

      

         

            

         

      


   





Giles Coren has been restaurant critic of The Times for the last ten years. Before that, he was restaurant critic of the Independent on Sunday. Before that, he was restaurant critic of Tatler. Before that, he was just a journalist. In 2005, he was named Food and Drink Writer of the Year, published his first (and last) novel, Winkler, and began presenting The F-Word on Channel 4 with Gordon Ramsay. Since then, he has presented a documentary series on biotechnology in the food chain (Animal Farm), a polemical film about the obesity crisis (Tax the Fat), and three series of The Supersizers Go . . . with Sue Perkins, who does the funny stuff while Coren eats his way through 2,000 years of food history with the table manners of a pig recently released from prison. His most recent television series, Our Food, aired on BBC2 in April 2012. He lives in Kentish Town with his wife, the writer Esther Walker, and his daughter, the toddler Kitty Coren, who recently developed a taste for good dim sum and will thus be allowed to stay.
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This book is dedicated to the guys in the basement – rarely well-paid, rarely well-treated, and rarely white – who do the washing up. Because no matter how good or bad the food, or what the service is like, or which blasted interior designer did the stupid refurbishment, the greatest thing of all about eating out is that someone else does the dishes.










In the Beginning . . .


The place I am trying to get back to, in everything I do and everything I eat, is the Gourmet Rendezvous on Finchley Road, North West London, on a rainy evening in November, 1979. Maybe 1980. Any night around that time will do.


We’re just walking in, my mother, father, sister and me, having parked at the bus stop right outside (my mother will not walk any further than the width of a pavement, she would rather turn around and go home and eat cheese on toast than park even on the far side of the road), and while my father stands in the doorway, shaking down the umbrella he has used to keep the rain off my mother’s hair in the ten-yard walk from car to restaurant, the rest of us stand almost in the middle of the small room, exposed, waiting for him to take control.


I’m in blue jeans, brown sandals and a grey sweatshirt with Mickey Mouse on it. So is my sister. Except maybe her sweatshirt is red. Maybe it has Minnie Mouse. Our hair, bowl cut, over the ears, mine much darker than hers, is very slightly wet because on the way from the car to the restaurant door, only a pavement’s width, as I said, my mother was briefly distracted by a picture of a house with a swimming pool in the window of the estate agent’s next door, and as she veered off suddenly to look more closely at the details he swerved with the brolly to keep her dry, and Victoria and I, unexpectedly uncovered, stood momentarily in the rain.


Then my dad is stabbing the brolly into the umbrella stand by the door, and coming past us to throw his hand in the direction of the restaurant’s owner and to greet him by name so loudly that the room goes a little quiet. Whoever the owner was talking to before is left for dead, the plates he was about to set down are cast aside, and he comes to greet my father. The table whose service has been interrupted looks mildly annoyed, but then they notice that the man being greeted is Alan Coren, and they appear delighted.


My sister and I squirm, but we love it really.


The owner shows us to a table (I don’t know his name – I only know that the owner of the Mandarin, five doors down, is called Michael, and that we don’t go there anymore because he likes us too much, and is always trying to give us free things, which is embarrassing), but my sister and I hang back, certain that my mother will reject the table on the grounds of position, draughts, light, any number of mysterious evils. And, indeed, as we move towards our corner she scans the room like a presidential security agent, assessing the other available tables for value as if noting potential hiding places for a sniper or bugging device. But, to our relief, she does not seem on this occasion to think that they have any special invisible qualities that our intended one does not have – some magical property that the establishment knows about and is trying to keep us from enjoying – and appears satisfied.


We’re certain that people are staring at us. They think we are scoping the place, have taken a dislike and are about to leave. They can hardly know that my parents come here at least once a month, and that this happens every time. Even when there’s only two of them.


Eventually, we sit. It’s such a relief. (It must be as much of a relief for the people I eat meals with now, as I go through the same process myself, every time I walk into a restaurant, re-experiencing every time the same suspicion that I am somehow being diddled out of a better spot just round the corner, determined to get the very most I can out of the couple of hours I will spend here).


My mother reaches into her handbag, rummages, then looks up.


‘Did you bring the fags?’ she says.


‘I brought my fags,’ says my dad.


There is some chunter about the ownership of the fags: My dad picked them up from the hall table. Ah, now, those were my mum’s fags. My dad’s fags were on the bedside table. No, those were my dad’s bedroom fags. His actual fags were on the hall table, which is why he brought them. And so what were the fags my mum saw in the driver’s side pocket of the Mercedes when she got in the car? Those were his car fags, they stay in the car for emergencies (such as traffic jams so bad that he has smoked the entire pack of office fags he had put in his jacket for the journey). He would give my mum as many fags as she wanted, of course, but she should remember to bring her own next time.


My sister and I listen, mystified. On the top shelf of the far cupboard in their bedroom are always four cartons, at least, of ten packs each. Eight hundred fags. They are communal, marital fags, but only up until the moment when one member of the marriage extracts a packet, at which point they become personal fags, and are fiercely protected. In not very many years, maybe five, maybe six, they will be the first fags I smoke myself, and a couple of years after that, my sister’s first fags too. 


(We know where they are because when our father is lying on the floor of the telly room, getting every answer correct on Mastermind or University Challenge, and he upends a packet and finds it empty and cries, ‘Fags!’, we race to be the first upstairs and back again with a full packet – he lets us tear off the cellophane and pull the gold paper plug from the box.)


Here in the restaurant he pulls a pack of Nelson from his pocket. The old admiral’s face is as sour and one-eyed as ever. The IRA will bomb the factory in a year or two – the first and only time our family is personally affected by the Troubles – and my parents will go over briefly to Piccadilly, with its wide, flat, double-bed box, before settling at last upon Silk Cut, the brand that he will smoke till the end, and which my mother is almost certainly smoking as she reads this paragraph.


He pulls one cigarette out halfway, and offers it to her. Then flips his brass zippo with a big manly gesture as if breaking a sawn-off shotgun, thumbs it twice and on the third gets a flame to light her up.


His own cigarette he taps three times on the flat of the yellow lighter, rather aggressively, to settle the tobacco – a gesture left over from the days before ‘cork tips’ – throws it into his mouth like a cocky sailor to thrill his children (a sleight of hand on his part, the cigarette only leaves his fingers as it enters his lips), and lights it.


The owner arrives and offers an aperitif. My parents never, ever have an aperitif. My father always says, ‘I think we’d rather go straight to a bottle, wouldn’t we?’ and everyone always would. Normally, then, he peruses the wine list very quickly and orders something he knows already and can pronounce without fault – never the cheapest, but never too flashy. Except in Chinese restaurants, and especially at the Rendezvous, where he always says, 


‘We’ll have a bottle of Wan Fu.’


He pronounces it with a sort of Kung Fu accent, quickly, the ‘n’ almost silent, the ‘Fu’ a noise like a tennis racket swishing through air. He wishes deeply that he could speak Chinese, and every other language on earth, so as never to be at a linguistic disadvantage anywhere, to anybody. But he can’t, so he makes up for it with strong pronunciation of the words he does know. His only actual sentence is ‘N’gai, mai dan!’, which means ‘my bill, please’, but is not much use because he can only say it at the end of the meal, by which time the establishment will have sussed that he isn’t Chinese. (It is also Mandarin, he says, so these Cantonese probably wouldn’t understand it – the implication being that there is a kind of Chinese that he speaks better than they do).


Then we set to reading the menus, just for fun, because we always have the same things. And when the guy comes back with the wine bottle with its red writing on a white label with a picture of a pagoda and the words ‘Wan Fu’ on it (which mean, I think, ‘white wine’ or possibly ‘French wine’ – I’m not sure, and you certainly won’t find it in a Chinese restaurant in Britain today, for I have asked in every single one of the hundreds I have reviewed, and never been met with anything but that special blank stare which is still China’s major export), he sets to ordering:


‘We’ll have two seaweed, two grilled dumpling, two spring roll . . .’


My father orders two of everything to avoid arguments about who is entitled to what, and also to give him the opportunity to concatenate a multiple integer with a singular noun, which strikes him as sounding more Chinese. When he cannot speak the language in a restaurant (which is every restaurant apart from French, and obviously British, except there weren’t any British restaurants in 1979), he reckons that to make the same solecisms in English as his host is tantamount to meeting him halfway.


In Italian restaurants he orders, ‘Spa-GE-ttti al booooro, per my dorrrrterr Beektorrria, and a for a mia the bolo-nyay-zeh!’ He doesn’t know he’s doing it, and the waiter doesn’t notice, but my sister and I chew napkins with embarrassment. (NB: I would give anything, anything, to be sitting there at the Villa Bianca in Hampstead with him now, hearing him do it one last time.)


‘. . . and two sesame prawn toast.’


‘And crab and sweetcorn soup!’ I shout.


‘And chicken and sweetcorn soup,’ shouts my sister. Who doesn’t like the idea of crabs, but doesn’t want to not have something that I am having.


‘And after that we’ll have moo shee pork for four,’ says my dad. Oh, you should hear him say ‘moo shee’. He makes it sound so Chinese. He makes those two words sound like Confucius explaining an ancient truth to a roomful of disciples.


‘MOOO-ooShhhEEE . . . pok!’


We just think he’s mispronouncing ‘mushy pork’ and wonder why. Truth is, he prefers Peking duck, which also comes with pancakes and at our family Chinese meals was the other massive course one always had between a hill of starters and a mountain of mains, but he can’t make such a big cultural bridge between himself and the mysterious land of bamboo and pandas by just saying, ‘Peking duck’.


It’s funny. In Chinese restaurants in the 1970s there were very few Chinese words on the menu. It was anglicised Cantonese dishes all the way, described in language intended to make the food sound as bland and accessible as the stuff one ate at home – lemon chicken, chilli beef, pork dumpling, egg fried rice – so my dad didn’t get as much of a chance to roll his tongue round the language as he would have liked. But as tastes became more refined – as recently as the last ten years – and there was an explosion first of dim sum restaurants and then places devoted to regional Chinese cuisine (regional! As if China were a huge place made up of all sorts of different people, eating all sorts of different things!), far more Chinese words started to appear, and I find myself now demanding, without looking at a menu, ‘har gao, cheung fun, gailan, char siu pao . . .’, motivated by exactly the same impulses as my father: to impress upon the staff how cosmopolitan, adventurous, cultured and confident I am. Not like the rest of these big-nose whiteys who wouldn’t know a shark’s fin if it rose out of the bath water and snaffled their goolies.


And now I’m sad. The last meal I had in a restaurant with my father was Chinese. Just me and him at The Royal China Club on Baker Street, the very best of its kind back in 2007 (I have other favourites now). I had taken him to Harley Street for his chemo, or blood tests, or something, I forget. It always made him incredibly miserable, and I thought to cheer him up with the prospect of Chinese food, as he used to do for us.


The restaurant was only 400 yards or so from the medical centre, the sun was out, I thought we might walk. He didn’t put up much protest, but after a couple of minutes I noticed he wasn’t beside me, and turned to see him leaning against a wall, not looking too bad, but saying that he just needed to get his breath back. I’ve worried ever since that I was dragging him into a meal he didn’t want, and a sort of emergency block-walking exercise regime that couldn’t have been more pointless. 


And then in the restaurant I think I probably ordered all show-offily, using the Cantonese names (only to impress him, of course, the staff couldn’t have cared less), demanding all sorts of crazy things he should taste (thinking that now, right at the end, was a good time to get him to try new things) and I have a feeling I ordered a spicy tripe dish, the smell of which alone turned him green.


Thing was, after a life of gourmandising, he wasn’t interested in food anymore. He complained of foul tastes in his mouth, and made ‘bleurgh!’ faces at most things. But I think I was convinced that if he would only eat better stuff, and more adventurously, that he might, somehow, I don’t know, die a bit less.


So I ordered steamed lobster balls on chilli flakes and shanghai dumplings in shark fin soup with a fleck of gold leaf on top, big piles of healthy choi sum in garlic, steamed turbot, rare wagyu beef dressed with soy, turnip fritters . . . and my ill father, who’d been on a drip all morning, weighed nine stone but still had a silk hanky in the top pocket of his tweed jacket, said, ‘it looks delicious, Jig’ and we had a glass of Meursault or something, and he ate . . . hardly anything. 


You see, he wasn’t interested remotely in all this terribly authentic posh stuff from organic ingredients, prepared in the ancient way, with refinements born of the new Hong Kong cuisine of the early 21st century. I think he just wanted to be back at the Gourmet Rendezvous, with spring rolls and prawn toast and a bottle of Wan Fu on their way, only 40, the newly appointed Editor of Punch, and not dying of cancer.


So back we go.


And he’s ordering, ‘Sweet and sour pork, beef in oyster sauce, Kung Po prawn, chicken and cashew nut, and can you do two portions of plain chow mein noodles (pronounced noodoo) and beansprouts?’


Course they can, they always do.


‘And toffee apples!’


‘And toffee bananas!’


The guy gathers up the menus. I wish I could remember his name. He had big spectacles, slightly tinted. White shirt, black trousers, biggish teeth. Quite lively hair for a Chinese man. In my mind I confuse him with the father of my best friend at the time, Alex Goulden. But Mr Goulden (Roger, I think he was called) was a dentist. There’s no way he was moonlighting at a Chinese restaurant on Finchley Road. He was Jewish. He drove a Porsche.


While we wait, they bring two meshed warming stands with tea-candles inside (we had a couple at home, for takeaways, but they tended to burn through the aluminium boxes) and my sister and I pass the time hovering our hands over the flames and seeing who can last longest (I always win – by cunningly holding my hand not quite over the flame).


My parents stub their fags in the bamboo ashtray and light a couple more (they’re not making it up in Mad Men, you know – when people smoked back then, they really smoked). The rain is still falling outside. You can hear buses going past, but you can’t see them because of the net curtain over the window. Inside, the light is yellow and warm. The room is a perfect square. Maybe 14 tables, 40 people altogether. Light brown walls, possibly cork, possibly bamboo (don’t imagine that it is time alone which makes me forget – even reviewing restaurants now, writing them up the day after, or that very afternoon, I get the physical details wrong – I aim for my descriptions to be true rather than necessarily correct). There might be a handful of red paper lanterns, there might not.


My sister and I nurse tall glasses of Coca Cola. We don’t get it at home. At home it is always Shloer (delicious but suspiciously appley) or own-brand fizzy apple juice from Sainsbury’s, or Waitrose (newly-opened in the basement of the John Barnes department store not 100 yards from where we sit), or Corona cherryade or limeade from the milkman. Corona is great – our very lifeblood – but actual Coke is like being on holiday.


The seaweed comes, and we fall on it. My dad stubs his fag, my mum also, but reluctantly, laying a penny over the tip so that it goes out nicely and can be relit in a minute.


There is the smell of very hot copper and tar. So familiar then. Not smelt now in years (the smoking ban in restaurants became law in the very week of my father’s cancer diagnosis – like a sick joke, like a cosmic stable door swinging closed as the cells of his body galloped away to their terminal mutations).


We’re crap with chopsticks, and the seaweed goes everywhere. We shovel it in using sticks held together to make a single two-pronged fork, and most of it falls through the gap between them. It’s bright green and sugary and crunchy like sweeties, with a little bit of salt to make you feel grown up. Our dad says that it isn’t really seaweed at all, but shredded cabbage. We both go, ‘Eueueueurghhh!’ but carry on eating just the same. I’ve no idea why cabbage should have been seen as intrinsically more revolting than seaweed.


The sesame prawn toast is golden and fat: lovely fried bread with magical pink flesh and a dusting of meaty seeds. How it’s made and where it comes from is a mystery. The spring rolls are hot, hot, hot (always burn the roof of your mouth and make it all smooth and weird) with exotic vegetables in them and what my dad says is bamboo (yeah, chin rub, Jimmy Hill, like you can EAT bamboo!) and weeny prawns, and you get to dip them in fluorescent jam that must be made of the same stuff as Kia-Ora. Like all the best foods, it glows in the dark.


The dumplings are a bit grown up, we dodge them. We roll our pancakes and grip them tight so they don’t fall to bits. We slurp our cola. We watch our dad with his chopsticks eating every single last morsel from every plate, even though there is too much food for eight people, let alone four, and by the end he’s even prising up noodles that have fallen and dried and welded themselves to the tablecloth and popping them into his mouth and sloshing them down with the third bottle of Wan Fu.


And there’s noise from all the other people eating, and all sorts of neighbours of ours come and go, and you can’t see for the smoke from fags and pans and the steam from pots, and then they bring toffee apples and bananas in roiling caramel and a big glass bowl of iced water and the guy plucks the chunks of fruit from the boiling sugar with special long, metal chopsticks and plunges them into the water so that they set hard, and the straggles of dripping toffee set suddenly, as if frozen in time, and when he puts it on your plate there’s a long strand of toffee hair, with a flat underside from sitting momentarily on the meniscus of the water bowl, and it snaps in your mouth like the best thing ever, and you just wish it would never end, and that mealtimes could always be like this.


But they aren’t. In fact, they hardly ever are. Meals at home are just eating. Top 1970s grub, no doubt. But just food.


If my mother cooked then it was lamb in plum sauce, beef stroganoff, stuffed pimentos in tomato sauce, pork chops with tarragon and cream, rice and peas (our favourite), cholent with pickled cucumbers, chocolate rum cake (made with sponge fingers which were the closest thing to sweeties you’d find in our larder but if you ate one raw from the packet, by God, there’d be trouble), apple strudel, cherry strudel . . . or if it was the nanny it was hamburgers, or spaghetti with Buitoni Bolognese, or fish fingers and peas or shepherd’s pie, and then butterscotch Angel Delight with hundreds and thousands, and it was all fine.


But it was usually just us at table during the week, just me and my sister. In our big suburban house in a silent street in the middle of nowhere. There wasn’t the bustle and fun of chopsticks and waiters and boiling toffee and funny-looking diners at other tables to laugh at and give silly names to.


I mean, there were curly-wurly straws and a fluffy ginger cat and the Snoopy jug full of squash and the two Snoopy glasses, and always the hope that my dad would be back early from work, leaping around the kitchen and pulling faces and dropping all sort of bonkers presents on us that had come in to the Punch office as press freebies – on a good day an Asterix book or a batting glove signed by Clive Lloyd (that was a very good day), on a bad day a Dutch children’s magazine or a jazz record. 


But mostly it was just us and the nanny. And the rules. So many rules:


No elbows on the table.


No talking with your mouth full.


No eating with your mouth open.


No drinks with soup (why?)


No tearing, only cutting.


No mixing two types of cereal (again, why? All I wanted in the world when I was eight years old, the only thing I truly desired, was a bowl of Coco Krispies with a spoonful of Ready Brek sprinkled over it. But I wasn’t allowed. And nobody would tell me why. It was like some weird, distant relative of kosher. Some terrible thing would happen if two brands of cereal were mixed. Maybe they were worried I might just have too much fun, and turn into a monkey.)


No leaving of any food, ever.


No getting down from the table without asking. And don’t bother asking if you haven’t finished what’s on your plate. Including the thick, blooky wall of fat from the outside of the pork chop. Or you’re sitting here till morning.


Eating at home was about discipline, morality and calories. Then endless tooth-brushing. Followed by tooth inspection (lined up like two little Von Trapps by the Captain’s whistle) and a bath which had to be over by the time the Six Million Dollar Man had started or I wasn’t allowed to watch it (a weird rule, since by far the best bit of the whole show was the opening credit sequence).


But in a restaurant, especially at the Gourmet Rendezvous, all bets were off. Holiday rules applied. You could have ice in your Coke, you could chuck food around a bit (just like Chinese people do!) without it being too much of a big deal, you could fidget and wriggle and play games (word games, as opposed to, say, tennis), and because the food was communal you could get away without finishing everything, although you always did finish everything.


Best of all, though, our parents were there. The whole family was together. They weren’t at work or out having fun without us. We weren’t stuck with only each other for company, or the nanny, or the housekeeper, in a big house in Cricklewood with wolves living down the back stairs.


Which was why the worst thing ever was if my dad strode out of the house to go to work yodelling, ‘We’ll all go out for Chinese tonight!’ and then we didn’t.


I think he always thought he meant it. He loved more than anything the thrill he could create in his children by making rash promises (‘we’ll get McDonald’s on the way home!’, ‘we’ll go to the zoo!’, ‘we’ll play Monopoly!’, ‘we’ll all move to America!’) but was entirely unaware of the flipside disappointment created when there was no delivery – which was equivalent roughly to the negative of the original excitement level, squared. Or even cubed.


When he said, ‘We’ll all go out for Chinese tonight!’ the rest of the day passed in a haze of dizzying greed and anticipation. If it was a school day, I would walk a foot taller than usual (and thus be nearly as tall as everybody else). I was untouchable. I was having Chinese later on. I was having little piggy chunks in batter deep fried and covered in sweet and sour sauce the colour of Aquaman. I was going to be using chopsticks. I was going to be drinking a Coke. Maybe two. Maybe even three if my parents lost count. When these mugs were tucked up in bed after boiled egg and soldiers (‘bleurgh!’) I would be in a loud, smoky room, slurping noodles while my dad talked to the man in Chinese!


And if it was the holidays, then I would spend the long, lonely, friendless day with my sister on the landing, playing Lego and saying, ‘I’m going to eat twelve pieces of prawn toast!’ And she would escalate immediately to, ‘I’m going to eat infinity pieces of prawn toast!’ And I’d up that to infinity plus one. And then she’d try wearily to explain again the concept of infinity and the impossibility of adding to it, which always blew my mind.


And then eventually, what felt like aeons later, there would be the sound of the garage door sliding shut, and his footsteps along the side of the house, the hefty turn of his key in the door, the decisive wipe, wipe, wipe of his brogues on the mat and we’d come running downstairs.


‘Daddy! Daddy! When can we go? Can we go now? Can we go now?’


‘Go where?’ He’d say.


And we’d remember now, only now, that this was always going to happen.


‘To the Gourmet Rendezvous.’


‘The Gourmet Rendezvous? Ah, kids. I’m whacked. We’ll go another time. Mummy’s going to roast a chicken.’


‘Oh,’ we’d say.


‘Come on, what’s the matter? You love roast chicken. We can have Chinese any time. But it’s raining outside. You don’t want to go out.’ (We do, we do, we want to get wet when you chase Mummy with the umbrella, we want to watch the rain on the window, and hear the buses splashing through it while we burn our mouth on the first spring roll).


‘But you said!’


‘Come on. Enough now. Restaurants are for people who don’t have lovely roast chicken at home. Now, who wants to run upstairs and get me a packet of ciggies?’


And off we’d go, slower than usual, to get them.


My poor dad. He couldn’t possibly know that the disappointment he’d engendered was massive, existential, terminal. And we could not express it without appearing to be ungrateful for the chicken. It’s not that there was anything wrong with roast chicken. It was very nice. On any normal day you’d look forward to it. But not when you’d been promised Chinese. Not when you’d been offered a carnival. This being the 1970s, the age of convenience, my mother quite often cooked the chicken in a new-fangled polythene ‘roaster bag’ to keep the oven from getting dirty, and I always thought, ‘But if we go for Chinese, then there’ll be no mess in the kitchen at all!’


But it wasn’t the thing to say. So we’d sit down, grumpily, for the chicken. And we’d eat it. With our mouths closed. With a glass of quite weak orange squash. And then butterscotch Angel Delight with hundreds and thousands. And then tooth-brushing. And tooth-brushing inspection. And then bed.










Chinese


Nowadays, of course, I can have Chinese whenever I want. Except I don’t. Because then I wouldn’t eat anything else at all. When Chinese food, in a recent survey, finally overtook Indian as the most popular takeaway in Britain, the common taste fell almost into line with my own, although falling just a little short.


Because I would go further than saying I prefer Chinese food to Indian and insist that I prefer Chinese food to every kind of food. Indeed, I prefer it to pretty much every kind of thing. I much prefer Chinese food to the ballet, for example, or to trousers. I also prefer Chinese food to football, cars, quilted toilet roll and Italy.


Chinese food is pretty much the best thing in the world. And there is no point eating anything else unless you absolutely have to for your job. If I were not a restaurant critic I would eat only Chinese food. And if ever I am eating out for purely social reasons, I am always a little sad if I am compelled to eat anything else.


Only the other day I was meeting a friend who lives in Bayswater for a spot of supper, and for the couple of hours before I set off from North London we exchanged emails about where we might go – the new Russian-backed sushi joint (likely to be overpriced but great for picking up prostitutes), the Venezuelan tapas joint, the new New British place (for a boiled pork chop and lots of Farrow and Ball ‘railings’) – and even as I drove over there I was sending and receiving texts every five minutes about possible changes of venue: maybe that weird German place with the Jagermaister and the accordion and the young neo-Nazis? Or what about just a burger? 


And although a full ten minutes went by when we were certain we were going to go to a perfectly serviceable Lebanese on Westbourne Grove, my joy was unconfined when the phone went bleep again and I read, ‘Fuck it, let’s have Chinese.’


I punched the air. I always punch the air when I’m going to have Chinese (even if I’m simultaneously driving and texting at the time – it’s a good job I have three hands). Oh, the zip and ping and yabber of it. The puffs of steam, the golden crackle of fried pastry, the yelp of strong pork with a little ginger, the sour tickle of pink vinegar on a plump prawn dumpling, the slobber of greens, the shrill, demented cry of hoi sin sauce on cucumber and fatty duck. And to know that your friend craves it too, craves Chinese and only Chinese, means that you are as one, and there need be no talk when you rendezvous, only eating. 


We went to one or other of the fine establishments on Queensway that are rammed with scrawny Cantonese students stripping roasted ducks with the efficiency of cats, and extended families of blubbery Persian tweenagers poking gold-plated Nintendo DSs with pudgy fingers, and ate like gods.


But that was downtime. It’s not so often that a new Chinese worth the name comes around for review and when it does, I’m just cock-a-hoop. 


As a kid, I was a sucker for Chinatown, and it still feels properly exotic to me even now. Not Chinese exotic, of course. More American. New York, Los Angeles, Chicago. At dusk, in winter, with the neon signs twinkling, steam pumping from the vents, the restaurants lighting up and 100-year-old busboys squatting to smoke fags in the gutter, it feels like the beginning of a really good noirish thriller. Or Gremlins. 


In daylight I love the colourfulness of the restaurant façades (‘taste’ simply doesn’t factor here). I love the pagoda thing, the cartoon-portentous gates at the end of Gerrard Street, the lanterns everywhere, the fact that it seems always to be Chinese New Year. (Is there a day in the Chinese calendar which is not traditionally celebrated by 18 people having a fit inside an air-conditioning duct painted to look like a dragon?) 


I love that it’s always rammed with Chinese tourists. Do Chinese people simply travel the world visiting Chinatowns, like some kooky game of international stepping stones? (‘And here we are in Munich – you can tell because the dragon’s wearing lederhosen . . .’) 


But I don’t eat there anymore. By all the gods, no. Compared to the much-improved modern London restaurant norm, most Chinatown restaurants are so unwelcoming. They don’t even look like restaurants do now. They are brightly lit, foggy, not hugely clean, have no interest in producing quality and are very aware of catering principally to tourists. 


In recent years, they’ve even started doing that awful tourist resort thing of standing outside and telling you to go in (they do it in Brick Lane, too), reckoning that enough white people are so scared of different-skinned foreigners that they’ll do whatever they’re told. It’s one of the great paradoxes of world catering that the keener a restaurant is to get you to go in, the more horrid they will be to you once you’re sitting down. 


It wasn’t always so. Until the middle Nineties eating out in Britain was often such a grim, unfriendly and poisonous business that Chinatown seemed quite nice by comparison. Twenty-odd years ago, when I lived nearby, I used to eat there three or four times a week. But I was a kid then, with an iron stomach, and only wanted to eat the set meal (‘gweilo-fleecing autocrud’, as they call it in the trade) of crabmeat and sweetcorn soup, deep-fried poo-farmed shellfish mashed into various shapes, random aerial vermin and pancakes, chicken in black bean, beef in oyster, egg fried rice, toffee apples and a bottle of Bulgarian Sauvignon. 


You could get the lot for £9, but I’d go up to £11 for tablecloths, unsplintered chopsticks and a spitoon. Those places are still there, I’m sure, and just the same as when I liked them, but the national standard has left them behind and nobody with any sense uses such establishments anymore (unless specifically looking to recapture the innocence of childhood and the strange wonder of those 1970s nights). 


Instead, one goes to any of the growing number of new ‘regional’ Chinese restaurants that have sprung up all over the capital in the last four or five years, everywhere from Bayswater, Fulham and Shoreditch, to Stoke Newington, Epping and Lavender Hill, without much caring for the historic Soho centre of things Chinese. For it is the great refrain of the well-travelled modern gastro-poseur, that London Chinese restaurants have come of age and the full glory of China’s many regions is at last represented on our menus.


But to say, as people do, on the basis of a handful of restaurants, that the Chinese food available in Britain is diversifying in any significant way, and the traditional old Anglo-Cantonese prawn toast and Peking roadkill joints are being seriously challenged by the rougher-edged, spicier, more authentic regional cuisines of Shanghai, Sichuan, Hunan, Moon Lan Ding and Ding Dang Dong, really isn’t true.


First of all, there are simply hundreds of local Chinese cuisines, possibly thousands. If you consider that we are all prepared to acknowledge such a thing as, say, Niçoise cuisine, which comes from a town with a current population of around 350,000, then there is no reason why there should not be – working on a population ratio – at least three thousand fully individuated Chinese provincial cooking styles. So to suggest that the recent appearance of four or five regional dining options represents anything more than the polishing of an ancient turd is ridiculous.


Secondly, it’s only happening in London. It’s about twelve restaurants. It is nothing. It is a blip. It is an insignificant pustule no more visible from space than the Great Wall of China (which turns out not to be, after all). It is a thing just significant enough to allow a small handful of restaurant critics to frot themselves silly with exotic details culled from Wrongopedia and show off about how they love eating eyeballs and bollocks.


So when a place opened last year that professed to be the first serious arrival in Britain of Dongbei cuisine, I had no option but to pretend that I had travelled there extensively and was the man best placed to decide how this manifestation of its cooking measures up (and as it had arrived in, of all places, Chinatown, there was a chance that I would also be able to herald Chinatown as the new Chinatown).


Ah yes, Dongbei, in the far north-east, hard by Southern Russia and North Korea, where I spent so much of my distant youth. The old rust belt, the industrial heartland, the cold winters, the climate that allows for no rice growing and thus a wheatier cuisine of bread and pasta . . .


Yawn, stretch, but we know all that. The truth is that Manchurian Legends (as the place was called) was the standard-issue, fiercely lit, multi-storey Chinatown café where they can’t find your reservation in the book, drag you up to the empty top floor and sit you at the laughably awful table by the roaring extractor fan, then seat your guests, when they arrive, on a different floor altogether and don’t tell you, and you waste half an hour waiting for each other. Then they bring you one brightly coloured plastic menu crusted with food and God knows what other effluvia (the pages are wipe-clean, but nobody has), and three stapled photocopies. Then, soon as you’ve ordered, they bring everything at once, really, everything, so that your table disappears under a deluge of different dishes which all look basically the same, and then disappear. Literally, disappear. The only waitress went and hid behind a screen in the otherwise empty room so that one had to get up and go and shout down a corridor if one wanted so much as a beer or a spoon. 


In short: Chinatown as I have known and loved it these 30-odd years.


The cooking was good in parts. Although the butchery that comes before the cooking was hellish. As if they had used not a knife but a sledge hammer. Duck and chicken dishes came with the chopped meat all fiendishly still attached to small shards and sometimes great splintered spades of bone. It reminded me most of all of Jamaican butchery, which involves putting a live goat through one of those machines tree surgeons use for shredding whole branches to mulch. The lazy, unskilled butchery of impoverished cultures uninterested in beauty.


 We started with some jellyfish, as I always do. It is the edamame of the sea: not filling, great texture, good mainframe for spice, good with beer, perfect appetiser. Here it was set off with plentiful chilli and fresh coriander, and relatively safe in the kitchen for having no bones.


Then came a mixed grill that involved in large part the bones one normally throws away after they’ve finished flavouring the stock, but covered with dry, choking spice and served for money. Albeit, not very much money. A bare and meatless breastbone covered with chilli is only a pound, or maybe a pound 50 – obviously, you can’t tell from the bill because this is Chinatown so they don’t itemise it except (maybe) in Chinese (and I didn’t take a menu because they were in short enough supply as it was). 


 In amongst the red, dry and fiery carnage was a redeeming skewer of delicious chicken hearts, though, which pleased me enormously. 


Sweating heavily from the spice already, I ploughed into bang bang king prawns served in their own weight of rough-chopped red and green chillis, fiery green beans with minced pork and more shovelfuls from the tip of the European chilli mountain, a much milder dish of braised pork belly (the deep fat full of good barnyard stinkiness) on glass noodles and a sauce of staggering brownness, and a wonderful, wonderful plate of small chicken schnitzels lightly battered in a pale agrodolce sauce (I use the poncy Italian word because ‘sweet and sour’ would send your imagination down the wrong track).


Actually, thinking on it, the sea-spiced three vegetables was well done too, the aubergine smooth and sweet like set custard, and both the stir-fried baby chicken and the duck with lotus root would have been good too, if it weren’t for the horrendous ossuary they had given the name of meat.


The dumplings were evil though. Where a rice dumpling can be a thing of lightness and beauty, these doughy sacks of wheat were like chewing on the Michelin man’s scrotum, and we resorted to sawing into the skins for meat and surviving on that alone, discarding the inch-thick husks.


I dunno. The waitress was charming enough when she did show up. It’s not their fault they don’t like white people. We can be awful. I’d stick us up in the roof and not tell us when our friends had arrived too, and feed us a lot of old bones. 


So forget Chinatown. Again. The big Chinese opening of 2011 was meant to be the Grand Imperial Chinese restaurant at the Thistle Grosvenor Hotel in Victoria. Or the Grosvenor Imperial Thistle at the Grand Chinese Hotel. Or something. So many names of such great portent, it is hard to separate them. I should have known from that alone just what a miserable afternoon I would have there. But I live in constant hope of good new Chineses opening, and this one looked at least worth a try.


It started off miserably, the depressing hotel in which the restaurant is housed being itself covered in cardboard while some sort of miserable works were carried out, so that you surface from the miserable Tube station onto the miserable pavement, and walk round and round the builders’ hoardings until you find the hidden door, rammed and jostled at every step by lemur-eyed tourists wheeling giant plastic caravans full of brightly coloured outerwear, who have been locked in an endless holding pattern since disembarkation from the Gatwick Express, waiting for some scrawny, chain-smoking hotel-hawker to lure them to his 12-star terraced flophouse behind Paddington and boil them down for soap.


Once you are inside, the hotel lobby sort of bleeds into the restaurant through an empty bar, where the head waitress asks, ‘Can I help you?’ in a tone that makes it clear the question is meant as a threat.


The room is vast and painted partly gold. Gold alcoves house giant vases, there are vast grey marble columns reaching into a ceiling so high the great chandeliers appear like distant constellations. The lovely tablecloths are inlaid with gold. It’s getting to be like Enobarbus’s description of the barge of Cleopatra . . . until the head waitress comes back with a senior waiter in tow, and the horror show begins. Slamming down big, shiny menus, they pull stiff napkins out of porcelain rings and wedge them down into our laps with all the decorousness of James Herriot intruding into the posterior privacy of an unwell heifer.


The woman asks for our drinks order, and I say ‘tea’. She says nothing, just goes and gets it. But they have at least ten different teas on the menu here. Why does she not ask what kind I would like? Or even, heavens to Murgatroyd, suggest one that she thinks I might like? I know this is a new and expensive Chinese restaurant and one should not expect actual human warmth, but is a little civil interaction too much to ask? It is a dull autumn Wednesday, the room is empty but for a lonely Dutchman drinking beer with ice in it, and two Japanese ladies who think it’s a shop. You haven’t got time even to acknowledge we’re alive?


Apparently not. As she pours our tea she is barking loud Chinese right in our faces, presumably meant for the ears of the man behind her. Although, as it is spat right in my face, I briefly wonder if she is in fact insulting me directly in heavily accented English that I cannot follow. 


She brings the express dim sum menu, which names 12 dishes and allows us five to share at £20 for the pair of us. It’s good value, but I want to try a wider range of dishes and ask if that is possible. She says not. Only five. When I express my disbelief for the third time she breaks down and admits that there is also an à la carte dim sum menu, and goes to get it with a great huffing and puffing. Clearly the ‘express menu’ is ‘express’ not because they fear we might be on a tight schedule ourselves, but because they want us to, ‘Eat up big nose and get the HELL out of my restaurant!’


As I order my dishes, the waitress says nothing, and in pauses where I am mulling the options she taps her foot. Actually taps it. For she has much better things to do, and I am wheat-eating European scum.


When the food comes up from the kitchen, the two high-ranking Chinese government assassins (possibly) do not even deign to bring it to us, but leave that filthy business to the busboy. His job, traditionally, is to bring the food to them, so that they can bring it to us. But as he stands holding the tray, waiting for them to take it, I see them nodding him on towards us (as they mutter and kvetch in the corner), telling him to chuck it at us himself. The restaurant is more or less empty, but we are filthy, dairy-smelling gweilos, and we can go and hang ourselves.


Busboy puts a plateful down. Now, we have ordered eight things, some unfamiliar. I want to know what they are. So I ask him. He says ‘dumplings’. I know that, I tell him. But what is inside them? He says pork. But I doubt that. They are not pork-shaped. They are finned. They will have lobster in them. I let him go. He mutters to the Oriental Rosa Klebb who comes by a minute later and says ‘lobster inside’.


It’s such a shame they have to be like this. Why can’t they be nice? Why is friendly service so rare in a centrally located Chinese restaurant? It can be lovely in the suburbs. I’m sure in your local they are all over you with the free fortune cookies and weird purple after-dinner liqueurs, so why not here?


The food was good: light, fluffy char siu pao (those little white rice puffs of barbecued pork); har gao (prawn dumplings), beautifully translucent and containing not chopped but whole shrimp; a peppery foie gras and beef dumpling with just enough fat from the liver to mellow the tightness of the beef; and soup dumplings, xia long pao, that were perfectly made and weighted.


The lobster dumpling was plain and exquisite, as were the scallop cheung fun (rice-flour cannelloni) which were light and translucent again, and with scallop that was barely cooked, retaining all its sweetness and zip.
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