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CHAPTER 1


Milk


There’s always a brief lull before things kick off. And I usually find there’s just me and John Torode when it happens. This time, we were all microphoned up, standing on the ramp near the stage door at London’s Earl’s Court. Music pumping, crowds of MasterChef fans cheering, and, for once, I was completely and utterly lost for words.


This was the first MasterChef live show, doing on-stage cooking. It was a sell-out and, despite everything – despite being a greengrocer by trade, being as passionate as ever about food and having already presented telly for the past eight years – nerves caught up with me.


‘Thirty seconds to go,’ I muttered to John.


I wiped a bead of sweat off my head and looked at my mate, who I’d first met twenty years previously while he worked as a young sous chef as I flogged him fruit and veg.




‘It’ll be all right,’ he muttered softly. ‘It will be OK. You’ll be OK. OK?’


I nodded, grateful. ‘OK.’


Then the cue was given and we marched on, crowds erupting, a sea of faces, some wearing ‘Gregg and John’ masks, thousands stretching as far as I could see … Show time … And I just thought: Wow!


For the next hour or so I cooked, just as I’d practised, my confidence gathering pace (I’m not a chef like John – it comes less naturally) and we joked and did what we do best: talk … food, food, glorious food. And I couldn’t help but think once again: blimey, just how far have I come from the Peckham days. And how had this happened?


Shortly afterwards, I found myself wandering around Earl’s Court, alone among the crowds, wearing a ‘Gregg Wallace’ mask so that nobody knew it was me, and I spotted someone wearing a T-shirt with my name on too. As I smiled wistfully, I wondered what my lovely grandparents would’ve thought of that.


It was my grandfather, the one who lived in Wimbledon, who’d inspired the name ‘Gregg’. He’d worked in the navy for years, from teenage stoker to warrant officer, and at one point he was stationed in the Falklands, where he met a local farmer called Gregg. Anyway, this farmer, Gregg, taught my Grandad W how to ride a horse – something he loved – and it was while out riding one day in the frozen fields, when he dismounted to open a fence, that Grandad W spotted something glittering in the mud and ice. It was a ring, a gold ring, and a perfect fit on his finger. As it was on Gregg’s land, he took it to him, and Gregg laughed his head off when he realised it was one he’d lost ten years earlier.


‘You can have it,’ he said to Grandad W, who put it on his little finger and never took it off. The pair remained friends for a while and Mum remembers meeting the original (but not the best – sorry!) Gregg a few times. She always liked the name and voilà. It mightn’t be one of the strangest stories of how someone’s name was chosen but there you go. Years later after Grandad W died, I was given this ring and I still wear it every day. I feel I owe my grandparents on both sides a lot. And my mum. This is their story as much as mine.


When I hear what my poor mother had to go through to have me, my heart bleeds for her, not to mention having a desire to clamp my hands over my ears. This was 1964, Camberwell, London, and, God love nurses and all they do, but back then, there was plenty of tea but sympathy was in short supply. With no painkillers, and no husbands or family allowed to sit and hold your hand, the women were herded into a single room, all in different stages of labour, and left to get on with it.


Just as labour pains kicked off, Mum had been driven to hospital by her parents, my nan and grandad, who lived in Wimbledon. To make this story more complicated, I called both sets of grandparents ‘Nan and Grandad’, so I’ll call these two Nan and Grandad W (for Wimbledon) – OK?


Pregnant with me, Mum had been staying with them for a few days, as they felt it was ‘safer’, which tells you a lot about what they thought of my dad, Allan, and the rented house Mum was sharing with her in-laws in Peckham.


Poor Mum. She’d married my dad, Allan Wallace, aged seventeen, after only a year of dating him. Quite the middle-class girl, she worked in the accounts offices of Bentalls, a department store in Kingston, and was the daughter of a naval officer. They’d met on the train on the way to work, where Dad was an electrician working in the building. A couple of years older, he’d quickly spotted this petite, brown-eyed girl with her beehive and mini-dress suit. I guess she fell for Dad’s tall, dark good looks and his ‘rough diamond’ qualities. Anyway, off she trotted down the aisle when he asked her.


Of course she told Dad to ask Grandad W ‘for permission’ first. I’m sure he had his doubts about this south-east Londoner, a boy from the wrong side of the tracks in Peckham, who lived in a two-up two-down with his mum and dad still and who’d seemingly swept up Mum in some kind of whirlwind (and the problem with those is they tend to crash you back to earth).


‘If this is what you want, I won’t stand in your way,’ Grandad W said, rather ominously.


Mum had a dream wedding in St Mary’s Church in Merton with a white meringue dress, plenty of flowers, cake and a knees-up afterwards. The bride and groom were well toasted, everyone happy to see they’d found their ‘ever after’. But after that, sadly, the dream ended. Almost as soon as her veil came off, so did Mum’s rose-tinted specs about Dad.


Whisked away to begin her new life in Peckham, Mum already knew she’d be staying in a rented house, with her in-laws living in two rooms upstairs. She knew Dad liked a laugh in the pub. She knew life in deepest darkest Peckham compared to doiley-laced Wimbledon would be different. What she didn’t know was that there wasn’t an inside toilet and she’d be expected to pee in a bucket at night.


Yes, life in Peckham, where if it moved you ate it, if it didn’t you nicked it, was going to be very different from the rolling lawns, neat houses and social niceties of Wimbledon. I need, at this point, to clarify what I mean about south London. I actually mean south-east London. It is so very different to any other part. If people hear a working-class London accent, they think it belongs to an ‘Eastender’, but actually the accent of the south is different, albeit ever so slightly.


But south-east London is not ‘south London’: it’s older, it’s got more history. When London was just a city in the square mile, within the City walls, south-east London was the part people started to build on first. It had the first bridge going across to Southwark and to where Shakespeare’s theatre and the like all sprang up. Peckham appears in the Domesday book as ‘Pecheham’. It was on the Old Kent Road that produce was brought into the City, it boasted orchards, meadows and markets, and it was the place where farmers stopped to give their cattle a feed before reaching the City. In the eighteenth century it became a site of commerce, as rents were cheaper than in the City. And still today, south-east London is blue-collar-worker land, where the docks all kicked off, where breweries started … all this happening long before things were built and took off in east London. South-east London has history, a sense of working self-respect that goes way, way back, and is something I take pride in today. In short, though, Mum felt like an alien dropped on to another planet. And planet Peckham was a galaxy away from Wimbledon, south-west London, where social climbing and middle-class suburbia were as alive in the 1960s as they are today.


Even the way she spoke was an issue. One of her neighbours, Mrs Dillon, overheard her talking in the garden once to another neighbour.


‘Hello, how are yew doing?’ Mum asked politely.


‘Oi, you’re a bit of posh girl, intcha?’ Mrs Dillon said.


Very quickly Mum learned to drop a few vowel sounds and not pronounce her haitches any more, along with trying to get her head around the rhyming slang and laughing along to the old music hall songs, the lyrics changed to set the most open-minded blushing – she so badly wanted to fit in.


Although how her accent was going down was soon to be the least of Mum’s new worries. My nan had expected her to stop working and look after Dad full-time, but she carried on working, actually doing OK for herself: she got trained up on how to use the National Cash registers, the scary-looking machines that preceded computers and wouldn’t have looked out of place in Doctor Who’s Tardis.


The problems started when she came to realise the ‘temporary move’ to rent the downstairs part of her in-laws’ rented house was looking rather permanent. And then, to add the cherry to the top, she found out he was having an affair. A little Irish lady called Maria a few doors down told her quietly as she picked up some groceries one day.


‘Did you know my Albert is out with your Allan every Friday night, trawling for a bit of skirt?’ she said. ‘And Allan is seein’ one bit on the side in particular.’


Mum nearly dropped the loaf and milk she was carrying and ran home in tears.


In desperation, before she got pregnant with me, Mum swallowed her pride and begged Nanny W to let her come home.


‘I’ve made a mistake, Mum,’ she sobbed. ‘I don’t want to be married to this man. It’s too hard. I didn’t really know him.’


Now these days you live together first and thank God for that. If Mum had moved in with Dad, she’d probably have rented a flat, it wouldn’t have worked and she’d have gone home again. Job done.


*




When I think of my own daughter, Libby, who is fourteen, I think that if this was her, now, I wouldn’t be able to get her out of there fast enough. But this was 1960, and the scandal of having a daughter who walked out on her husband was too much for Nanny W and her values to bear.


‘You made your bed when you said those vows, my girl,’ came the stern response. ‘Now you go back there and make the best of it, and we’ll hear no more about it.’


Nan W never even told Grandad W (who’d have had her out of that house faster than you can say Jack Robinson) of their conversation. So Mum’s bed was made, except she had to make it herself on the rickety pull-out sofa next to a bucket, often perilously close to overflowing. Years and years later, when Nan W was an old lady at the end of her life, she brought up all ‘that business’ and begged for Mum’s forgiveness.


‘I’m so sorry I made you stay,’ she said.


‘It was a different era,’ Mum said. ‘You did what you thought was right.’


Anyway, we’ve left poor Mum in labour, so let’s get back to the story quick.


After arriving in the labour room, where mums-imminently-to-be were quite screaming their heads off in agony, my terrified mum found herself alone, writhing on a bed, joining in. Makes me wince just thinking about it.


The labour lasted for twelve hours and had Mum begging nurses for Nanny W to come and rescue her.


‘I want my mum!’ she screamed. ‘Please!’


‘She’ll be no use to you now,’ a prim nurse said with a shrug, eyeing the clock. ‘Just get on with it and it’ll soon be over.’


Finally, I arrived, on 17 October 1964, at 4.30 p.m., at St Giles’ Hospital in Camberwell, weighing a respectable 6lb 9oz. And despite the ordeal, Mum says she fell in love with me instantly. I was adorable, apparently.


She’d already chosen my name, and it was just her choice as well, as Dad had had nothing to do with her pregnancy, and had certainly not sat around discussing baby names. Mum had chosen Gregg Allan Wallace, an unusual spelling with a double ‘G’ now, let alone then in Peckham.


Mum says she was only allowed a few minutes with me before I was taken off by nurses and plonked in a cot with all the other newborns in the nursery. For the next forty-eight hours she was only allowed to hold me at feeding times, which were strictly only every four hours. Nurses would pick up the babies, hand them to the mothers for feeding and burping, and snatch them back to return them to their cots for a sleep, however much they screamed.


Mum says that in between feeds, lots of the mums would press their faces to the glass window of the nursery, to gaze at their new offspring, crying if they were crying, knowing they could only look on helplessly. Rules were rules in those days, though, and hospital rules were not ones to be broken.


As fast as possible, she got herself out of there and back home to Kincaid Road, Peckham. She went straight to bed, and Nanny W came over to care for her.


I had my other nan and grandad living upstairs, but let’s just say mother-in-law and daughter-in-law didn’t see eye to eye. Once, when Mum was ill, Nan made Mum a bowl of soup and then wrote out a bill for it afterwards. That says all you need to know about their relationship. My grandad, though, adored kids and was my hero. More about that lovely man later.


I managed a proper smile aged just three days old – so Nanny W swore. Very quickly I learned to talk, and I was always a good eater. Nothing much has changed. Mum said I was a bundle of energy: I always wanted to be the first, could never wait, and was desperate to see it all for myself. ‘If you wanted to do something, then “bosh”, you did it,’ she said. This characteristic, though, could turn something like a nice Sunday stroll in the pushchair into a near-death experience within seconds. When I was old enough to walk, Nan W and Mum took me to a ravine on holiday for a breath of fresh air. After we’d arrived I shook Mum’s hand off and raced to the water’s edge. Blissfully unaware of the danger, I somehow ducked under the barrier like greased lightning, on to the other side where there was a sheer drop into the water around twenty feet below.


Mum said her heart was in her mouth as she started trembling and running towards me, but Nan W pulled her back, hissing, ‘Sssshhh, don’t shout, we mustn’t startle him.’


Carefully edging forwards, Nan W very calmly approached me with all the swift calm movements of a bomb disposal expert. ‘Ooh, hello, Gregg, what are you looking at, my love …?’ Then she reached out an arm to grab my sleeve before I could panic and drop off the face of the earth.


Mum collapsed on to the grass bank and sobbed with utter relief. I am not surprised Nan W kept her cool and sorted this situation out. I mean, she was that kind of woman. Tall and elegant, she had long slim fingers and even when she was telling me off she’d be smiling. She just emanated warmth. Back in her house in Wimbledon, she was always doing something with her lovely hands – baking, sewing, mending, soothing me if I fell over. A lovely woman.


Soon after the ravine drama, Mum went to see a gypsy palm reader at a fair near Blackheath. She wheeled my pushchair into the small caravan where this gypsy lady was sitting and paid her a couple of pounds for a reading. Mum can’t remember much of what was said about her, except that she suddenly pointed to me, sitting in my buggy.


‘That little boy is going to go on and do great things,’ she said. ‘He’s going to make you very proud.’


Mum laughed. It’s what every mum wants to hear about their child but it was a story I grew up knowing. Took me a while to believe it was possible, though.


Apparently I always had my own way of doing things. Church and religion didn’t feature big in our house, but we always turned up for weddings and funerals. The very first time I visited church as a toddler, to see a family friend get hitched, we were all asked to rise and sing the hymn. Wide-eyed and desperate to join in, I started loudly singing the only song I knew and blessed the whole congregation with a fine rendition of ‘Hokey Cokey’.












CHAPTER 2


Chocolate Doings


One of my first memories is of me banging on Grandad’s door upstairs. During the week, he was up before Nan, making a cup of tea, but at weekends, he’d have a lie-in. ‘Hey now, Gregg,’ he said. ‘Come here and have a dip in the chocolate doings.’


Grandad, who loved kids, always had a big heavy tin filled with broken chocolate biscuits from the market (and if you were lucky sometimes Penguins) to dish out. He called all chocolate biscuits ‘doings’, whatever they were.


I’d put my arm up to my elbow in the jar to pick out a few chocolate digestives. Ah, the humble digestive, really not so humble in my opinion. So smooth on top and so satisfying for bite-mark effects.


With a cuppa, I liked to stack them up in a pile of four and wait until I’d drunk almost all my tea before I carefully angled the stack into the liquid. Sometimes I scraped off the edge of the biscuit in a straight line with my lower teeth or I tried to get the entire biscuit soaked without breaking it. Now that’s an art, as you watch the golden-brown wheat darken with tea, but just the right shade, as otherwise it’s too much and it falls into a sad mush. It can make biscuits last ages if you eat them this way.


Grandad didn’t often have them but I loved choc-chip cookies too. Now they were a revelation, a real chap’s biscuit. I didn’t like any cream or goo in my biscuits, thank you. I loathed custard creams – stale, cardboard, synthetic-tasting things. And I’d pass on a Jammie Dodger. But I loved Wagon Wheels. Marshmallow, was it, inside? Or just sweet gunge? Who knew, but anything remotely crisp or crunchy that breaks into a bit of a chew is still right up my street.


That evening, I was back up there, squashed up next to Grandad’s thigh as Nan hushed me quiet.


‘High Why Five’s on,’ Grandad whispered, meaning Hawaii Five-O.


Our house was right in the heart of south-east London. It was pretty basic and we were poor. You don’t realise you’re poor as a kid; everyone seemed to be in the same boat. I don’t want to lay this on too thick – there were a lot of families worse off than we were – but looking back without the benefit of a flat cap and a Yorkshire accent, we were poor.


Looking face on to our Edwardian three-bed terraced house, identical to all the others if you looked left or right, there was a low stone wall. The front door was to the left of a bay window, above which there was another one that matched it. There was a wrought-iron door knocker which you twisted to slide the latch across. In summer Mum put up some plastic strips so you could come in and out but neighbours couldn’t see in. Across our road was the imposing Acorn estate. Its sprawling concrete metropolis always gave me the shivers a little, although Mum’s best friend and my godmother, Margo, lived opposite it in another similar block, so I knew inside was nice. Her kitchen was deep orange and dark brown. Very modern. She seemed so much posher than us – she even had a bath in her house. Although everyone seemed posher than us, and to be fair they probably were.


Anything within a ten-minute walk was called ‘around the corner’ and our corner still had Second World War bomb sites. These were supposedly safely enclosed by fences and corrugated iron, but we boys were like rabbits, always finding a convenient hole or gap overlooked by the council. Running across the craters, shouting and playing with my mates, was fun, and it was even more fun when we spotted that the opening sequence of The Sweeney had been filmed on it. ‘Round the corner’ was also a house with a policeman standing outside it. Those were the days of the Krays’ court cases and the whole neighbourhood was buzzing about them. This house with a copper on the doorstep belonged to some of the witnesses.


This was all before the age of The Supermarket, and Ted’s corner shop mainly kept us all fed and watered. It was a magical place, full of shiny wrapped sweets for me and ready meals for Mum and our family. Its freezers were packed with Vesta meals, frozen pizzas, sausages, burgers and mince, just like the one in our house.


‘Good morning, Gregg,’ Ted would say, when I ran inside with a list from Mum.


‘Good morning, Ted.’ I would nod, in a way my four-year-old self had seen Grandad do.


Ted liked me. I was unusual, being one of the polite ones, and he’d point this out to the other kids.




‘If you asked as nicely as Gregg it’d go a long way,’ he’d say to any other little people in the vicinity, passing me Mum’s Silk Cut and Dad’s No. 6 Player’s cigs, which I was entrusted to pick up. Once, after carefully stowing the fags, I spied a can of Tango on his shelf. The last one!


‘Ted, could you please pass me the Tango too? Thank you very much,’ I said, grinning.


I ran all the way home. Unable to wait, I tore off the ring and filled my mouth with the painful but syrupy fizz.


‘Mum, look!’ I grinned, as she sparked up a fag. ‘I had the last Tango in Ted’s!’


She fell about laughing.


Step over the Wallace threshold, straight ahead was the stairs. Immediately to your left was Mum and Dad’s bedroom-cum-living room, with fold-up sofa bed for night-time. Mum’s side was full of Agatha Christies and Dad’s sci-fi novels were next to a bucket.


‘Don’t miss the island!’ Grandad would say if I ever needed to use it. Our toilet was in the garden. I’d like to slap the man who invented Izal medicated toilet paper. Have any of you ever, how do I say, sampled it? Actually I don’t want the start of this book to be about my bottom, but I just want to point out we were hard up.


The door of the toilet was about a foot off the ground, so come wind, rain, hail or snow, your knees bore the brunt. I loved sitting in there pretending it was an elevator, plunging downwards to the centre of the earth. It had a corrugated roof and years later I’d learn I could climb out of Nan and Grandad’s window upstairs and leap on to it, driving Mum mental with worry.


Then there was my bedroom. It was very small: just a bed, wardrobe, walls of the inevitable chipboard wallpaper, and buckets and buckets of plastic cast green toy soldiers. Grandad loved spoiling me and bought me loads of them.


One day Mum decorated my room by replacing the yellowing chipboard wallpaper with more slightly less yellowy chipboard wallpaper. Grandad, who worked all his life as a handyman, taught her how to unfurl the rolls, line them up and slosh the paste on. They got on well, Mum and Grandad. She always said, ‘He’s a lovely man,’ and he was.


At least a few times a year I’d be woken at night by the feel of tiny little claws flitting across my face.


‘Muuuuuum!’ I would scream, leaping from my bed, shaking the covers, as mice scattered on to the carpet.


No. 22 had more of these little critters in it than your average haystack. However many traps Mum laid out, the buggers still thought they ruled the place, scurrying around, climbing into food cupboards and nibbling away at packets of rice and flour or Angel Delight. Mum used to give the push-along Hoover a kick before she used it, as once she found one squashed between the rollers.


Once, slap bang in the middle of the hallway, slap bang in the middle of the day, a dirty great big brown rat waltzed in as if he owned the joint. I’d just got up from the TV to get a glass of Coca-Cola from the kitchen when we both froze, boy to rat, beady eye to frightened one, before I opened my gob again and screamed for Mum. I’d never seen anything move so fast. That included my poor mum, who echoed my scream as she ran towards it with a broom like a woman possessed. She chased it off.


Now the cupboard under the stairs was the ‘food tin’ cupboard and was also teeming with mice. From floor to the ceiling it was rammed. When it came to tins in shops Nan and Grandad were magnets to iron filings, quick to spot a bargain to add to the pile. Tins were never from Ted’s corner shop, though. ‘It’s so dear in there,’ Nan would tut.


The cupboard became a veritable teetering tower of metal-encased apricots, peaches, beans, rice pudding, custard, corned beef, sardines, mince, carrots, peas, pease pudding … A safety net of food, as much part of our house as the furniture. ‘Just in case,’ said Nan, although ‘just in case’ of what, who knew? Another war? A nuclear explosion? Armageddon? Or, more likely, it was just a simple insurance policy for two old people who knew what it was like to be hungry. Really, really hungry. I only ever got snippets of what life had been like in the 1930s, but once Grandad told me he’d watched fights at the East India Docks between men so desperate for a day’s work they’d have a punch-up rather than see their families starve.


Next to the food cupboard you had the electric and gas meter, also always hungry – for shilling coins. That would’ve messed a soufflé up, wouldn’t it: the gas oven switching off halfway through? Although this of course was a good few years before anyone in Peckham knew what a soufflé was.


Mum often found herself plunged into darkness watching The Forsyte Saga or Richard Dimbleby (her favourite) of an evening. And if she’d run out of change she’d have to sit in the dark and wait till Dad got back from the pub with some money to pop in. Often Grandad would nip downstairs and drop another coin in and pad back upstairs without saying a word.


Out the back was the parlour, complete with a fire, an armchair and a second-hand dining table of sorts. Later on, Mum got her hands on a chest freezer, as the tiny one above the fridge was always chock-a-block with her standby meals. Then there was the galley kitchen, which led to the back door to the garden. Ikea kitchen units would’ve looked Space Age in our sort of place. Masquerading as cabinets were shelves with a sheet of plastic on a wire, which you moved backwards and forwards until it tore. The kitchen, on the little table, was where Mum and I ate.


On the whole, food in our house was something to be ripped from a packet, heated up and slapped on the plate. Poor Mum was run ragged at work and never had much time. She often ate later than me, so I’d bolt down my re-heated food so that I could go upstairs to see Grandad or outside to play.


I always had to sit nicely to eat, holding my knife and fork properly, even if it was to eat something from the discounted frozen section. Mum can knock up good dishes now but when I was little, food was fuel in our house.


One of her specialities was chicken and rabbit stew. Salty, wet and rich in gravy, it was something you could eat quickly with a spoon, careful not to burn your tongue.


‘Are the soft bits the rabbit’s ears?’ I’d enquire, poking my spoon around.


I was actually scared rigid of rabbits – nasty hoppy things. Mum always bought them from a tiny shop on Towerbridge Road. The window was filled with dead grey furry things on hooks. It was a popular place and I was happy to see them in the window. But in real life forget it. I think it started when I watched a horror film on a Saturday night and saw a giant rabbit as one of the monsters. Then I saw a wildlife programme about how a mummy rabbit eats her babies if a predator discovers their nest. Talk about reverse survival instincts – made me shudder! It confirmed my idea of a rabbit as the demon pet. Rabbit stew was the one of the few dishes Mum cooked from scratch. Boiled bacon and pease pudding heated from a can was another good standby. Fray Bentos pies, instant mash and tinned veg were standard fare. Meat pies and meat puddings were other stalwarts, straight from the butcher to be heated up. While the meat pies’ pastry was always flaccid, soggy but somehow tasty, the puddings glistened in their creamy cloak of beef suet. Mum’s curries and her chilli con carnes were exactly the same – mince, chillies, no sauce and boiled rice – except the con carnes had tinned kidney beans chucked in. I pointed it out once and she just laughed her head off.


Once I went to a second-hand shop with Mum to get our ‘new sofa suite’. It was a second-hand job, of course, frayed, and the cushions sank a little lower than expected every time you sat in them, but their black-with-orange-and-green funky zigzag design had us all marvelling over them for weeks.


One day Grandad came home with a squashy orange cushion taken from a skip for a grey sofa he had upstairs in his room, to ‘bolster’ his own. It looked ridiculous, but there was no place for vanity in this house.


We washed at the kitchen sink: a strip wash a few times a week, a lick and a promise the other days. As for proper bathing, I don’t remember what we did – sorry, Mum. I know I hated soap on my face. Mum coming towards me with a soggy flannel and bit of carbolic felt like a form of psychological torture when I was little.


Across the beige patterned carpet, you could walk back up the stairs, to where Nan and Grandad lived in two rooms with a tiny kitchen.


The first thing I always spotted was Grandad’s big round smiling face. He’d be sitting on his cushion, always welcoming me in.


Now I can’t wait to tell you about him, so here we go. Sidney James Wallace was a bald, short, squat man, with an open moon face and a big wide smile to match his waist. He called his nose ‘my Wallace hook’. He was deaf as a post but wouldn’t wear a hearing aid, as he thought it made him look stupid. But Grandad was anything but stupid.


Every day he wore the same outfit: a pair of trousers right up to his chest, a wide belt, a shirt and heavy brogue shoes with little bits of metal on the sole at the heel and toe. He often wore a tie, but you’d never see much of that, or for that matter his shirt, as his trousers covered most of his torso. He’d wear braces and a thick leather belt. It seemed to be the norm for men his age; maybe they all lived in dread that their trousers would fall down. He’d no reason to be scared, though. He wore long johns all year round. In winter he wore a cloth cap and an overcoat with a fly front covering the buttons and which ended below the knee.


This was the uniform of every man over the age of thirty-five in our area. The men’d walk almost in unison, in long lines – hats on, coats buttoned, all in the same style but maybe in slightly different shades of black, grey or beige, faces down against the wind or rain, like Lowry figures, to go and see Millwall play.


As summer turned to autumn Grandad always said to Nan, ‘Winter drawers on, Mum.’ I never knew if this was an observation or instruction but it made her laugh. He cleaned his teeth with a piece of rag dipped in salt and he told me and Mum you shouldn’t wash too much and ‘do away with your natural oils’. He only washed once a week, on a Friday. He never smoked, or drank, or gambled. Suffering so much in the 1930s had seen to that: they were unnecessary luxuries. Grandad lived for his family, for me, for football. I’d watch him most mornings shaving at his tiny sink upstairs, singing silly songs which neither made sense nor probably ever existed, and looking at me out of the corner of his eye to see if I was giggling, which I usually was.


They almost worked; they almost had a tune.


‘If you were the one
Then you would be just yoooooooou and meeeeeee
We’d be the twooooooooo
Forever yooooooooooou . . .’


There were variations on this theme but you get the picture.


He often said, ‘Money speaks all languages, boy.’ Something he knew not much about. As a man without a trade to his name his whole life, Grandad knew of real hardship. Although he worked at the Strand Palace Hotel (SPH) for twenty-odd years, it was pure chance he got the job in the first place. As a consequence he nagged his son, my dad, to ‘find a trade’ and was thrilled when he found an apprenticeship as an electrician.


Grandad’s family were from Stornoway and moved down when he was a kid, looking for work. He’d had no formal education, my grandad. I don’t know much of what he did before the hotel – just factory work of a sort. I don’t know why he didn’t go to war either; perhaps it was something to do with being deaf. He played his part, though, in the fire service, fighting fires, sometimes for three days at a time.


He was there when the Woolwich Arsenal went up in 1940, the site of munition factories. Grandad helped battle against the blaze. He told Mum how he spotted an orphanage nearby. ‘I’d so badly wanted to go and pick up all those kids and put them in my pocket and take them home,’ he remembered. ‘They must’ve been petrified.’


Anyway pre-war London had very few jobs for men like him and Grandad’d heard of an interview for a general dogsbody, so he queued with all the other men, and there were plenty. This was 1930s, the Great Depression, and work was scarce.


As he shuffled along the queue, a man emerged with a loud voice.


‘Sorry, fellahs, go home, time to go. Positions filled.’


Poor Grandad was in despair. He sank down on the steps and put his head in his hands. It was all he could do to stop himself from sobbing. He had a family to support.


Then another fella poked him in the ribs. ‘No good sitting here, mate,’ he said. ‘You need to pull yourself together. Whatcha think you’re doing?’


Sympathy in those times for working men was in short supply.


Grandad quickly got up, put his cap back on and brushed himself down. Always a proud man, he’d just forgotten himself for a minute.


‘Yep, I’m gone,’ he said.


‘Where you heading?’ the man asked.


‘Peckham,’ he said.


‘Same here. Let’s grab the tram together, eh?’


The two of them went off, and got chatting. Turned out this fella was the foreman for the SPH and he took a real shine to my grandad, who after a five-minute chat with anyone could charm the birds out of the trees.


As he jumped off at his stop this foreman yelled to him, ‘Come back to the hotel tomorrow, Sidney.’ He did and the foreman gave him his much wanted job.


Grandad spent the rest of his working life at SPH, only leaving briefly to help during the war as a fireman. Everything in our house had SPH written on it: bars of soap, coat hangers, bed sheets. Grandad was no villain, but he was a bit of a tea leaf, according to Mum. If he saw something nobody would miss he’d take it. ‘It’s just a bit of bunce. Goes with the job, innit,’ he’d say with a wink.


Nan was a different kettle of fish. She’d worked in a factory before she got married and then like most women of her generation immediately gave up work. I don’t know what she did. I do know her sister Daisy used to clean railway carriages for a living, but we rarely saw her. But Nan didn’t see herself as much of a housewife either.


I mean, she did the cooking, but mainly out of tins, and she did the washing and ironing. But she expected Grandad to keep her company at all times. He took her shopping every Saturday. He took her to the launderette. He’d make her cups of tea and wash up afterwards. But he’d married her and a marriage was for life, however bad it got. And that, in Kincaid Road, was the mantra of our house.












CHAPTER 3


Caramel


It made perfect sense to me at the time, I thought: Grandad and Nan W should get together. The two nicest people in our family: what a great couple they’d make. But when I ran this idea past Mum she laughed and shook her head. ‘No way!’ she cried.


My two sets of grandparents never mixed. Not even at Christmas. I can remember once my two grandads meeting briefly when Grandad W came to pick us up. ‘Give my regards to your good lady wife,’ said Grandad with a nod of his head, as if he was addressing dignitaries. That didn’t sound like Grandad – not the one I knew. Now I am older, of course I can see how absolutely different they were. The worlds of Peckham and Wimbledon definitely didn’t collide. Even when I very young, I knew they liked eating different things, for a start. Grandad in Peckham had a long list of ‘urgh’ food including coffee and pepper, and when garlic hit our streets, both Dad and Grandad were incensed.


Slight digression here but once, when I was sixteen, I took them to a new local café on Peckham Rye, and they were serving garlic bread. The stink the pair of them kicked up overpowered any wafts of the bulb.


‘Oi, boy, watcha brought us in here for?’ Grandad cried. ‘They do that blemmin’ garlic in here!’


‘They don’t, do they?’ chipped in Dad, a face on him as if they were serving rat poison. ‘Blimey, what’s the world coming to?’


‘Sorry,’ I said, sighing. ‘I didn’t know, did I?’


Compared to Grandad’s traditional ideas about food, Mum’s seemed positively cutting edge. As I’ve said, on the whole convenience foods were the way of life downstairs. Mashed potato was always Cadbury’s Smash. This was the age of convenience food and anyone who didn’t use it for their convenience was decried on the telly adverts as stupid. What was it those Smash Martians laughed at us for? Us earthlings for being primitive and peeling potatoes.


On the whole I hated veg. Perhaps because it was mainly tinned, and boiled to the point of soggy disintegration. I hated Brussels sprouts. Mum had a ploy, though. She’d put one on my plate and I’d munch it fast without breathing through my nose to minimise the bitter taste, barely tolerating the dry, chewy insides. Then the next time she’d put two on, and then the next, three.


‘Mum!’ I would cry. ‘That’s not fair!’ As if I wouldn’t notice!


Although Mum mustered about as much enthusiasm for cooking as she did origami, she always, always said to me, ‘You can’t say you don’t like it till you try it, Gregg,’ and she made me as adventurous as she was. Even if it was at the local Chinese or trying every single Vesta meal in the range.




Beef curry and risotto, chicken supreme and rice, chow mien and crispy noodles, sweet and sour – any flavour Mum could lay her hands on we tried. For us, like many people in the 1970s, these dishes were our first taste of foreign food, all conveniently packaged and ready to chuck in the oven or stir on the hob. Scalded taste buds were par for the course, as they emerged with their boiling neon or mucky-brown glutinous sauces, with pasta and rice with the texture of pieces of plastic. The flavourings always knocked your socks off, though, once you’d managed to ‘fuuuuff’ the steam off the fork enough to dare try a mouthful.


Looking back, I had eclectic tastes as a very young kid, thanks to Mum and her hurried ready meals. When a Chinese finally opened nearby, and I got the real McCoy, a proper chow mein, it was less exotic to me than to some, although the MSG almost blew my tastebuds out of my mouth. It was Mum’s and my treat now and again. Prawn balls, dripping in radioactive coloured sweet and sour sauce, crunchy wet bean sprouts you could eat by the fistful straight from a plastic bag – a whole world away from Spam fritters and fish and chips.


Like Grandad, Dad always turned his nose up, though. ‘Urgh, keep that away from me,’ he’d say, flaring his nostrils and raising his upper lip. Like his father, but not like his son.


Mum was a grafter. As I said, she had to be. She was always getting ready for work or coming home from work, it seemed. I saw her briefly in the mornings and then we’d sit and have tea. A few times Mum was home early from work and you could tell by the food presentation. A big mound of mash with four sausages sticking out of it and a sea of peas below was Mum’s ‘I’ve got time’ speciality. ‘Mash hedgehog sitting on grass,’ she’d say proudly.


Our other top treat was a steak from the butcher’s. Or chops. Drizzled with vegetable oil and stuck under the grill to spit until brown. Mum would make home-made chips too. If it was a special dinner we’d sit and eat together, if she had time. Dad’s would sit on a plate, on top of a saucepan of simmering water, going slowly soggy with condensation, waiting for him to return from the pub, which often he never did.


Desserts went down easily. Especially Mum’s Angel Delight. If it came out of a packet, Mum could cook it, and butterscotch and chocolate powder whisked with milk was our mainstay for dessert. Mum would plonk a big bowl in front of me, barely set after being hurriedly made up after work and shoved in the fridge for the minimal length of time, and I’d say, ‘Thank you’ and carefully take my spoon while surveying the edges.


There is only one way to eat a big bowl of this stuff of childhood legend: as an intrepid explorer. Chipping down the sides to try and create a tunnel to infiltrate the other side of the bowl was my preferred method. The tunnel would always collapse but that never stopped me from trying. Prisoners escaping from Stalag Luft III had nothing on this kid with a spoon and a tub of brown fluff. Even now I think the best milk puddings have to be brown to be good ones: caramel, chocolate, sticky toffee, butterscotch. I could happily live in a sticky toffee pudding. Anything with fruit in and milk doesn’t work for me. Strawberry, banana, pineapple – urgh, no thanks.


Caramel cups were sometimes on hand in our fridge if there was no time for Angel Delight. Mum would upturn hers and tap it politely until it slid out, wet and wobbly, like a smooth beige tower of jelly, the ‘sauce’ – always too thin for my liking actually to be called a genuine ‘sauce’, but tasty nonetheless – gathering as a pool at the base.


I never upturned mine. I liked the runny burnt-sugar liquid at the bottom too much. I’ve always liked to save the best till last.


Mum didn’t have a sweet tooth. So she often ended dinners with cheese, waxy pillar-box-red-sided slabs of Edam, plain Cheddar and a few times, if she could afford it, brie, a new-fangled cheese from France from Sainsbury’s. ‘Posh foreign stuff,’ said Grandad.


On special occasions, if there was time, out came the Wall’s Viennetta: the queen of puddings. Now that layered, strange cake of synthetic chocolate that crackled so delightfully under a knife and that creamy smooth but cardboardy-tasting ice cream was a big, big indulgence we only tasted on bank holidays or birthdays. And that, for our table in Peckham, was about as indulgent as it got. No, for indulgence and home-cooked food, Wimbledon was the place to be. With my Grandad and Nan W, around their table for Sunday lunch.


Sundays were a time when we left the chaos of Peckham behind and immersed ourselves in a different way of life. The hour-and-a-half trip seemed like a million-mile journey away from Kincaid Road. It was quite a jaunt for a small lad. We’d get a bus to Vauxhall and then a train to Wimbledon, the red-bricked houses all becoming neater and cleaner as we wound our way en route. We’d pass a working Battersea power station too, with thick billowing smoke emerging from the towers. Eventually, as money became tighter, Grandad would drive to Peckham and pick us up and then drop us home again.


Dad came when I was very small, but one day he stopped. It was after a heated discussion with Grandad W as Nan spooned out the spuds.


‘The Tories stink and you know it,’ growled Dad, stabbing at his roast chicken as if it were about to run off his plate. ‘I mean, do you seriously think we should stand for the nonsense? The working man!’




Grandad sighed, calmly chewing in thought. He was a staunch Tory; Dad was a staunch Labour man, a union man. Both worked for the Civil Service, Grandad W by now as a clerk in the MoD, Dad down the road in Whitehall fixing the plugs, but they couldn’t have been further apart.


‘Well, what do you think?’ Dad cried, rising tension wobbling his lower lip.


‘I think we should have a second helping,’ Grandad said. He was a wise man and he’d never enter into an argument, especially not with someone like Dad. The next Sunday and the ones for ever after Dad’s seat at the table was empty.


Nanny and Grandad W were Wilf and Lily Springette, and compared to my Peckham grandparents, they were very, very posh. They’d moved from Plymouth after the war and had three kids: my Uncle Wilf, Aunt Hazel and Mum, Mary, the youngest. They remained in the family home after Mum had moved out, and to me it was like a palace.


Their house in the Quadrant had a low stone wall and a proper front garden, but the pièce de résistance was the amazing glass sliding doors, in place of an ordinary front door. How groovy were they?


Inside was just as luxurious. The carpet was thick, the wallpaper lush, flocked even, and not only did they have a living room for the sole purpose of sitting in, but they even had a dining room. Out the back they had a big garden, with its own tiny tree about thigh high, with orange leaves, which had grown many years earlier from a peach stone buried by my mum as an experiment. Behind that were rose bushes and even a shed. And beyond the back gate was an alleyway, an exciting place with a railway embankment I was forbidden to go anywhere near. I used to love climbing Nan W’s apple tree, though. I used to get covered in filth, which was especially annoying for Mum who had few clothes for me.


‘Look at the state of you,’ she would say, frowning, as I came in for lunch.


‘It’s not me,’ I would say. ‘It’s your trees. They’re dirty.’


Now when I think of Nanny W, I think of an elegant lady and I think of food. She appeared to be a natural cook, although Mum tells me she was quite a basic cook; I thought she was an incredible one at the time. I lived for her Sunday lunches. And for the first time in my life, I was allowed to help prepare them – well, a bit. It was my job to pick the green spearmint leaves from the disused kitchen sink outside where it used to grow. I’d carefully pull up a handful and then rinse them in the sink, before Nanny W got out her little chopping knife and turned it into confetti the colour of a football pitch.


‘Oooh, smell that?’ she’d always say, inhaling a few inches above the chopping board. ‘Beautiful.’


I knew it would taste even better once it had made its way on to that lamb.


My other job was to ring a little ornamental bell to ‘announce lunch’. As I say, it was posh.


Even now I can sit back, close my eyes and taste her joints of lamb: they were so deeply rich, succulent, moist and stunningly tender that they fell off the bone and melted in your mouth like butter. They were always served with a fantastically sharp mint sauce, giving them a refreshing edge. Her roast potatoes were unbelievable and I have never ever tasted anything like them since. I don’t know how she did them and neither does Mum. Their tops were so crispy and almost black; they sat like hats on top of the spuds and you could literally lift them off intact. The rest of the potato underneath would fall apart and was fluffy as mash. Incredible. Her veg were even lovely too, and I hated veg back then. The whole thing lay on their nice bone china plates, swamped in well-seasoned gravy, just dripping. Just how I like my savoury dishes to be today: wet, rich, comforting and moreish. From then on, brown and wet food was always my preferred choice. I stand by that today.


I would always eat my lunch using the ‘worst first’ system with which I tackled most plates of food. That meant downing the greens or the carrots at once. Then, in the case of my Nan’s roasts, I could polish off the rest quite happily. I’d savour the glorious meat, and then finish with those legendary potatoes, spiking them with my fork and listening to the crackle as I wedged it in. Oh God, it was good.


The best thing was, we could always go back for seconds too. Something unheard of in our house. Or even thirds. Can you imagine!


Only once was there a disaster on my plate, when I spotted an unusual-looking more elongated browned potato. When I happily picked it up to munch it, I found my mouth turning with distaste as I was hit with an awful spongy, dry, oddly chewy texture and a sickly sweet taste. It was years before I was brave enough to try a parsnip again.


After our roasts came our desserts, something we often went without in Peckham. Nanny W loved her puddings. Her strawberry jam was red, daring, glistening and so sweet it made your lips pucker. Her brandy snaps were sticky, chewy horns of delight, and made the most satisfying cracking noise when you got your side teeth around them (front teeth wouldn’t always do the job). When these were filled with cream, the table became a chorus of ‘hmmm’ as we polished them off.


My firm favourite, though, was Nan W’s ‘Crackalaks’, a sweet she named herself and which you couldn’t say without smiling. The simple recipe worked perfectly. Cornflakes were put in a bowl. Then she reached for a tin of treacle, wedged it open with a spoon and dipped a generous-sized tablespoon in. Twisting it round and round quickly, like a professional glassblower, to stop any stray curls of stickiness escaping, she’d hold it high and pour it on top of the cornflakes. Then, using a fresh spoon, she’d mix it up by making wide circles, coating every single flake and crunching a few along the way. Then it was swiftly transferred to a baking tray, squashed down neatly as possible and baked until golden.


The saltiness and crunch of the cereal along with the cloying sweetness of the treacle was absolutely delicious, however young or old you were.


Her trifles were legendary. Vast glass bowls filled with perfect layers, tinned fruit at the bottom, sherry sponge and strawberry jelly, then dollops of snowy-white cream topped off with a shake of hundreds of thousands, like a rainbow wave, always done at the last possible minute before serving so that the colours didn’t seep in.


She wasn’t too keen on baking cakes, but we did get gingerbread now and then – something I was less keen on. It made my throat itch a little, its sticky, gooey crust always coating my fingers however hard I sucked them.


Tinned fruit and Carnation cream was another standby pud. Soft fruit, simple cream. Brilliant.


‘Would you like an apricot?’ Nan always asked, offering peaches.


‘It’s a peach, Nan.’


‘Oh, is it? Would you like one anyway?’


After dinner, we’d sit and chat – something else that didn’t happen much at home. And my grandmother’s strong Plymouth accent was a source of wonderment. She pronounced ‘Co-op’ as ‘Kwop’ and called her daughters her ‘maids’, and ‘boy’ sounded like ‘bye’.


Nanny was a great cook, and she was also a great dressmaker and seemed to know exactly what to do if anyone got ill. In fact she could probably bring small family pets back from the dead, but she didn’t pass any of these skills on to her daughter. This must’ve been typical, as after the war American-style labour-saving devices became all the rage and passing down the skills of housework, or drudgery, wasn’t something mums wanted to do.
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