackout.’


Anyway, Ali and I stood in the bowl of Milton Keynes, shouting ‘Fug chew, muddyfugger!’ as instructed. It was a bonding moment. I know other fathers take their sons to chalk streams and tie small bits of handmade bellybutton fluff to hooks, but, for my boy and me, the father-son thing is woven by singing ‘Two trailer-park girls go round the outside.’ I love the pantomime audience-participation stuff. Instead of shouting ‘Behind you!’ and ‘Oh, no, he didn’t!’ we go ‘Yo! Fugger pig!’ But what I like best about Eminem – and I’m not sure a lot of the audience quite understood this – is that he is, in fact, the second coming of Gilbert and Sullivan.


Now, I can hear you snorting all over the Home Counties. But bear with me – I’m not coming over all Tom ‘Contrary’ Paulin just to get a rise. Eminem sings patter songs: they could be from The Pirates of Penzance or, indeed, Ruddigore. The Lord High Executioner’s little list is plainly proto-rap. Eminem just adds a modern touch of Grand Guignol (a theatrical form that has been sadly and shamefully ignored of late) and auto-testicle clutching, which I’ve always thought there was far too little of in The Mikado.


‘What has this to do with food?’ I hear you say. Or, more likely, ‘Yo! Muddyfugger, wheredy fugdy food, bitch?’ Well, I was planning on doing an archly amusing little review of the luncheon bazaar that circles the bowl of Milton Keynes. (By the way, I’m sure I’m not the first to point this out, but was it the civil servants’ famed sense of humour that named this place after the two Englishmen who would have loathed it the most?) But they’re not paying me enough to put this stuff in my mouth ahead of a four-hour traffic jam. And, anyway, it’s the one cuisine that you all know intimately: the caravans of burgers and sausages, pizza and lardy ice cream, and a stand with a sign that was as unequivocal as it was untrue: ‘Chinese Food’. Given the enormous changes in gastronomy and our growing sophistication about food, it’s amazing that the catering at large, popular events remains doggedly doggy. It’s essentially the same as it was when I first came across it in the 1960s, and probably longer ago than that. It’s the nastiest food in Europe. That smell of onions sweated in fat and water, then seared on a greasy hotplate, is the abiding scent of the English en masse. I’m sure that’s what the crusades smelt like – all the way from Tilbury to Acre.


In Milton Keynes there were 64,000 people, all of whom can now find their way round menus in half a dozen languages and three or four continents, who have watched a thousand hours of cookery on television, who use a wine list, who travel abroad. But this event catering is still all people think they deserve when out having communal fun. The problem with it is that it’s still very white food. Indeed, the audience for Eminem was extraordinarily white. I saw only half a dozen black men, and most of them were on stage. This just added to the Mikado nature of the event. It’s fusion pop culture: the way Fred Astaire fused with black dancing and Elvis fused with the blues. Fusion is never a 50:50 deal. As heat passes from the hotter to the cooler, so popular culture passes from the black to the white, from the gay to the straight, from the street to the square, from angry to amused. It’s social thermodynamics.


I was just trying to remember what it was my dad took me to see when I was ten. It was Coppelia, with Robert Helpmann, who resembled Eminem in not a single atom. As I recall, it’s the story of a dirty old man who falls in love with a mechanical underage sex doll. And you really imagine that’s more suitable than Eminem singing about cleaning out his closet?










Politics


If you get rid of the midden of power control, special pleading, social engineering, fevered dreaming, spiritual zeal, do-goodery, vanity and dumb-thuggery, then, right at the bottom of politics, you’ll find its original idea, the founding purpose of governance: it’s to feed people, or perhaps to allow folk to eat their dinner in peace. It doesn’t need a manifesto or speeches or plebiscite or subcommittees or baby-kissing or flesh-pressing to understand politics, it’s just about breakfast.


Of course, breakfast is a complicated deal. Jonathan Swift wrote a brilliant satire on Tara Palmer-Tomkinson’s breakfast, pointing out that half the globe was involved in supplying the titbits she’d toy with while sighing over her post. Once you’ve decided to have tea instead of coffee, and that you’d like a spoonful of sugar, you’re into funding a navy, fighting wars, building motorways and the Foreign Office. Making a round of cheese on toast might appear to be the simplest thing in the world, but its ramifications lead to the nation state, industrialisation, global economics, organised religion, civilisation and napkin rings.


Sometimes, to coin a phrase, it’s worth getting back to basics, which isn’t about tupping your secretary, it’s about the ingredients in a cottage loaf. And while politicians would like us to think they have a higher calling, their fundamental purpose is to be butchers’ boys and milkmaids’ udder-washers (the cows, not the maids). The language of politics is replete with gastro metaphors: ‘a chicken in every pot’, ‘let them eat cake’, ‘jam today’, ‘guns or butter’, ‘a mess of potage’, ‘tightening belts’, ‘skimming off the top’, ‘gravy train’, ‘fudge’.


In the corpulent West, food has ceased to be a big political issue, or even a minor one. The problem isn’t too little, it’s too much. This is by far and away the biggest social change in two thousand years of politics: finally, government has achieved what it was set up to do – feed everyone. Food production, distribution and protection are no longer the state’s problem. They are handled by private enterprise and civil servants. Government has virtually nothing to do with it. So we’ve had a result, we’ve done the job: why don’t politicians just bugger off and get real jobs? That’s not a rhetorical question. I mean it. Okay, we could keep a couple part-time, in case of emergencies, like a lifeboat crew.


Politics is probably the last industry that’s still wedded to the idea of the power lunch. They still imagine that influence is peddled, arms twisted and backs stabbed over a Dover sole. Predictably, it’s the ones with the least power who eat the most courses. What astonishes and depresses me is how badly they eat. If food is their fundamental calling, then at least you’d think they’d know something about it. On the very few occasions I’ve been privy to the peristalsis of politicians, it has not been an edifying sight. It’s not just the mannerless gusto with which they fall on a menu, it’s that they have no sense of taste.


Politicians are driven by two contradictory engines – personal greed and public parsimony. So they look at the prices and mention how terribly expensive it all is and that the price of one starter could feed a pensioner in their constituency for a month. And then they go at the carte like Pitt and Napoleon carving up the world. An odd thing I’ve noticed is that all politicians have a weird affinity with the cheeseboard. I think they like it because it’s symbolic – you get to do your own knifework. It’s certainly not because they know anything about cheese, but here there are hard choices and soft options, and they imagine that it’s over cheese that deals are done.


Who knows? Frankly, who cares? They all live in a carvery of their own making. But it is dispiriting that the people who are responsible for the well-being of our children eat so gluttonously and so badly. If Westminster were in any other country in Europe, it would be the gastronomic centre of the city, because politicians eat there. Here, it’s a lunchtime desert for the same reason.









The yak


Consider the yak. I understand you have a busy and complex life juggling the pressing problems of fiscal probity, ergonomics, soft furnishing, personal hygiene and whether or not to start all over again on DVD, but put that aside for a minute and consider the yak.


As you probably already know, the yak’s family tree is as matted as its bottom. It is generally agreed among aficionados and enthusiasts that yaks are members of the family Bovidae, though their precise family relationships are open to some rather snobbish discourse.


Herwart Bohlken, a man whose own name, it must be said, raises a few eyebrows, contends that the yak belongs to the genus Bos and the subgenus Poephagus, with the caveat that responsible, sedate, tame yaks are Bos (Poephagus) mutus przheval’skii, whereas wild, clubbing, dirty-little-stop-out yaks should be sneeringly referred to as Bos (Poephagus) grunniens Linnaeus. And, to make matters worse, both have the morals of ungulates and mount each other faster than the household cavalry’s musical gallop, producing little bos who don’t know whether they are mutus or grunniens.


However, this is not the biggest problem to confront your yak. It’s the fact that they’re generally, as a rule, looked after, herded and attended by Buddhists. Now, you might quite reasonably assume that, in these days of animal rights, being owned by a Buddhist would be the ruminant equivalent of winning the lottery, because the one central edict, the core belief, of Buddhism (apart from talking and smiling at the same time) is not eating meat.


Ah, but life is not that simple – it is ever thus. The land where Buddhists and yak come together in peace and love has very few vegetables (you’re ahead of me), and what there are are eaten by the yaks. So the Buddhists have to eat them, which they don’t like (the Buddhists or the yaks). Indeed, they are (the Buddhists), in turn, consumed, if that’s not too cynical a word, by guilt. So they’ve looked for a loophole in the rules to alleviate the heavy weight of moral responsibility and dinner, and have found that, strictly speaking, it’s not the eating that’s the problem, it’s the killing.


Frankly, this isn’t fooling anyone, but it makes a Buddhist – if not the yaks – feel a little easier. So what they do, and I hope you’re sitting down for this, is take the suckling calves away from their mothers until they starve to death. That, on a technicality, counts as an act of fate. If the yak doesn’t have a mother, then they put a leather (yak) bag over its head till it suffocates. Again, technically, no blood was spilt, and running out of oxygen can be seen as, if not an act of God, then just bad luck. The traditional yak-herders’ prayer is: ‘Buddha, can you spare me a kine?’


(There is a moral here for the bunny-huggers and tofumunchers among you: if two vegetarians live together in harmony, one will always, inevitably, end up eating the other, and an obsession with kindness leads inexorably to extreme cruelty.) Because of the guilt, yak meat is called black food. Yak milk, on the other hand, because it leaves the cow still standing with a faint sense of relief and erect nipples, is considered good, white food.


Buddhists, who love yaks, adore yak milk above all else. They like it neat, straight up, and they like it in tea, but only after it has been turned into butter. Interestingly, yak milk has a much higher fat content than cow’s – as much as 60 per cent higher. Buddhists, who love yaks, even go so far as to say that yak milk is better for infants than human mothers’ milk, which they claim makes children stupid, and may well explain why we are like we are or, alternatively, why they are like they are.


Yaks are milked in the traditional way by women squatting at the nether end, heads pressed into furry flanks for support. They have buckets, of course, and hooks worn on chains round their waists, which attach to the bucket to safeguard against accidents. These hooks have, over the years, become decorative symbols of femininity, and are often elaborately decorated in silver with coral and precious stones.


At last, we come to the point. It’s the Blonde’s birthday soon (don’t ask, I don’t), and it’s nigh on impossible to find something to give her because she’s already bought everything conceivable – and a few things that are inconceivable – with my money. But I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have a Buddhist yak-milker’s silver bucket hook (try saying that ten times), and I have a fancy to give her one. It would be an entertaining and attractive talking point.


‘Oh, what’s that large silver hook dangling on your groin?’


‘Ah, funny you should ask . . .’










Vegetarians


Don’t you just hate pandas? Whenever I find myself with a surfeit mouthful of unfocused loathing, I remember pandas and it slips down nicely.


For a start, it’s their faces, that childish clown’s make-up. And then there’s the ingratitude. Panda should be a synonym for rudeness. After everything that has been done for them – the money, the diplomatic initiatives, the four-star reception centres – all we have asked in return is that they mate. Hardly onerous work. And will they? Will they heck. They just sit there turning their backs on us, begging, stuffing their mouths, occasionally relaxing on a car tyre. A tyre, may I remind you, that has been paid for by you and me. How many decent English families can afford to have a recreational tyre? Exactly. Pandas are just taking advantage.


This country has an unparalleled record in offering a home to persecuted pandas. We’ve been welcoming them since before Blue Peter. And, heavens, nobody’s suggesting that pandas with a real cause – pregnant pandas – should be refused entry. But in all the years, how many babies have they given in return for our soft-touch liberal largesse? None. Zilch. Zero. I think I speak for all decent, right-minded people when I say enough is enough. No more pandas.


It’s not just their ingratitude – they’re not like us. Barely human. Barely bear. If my daughter ever fell for those big black eyes and came home with a panda, I’d . . . I’d . . . well, I wouldn’t be responsible for my sulk. I’d sulk until my nose dropped off. I’d read the newspaper and hum the Dambusters meaningfully. If they’ve got problems at home, well I’m sorry. We’ve got problems of our own. The truth is, pandas are just sexual tourists. They’ve brought it on themselves.


You may be wondering what all this has got to do with a restaurant column. Well, let me tell you the shocking truth: the real reason we hate pandas. They’re vegetarians. Oh, you knew that already? Ah, but what you don’t know is that they’ve chosen to be vegetarians. Pandas are unique in the non-human mammalian world: they’re animals with carnivores’ metabolisms, digestive systems and teeth who have, through caprice, self-advertisement and subverted anger at their parents, become vegetarian. Their brinking extinction is nothing to do with predators, human encroachment, ozone, motor cars or online banking. It’s because they won’t eat their bloody dinners. ‘Oh no, just a few bamboo shoots for me, mum. I’m a vegetarian.’


Well, they’re going. Oblivion is staring them in the bowel. Let the panda be a grim warning to all those little girls who think they’ll be more interesting if they give up meat. It will only end in black-eyed tears. Nobody will want to sleep with you, you’ll never have babies, and you’ll spend all day playing back-axles with a Pirelli.


Vegetarian cooking is, it need hardly be repeated, unremittingly vile. It’s omelette without the Prince, Rachmaninov’s Third without a piano, Casablanca without Bogart; it’s a kiss without tongue, Christmas without presents – an endless faux-flirtatious cook-tease. One of the little professional tricks of food criticism is to look at a dish and ask: ‘Are these ingredients presented in a way that does them the most justice? Is this the best these things can achieve?’ With vegetarian food, the answer is always no. It could have been left raw, or it could have been a bridesmaid to some big-hearted, taut-bummed hot corpse. There is always something missing. Begins with M, ends with T.


‘Ah . . .’ I can hear the frail, ululating voice of a wan and flaccid woman, lying exhausted on a sticky chaise longue. ‘You just haven’t had good vegetarian food. You should try my mixed-pulse cheesy bake.’ Oh, yes I have. I was a vegetarian for a decade. A neat turnaround this. Most children become vegetarians because they hate their parents. My parents sent me to a vegetarian boarding-school because they loved me. There is no variation of vegetable muck brought steaming to the table with the exhortation, ‘Tuck in, you’ll really adore this,’ that I haven’t tried. And none of it is remotely as good as the stuff I was designed to consume.


The rules of reviewing vegetarian places are not the same as for real restaurants. For a start, vegetarians are people who don’t eat things. This is important. Vegetarians ask waiters if they have anything without meat, they don’t ask if there is anything with vegetables. Vegetarian restaurants are judged by what they don’t cook. The less they cook the better. A vegetarian waiter could come to your table and say: ‘Hi! Let me tell you what’s off the menu today. We don’t have lamb, pork, beef; we have no chicken or fish.’ Vegetarians are people who get pleasure from not eating things, and one must keep all this to the fore when breaking bread with them.


Christmas is a bad time to eat lunch in a city. Restaurants are solid with office parties wearing paper hats and shrieking. The Blonde and I decided to try a vegetarian restaurant because we knew a) that we’d be able to get a table and b) that it would be mercilessly free from conspicuous fun and gratuitous enjoyment.


The first thing you notice is the smell: the round, mushy, slightly acidic odour of sanctimonious worthiness. We queued with a tray at the long counter and surveyed the groaning repast set out to tempt us. Vegetarians aren’t big on presentation; everything looks as if they’ve got a bulimic hippo as a food taster. The thing a diligent critic must have, to be fair to vegetarian lunch, is a gnawing hunger. Peckish won’t do: you’ve got to be famished to pass this on to trusting peristalsis.


To start, we were offered tomato and butter bean chowder (let the abuse of the word ‘chowder’ go) or butter bean soup. Now vegetarians endlessly boast about the endless variety of their cuisine to us carnivores. Veggy cookbooks always promise a thousand and one recipes, a million things to do with a peeler. It’s all nonsense. There are just two vegetarian dishes: mucky stodge and stodgy muck. Here, in a pre-eminent vegetarian restaurant, was the proof: a choice of butter bean soup or butter bean soup with tomato.


‘Oh, I think I’ll have the, er, um, decisions decisions, oh, what the hell, make it the butter bean.’


The Blonde had added tomato. They were both ghastly, tepid, thick, mono tastes, puréed pulse without a heatbeat. What followed was without doubt one of the worst meals I have eaten. The money I have most resented spending. It was all made without apparent love or care or talent. Again, it convinced me that the only ingredients vegetarians care about are the ones they won’t use.


My Moroccan potato casserole was a textbook dish. You might like to make it at home to insult the neighbours. Here, as far as I could work out, is how it was done. First boil some lumps of potato in water that other vegetables have been boiled in. When they’ve absorbed their own weight in liquid, stew them with turmeric (a yellow food colouring for people who can’t afford saffron), add some raisins and a sprinkling of chilli, leave to sit for an hour, serve from a great height with panache.


The restaurant itself was a clever functional imitation of a Methodist destitutes’ drop-in centre. Every surface I touched was sticky; the cutlery, tables, trays and chairs clung to us like lonely drunks. We sat miserably for the ten minutes it took to taste and discard the food. The bus boy removed our piled plates without a murmur; we obviously weren’t the first or he didn’t care. Valiantly trying to digest, we glumly watched the queue pass along the counter that says yes to life. I noticed that vegetarians are all marked by their extremities. They have double helpings of freeform set-aside hair, which they arrange in exuberant abstract patterns, and their shoes are cunningly cobbled so that, if need be, an extra pair of feet may be inserted. They also all sniff fruitily. Nobody smiled.


I have a theory as to why vegetarians never smile. Go and smile at yourself in the mirror, now count along your teeth. Two from the middle are a pair that are sharper and pointier than the rest; they are your canine or dog teeth, God’s proof that you were born to eat meat. Vegetarians don’t smile because their mouths give away their true natures, and are a constant reproach and reminder of their unnatural proclivities. So pity the poor vegetarian, and give one a great big grin this Yuletide.









Army


Those rumpty-tumpty army-recruiting commercials on the telly, with their frenetic running, jumping, shouting, shooting, gear-crunching, baddy-whacking, peacekeeping, cool-kit action to a lock’n’load beat, can’t show you the full gamut of experience and expertise available in today’s rounded military life.


They don’t, for instance, advertise the martial skill of sculpting dolphins, lions and Gandalf out of margarine. But margarine-carving is one of the specialist skills you could learn in today’s high-spec, hi-tech, leaner, low-cholesterol armed forces.


In fact, I think the army is the only place left that has the desire, patience and aesthetic derring-do to turn Flora into fauna. When I was confronted by a long table of oleaginous, unspreadable, non-dairy, pneumatically naked women, Disney characters and regimental badges all made of fat, in the colour and consistency of dead babies, I was forced to wonder, not for the first time, at the speechless otherness, the camouflage dichotomies and contradictions embodied in the secretive, obsessive, inverted world of the military.


I first heard about the annual Combined Services Culinary Challenge while in Baghdad with Jeremy Clarkson. Our minders naturally thought that the four-door Cliff Michelmore would want to see armoured cars and snatch vehicles and stuff that growled and burped hot metal. And, as a journalistic wife and big Nancy’s blouse, I could be fobbed off with a gander round the kitchens. I’m sure if there’d been a crèche on the front line in Basra, I’d have been shown that, too. And, in fact, the truth is, I was far more interested in the kitchens than their silly Tonka tanks.


It is a truism that armies march on their stomachs. The unrelenting Gordian complexity of getting enough calories into an army three times a day so that it can go off and ruin someone else’s breakfast would give a hostess trolley heartburn. By their very nature, wars don’t happen in places with calm good order, local supplies, roads, clean water, gas and electricity.


And that’s just to state the bloody obvious. As most squaddies will tell you, 99 per cent of army life is spent doing very little or trying to avoid doing the pointless and unpleasant things that officers try and make them do while waiting for something real to happen. Boredom is the most incapacitating and insidious military enemy. The canteen and the pit-stop of meal times are a vital high point of interest in a day, a week, a tour that is mostly a colourless wait with low-grade anxiety punctuated by peaks of intense fear and courage.


The prefabricated canteen at the air base in Basra was utilitarian rather than welcoming, with piles of body armour and Bergens by the door, and those terse little written instructions beloved of the regimental mind reminding us to wash our hands, unload our weapons, keep our helmets close, and clean up neatly afterwards.


The food was far better than National Service anecdotage remembers. Chips, chips were no longer as big as battleships, but they still loom large in most squaddies’ meals. There are also large bowls of fruit and salad, along with an obligatory roast joint that is so well done it could pat its own back.


The food is a careful compromise between good for you and good to you, and enlivened by regular theme nights. Squaddies don’t linger over their plastic plates, but the atmosphere is relaxed and, while not Epicurean, warmly hospitable, in marked contrast with the flickering oil-fired desert outside. It’s also a contrast with the Americans’ canteen in the green zone, which looks like a bulimic convention – vast marines stuffing down their feelings with an orgy of prefab junk that is an unashamedly sentimental taste of home. Every cliché of cooking and childish comfort, mom and apple pie is on offer. The ice-cream freezer is an altar to back home, handing out communion buckets big enough to hide land mines in. The grunts prop their assault rifles against thick thighs and eat with a contented glazed gloom, inhaling homesickness.


The Brits say, with a quiet, veiled smugness, that while the Americans invest in processed ingredients and technology, they invest in cooks. Every British Army kitchen has a strictly restricted list of ingredients from sugar to Marmite, cornflakes to ketchup. I’m shown things that bubble, the Sri Lankan cooks and the Iraqi dishwasher.


The chef explains that they’re using a new oven. He’s quietly guarded about it. It’s early days. It’s a bit complicated. It runs on diesel but needs a constant electricity supply. ‘There have been problems,’ he says darkly. No hot food at the end of a day can plummet morale to the point of mutiny or suicide. Did he ever use the old Soyer stove? I asked. And he beamed like a ripe melon. Of course. ‘That’s what we all learn to cook on. It would work anywhere, burn anything. No moving parts, brilliant for baking and roasting, stewing, frying and steaming.’ The Soyer stove was invented in the 1850s for the army in the Crimea, and it was still in use during the first Gulf war. It is far and away the longest-serving single piece of military equipment since the bow and arrow, yet it’s never mentioned in lists of great designs or inventions that changed the world. The Soyer stove has touched and changed the lives of more people, and indeed the course of more nations, than anything created by Alessi or Le Corbusier.


For years I’ve been a secret nerdy fan of the Soyer oven. ‘I think we can arrange for you to see one, if you’d like,’ muttered my ever-helpful minder, which is how, six months later, I end up on a drizzly racetrack in the home counties watching a military cook-off. The annual catering competition is held over three days, each day hosted by one of the services. It’s all conducted with a high degree of competitiveness, conducted in the smiley, shouty, oafish, good-natured way that the military reserves for necessary things that it suspects are suspect, soft or poofy.


The addition of a great dose of competition is obviously there to keep the girlie stuff sweatily manly. Competition is, of course, wholly antipathetic to the nature of cooking and eating, which should be collective, mutually helpful and convivial experiences. Still, the hall at Sandown Park, Esher, is full of red-faced young men doing double-time butchery under the beady eyes of white-coated sergeants. It looks like origami bayonet practice on chickens. ‘Come on, you ‘orrible little pansy. Put some ‘atred into it. What would you do if that rack of lamb were trying to rape your sister? Yell when you fillet ‘im.’


In a series of field kitchens outside, groups of Royal Marines compete to the death to do something a little nouvelle English, a bit Jamie and Nigella, to field rations. Talking to a team of Special Boat Service commandos about adding a touch of Thai spice to the chicken fricassee is both surreal and touching. The food they make is of an astonishingly high standard, and would be even better if they weren’t having a race against each other. I lend a hand with the marking and feel like a snotty quisling.


I should have had the courage to be a conscientious objector.


In the middle of the hall there is a pair of Soyer stoves, and a group of senior officers stands around them looking nonplussed in a can-do fashion. They would so much rather be showing me something lethal with a night sight.


The Soyer stove came about by chance. Alexis Soyer was a working-class, French-born chef who worked at the Reform Club. He invented Cutlets Reform and Reform sauce. He cooked for the great and the good, and in early Victorian London he became a celebrity. He was an ebullient, inquisitive, loquacious, enthusiastic, sycophantic man, who was both loved and mocked. He held an awkward and newly minted role in the hierarchy of society – a common servant, but also a star.


One evening he went to a restaurant to eat with friends but missed them, and so sat in a private room on his own with a paper, where he read a report from another newly minted star, William Russell, the first foreign correspondent writing from the Crimea. Soyer was so moved by the plight of the soldiers that the next day he went to the War Office and asked to be sent, at his own expense, to help feed the wounded. His celebrity opened doors and cut through the bureaucracy that benighted the whole campaign.


When he got to Scutari, he found the most terrible waste, appalling conditions, negligence, ineptitude and gross inefficiency. The kitchens had relatively good meat, but were incapable of preparing it properly. The joints were served as stiff as leather and as cold as corpses. The orderlies threw away the stock that contained all the nourishment. None of the cooks were trained; they were simply soldiers co-opted to kitchen work.


The army had never trained cooks. With inexhaustible energy, humour and patience, Soyer began to make chefs. He cajoled quartermasters, organised and cleaned the hospital kitchens, wrote recipes and almost immediately began to save lives – not one or two but hundreds and hundreds. He made soup. He stopped the cooks burying the cows’ heads, feet and offal. He charmed Florence Nightingale, then turned his attention to the rest of the army.


The British army worked as a rough federation of regiments. Every regiment was semi-autonomous and foraged for itself. Each man was given his own daily ration of bread and meat to prepare as best he could and supplement with whatever he could buy or steal. Armies worked on the tacit acceptance of plunder. It was inefficient and immoral but it was the way the British army had fed itself since before Agincourt. Soyer also visited the French army. They did slightly better with their egalitarian peasant background. Rations were organised by company, and one man would cook for everyone. It might be a different man each day.


Soyer, having run soup kitchens during the famine in Ireland, designed an oven that would feed 250 soldiers. Four would feed a battalion. They could be carried on a cart or a mule, and could run on anything that would burn. They were made to the highest Victorian engineering standards for relatively little, and they completely changed the way the army fed itself, and therefore the army. Soyer’s stove saved more lives and brought more comfort than any other bit of kit. After 150 years, the army finally lost most of its Soyer stoves when the Atlantic Conveyor was sunk in the south Atlantic during the Falklands conflict. If you want to see one in action, they star at the beginning of the film Zulu.


Back at the racetrack, the high point of competitiveness has become international. Military teams from our sometimes friends and occasional allies cook against each other in little wars of attrition. For each team, the natural, national taste of their country emerges. The Americans cook big, with loud flavours, the Hungarians are honest and peasanty, the French are effortfully the best. Far more than flags and anthems, food is the metaphor and symbol of where you come from and what you might choose to die for. The breakfast of armies is the most basic communion with what they’re fighting for. Soyer was a foreigner who took to being English with an immigrant enthusiasm. He understood that armies don’t just march on their stomachs; they get their camaraderie, bravery and patriotism through them.


His oven, his recipes and his organisation of large kitchens invented institutional catering. The shambles of the Crimea created three transcendent personalities of the early Victorian age: William Russell, who invented modern journalism; Florence Nightingale, who invented modern nursing; and Soyer, who invented the recipe for mass catering. Between them, they were the ingredients for much that was to concern and mobilise the modern world. In the main hall, next to the margarine sculptures, the winner of the inter-forces’ canapé competition is displayed. I’m not making this up, or at least I don’t think I am. The canapés are real enough: astonishingly delicate, goblin confections of wearying dexterity, neatness and studied ingenuity. Their obsessiveness defies appetite. The man who made them is polite, with that closed blankness that soldiers often assume when talking to suspicious civilians they’re not allowed to kill.


The canapés were small acts of internal sabotage. They have no conceivable military purpose. Emergency ration packs are never going to have duck and wilted chicory with a muscatel reduction in a pastry bateau. They are insurgent mouthfuls of fey mutiny. For all the shoulder-punching, shouty, gung-ho competitiveness the military tries to impose on food, the real struggle is between the ultimately peaceful, hospitable pacifism of eating and the natural proclivity of armies to kill strangers on empty stomachs.


The inter-services competition is yet another uncomfortable military oxymoron. As the last mess-stewarding competition comes to a sticky end, I went back to have a last look at Soyer’s stove, beautiful in its simplicity. It has brought a little warm comfort to mothers’ sons in every continent throughout a dozen small conflicts, emergencies, police actions and two world wars. Alexis Soyer, the working-class, generous, romantic chef, died within two years of returning from the Crimea. At his funeral there wasn’t a single officer, military representative or official from the government. Well, there wouldn’t be, would there?


He stole their plunder.










Organic


Can we just get the organic thing clear? Organic does not mean additive-free; it means some additives and not others. Organic does not mean your food hasn’t been washed with chemicals, frozen or kept fresh with gas, or that it has not been flown around the world. Organic does not necessarily mean it is healthier, or will make you live longer; nor does it mean tastier, fresher, or in some way improved. Organically farmed fish is not necessarily better than wild fish. Organically reared animals didn’t necessarily live a happier life than non-organic ones – and their death is no less traumatic.


More importantly, organic does not mean that the people who picked, packed, sowed and slaughtered were treated fairly, paid properly, or were free from artificial exploitation. The Chinese workers who drowned in Morecambe Bay were picking organic cockles for a pittance. If you really want to feed the hunger in your conscience, buy Fairtrade.


So what does organic actually mean? Buggered if I know.


It usually means more expensive. Whatever the original good intentions of the organic movement, their good name has been hijacked by supermarkets, bijou delicatessens and agri-processors as a value-added designer label. Organic comes with its own basket of aspiration, snobbery, vanity and fear that retailers on tight margins can exploit. And what I mind most about it is that it has reinvigorated the old class distinction in food.
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