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Drapa of the Sea Fences, The Saga of the Greenlanders


I ask you, unblemished monks’ tester, to be the ward of my travels. May the Lord of the peaks’ pane shade my path with his hawk’s perch.











Editor’s Note


It was always over breakfast. 8.45 am, the Wolseley. Adrian in his natural habitat, looking the part in a natty tweed, or a bow tie, or a beautifully cut suit lined with something outrageous. There would be three of us: Adrian, me, and Alan Samson, his publisher. Adrian would spring up, grinning, to say hello, and then he was off – news, films, books, TV, plays, politics, history, poetry, gossip, our families, his latest adventures, the countries he’d been to, the people he’d met . . . He had a reporter’s interest in everything. There aren’t really words (though he would have found some) to describe how he could conjure an anecdote, or back up a theory with a historical allusion, or deploy a wildly obscure piece of film trivia, or just render you helpless, crying with laughter. There was no conversation like an Adrian conversation: it brought things to life. It made you feel brighter, smarter, more amusing. It certainly never felt like work.


I edited Adrian’s books for ten years – six books in all. I was first brought in for Table Talk, a collection of his restaurant columns, because he thought it wouldn’t be interesting for the readers or fair to the restaurants simply to reproduce old reviews. But as anyone who bought The Sunday Times and turned straight to his page knew, the long introductions before he got to the actual restaurant were often the best bits. Could we make a book out of those? So we did. The first time we met I had already sent him some rather tentatively edited samples of his old articles, restaurant names elided and topical references left out. I was nervous he might be precious about this. Actually, I was nervous full stop. But he was charming and hilarious and kind from the first handshake: the only subject that didn’t seem to come up was the book itself. Eventually, I asked if he was happy with the sample material. Oh yes, he said, absolutely. It’s fine. Thank



you very much. But you’re being too respectful. You need to be much more brutal: cut away!


Of course I didn’t have to. Who would want to be brutal with Adrian’s writing? But he said this as a gift, I think: so I wouldn’t be frightened of crossing over some invisible line. And after that, it was simply fun. The problem was choice – about fifteen years’ worth of articles, nearly all of them gold. But we crammed in as much as we could: sometimes we spliced two pieces on similar subjects together, or dug out the ‘fragments’ – the small shards of criticism that were the zingers at the heart of a piece; the bits you read out over the breakfast table. The collections of his long-form journalism were even easier: we would talk about the structure of the book and which articles might make the cut, and I would start putting it together to see how it read. Once he’d read the draft I would sit down with him to iron out queries. He would read the relevant bit through – slowly, because of his dyslexia – and suddenly hoot with laughter at some joke. ‘That’s rather good, isn’t it?’, or sometimes ‘I think I missed the mark on that one.’ Though he rarely had.


There were also two new original books. The Golden Door was a series of love letters to America. Pour Me was the extraordinary book he once used to say he would never write, until one morning he suddenly announced that now was the time. ‘My Drink and Drugs Memoir’, he called it, writing the title on a coaster in lieu of a proposal, a mosaic of his life and the last year of his drinking. For these books, he would spend a breakfast talking to us about what he was thinking of writing for the next chapter – weaving a web of stories and themes and associations. And then, a week or a month later, it would arrive in my inbox. All that bright tapestry of words distilled and dictated down the phone to his copytaker, perfect, almost nothing to do but marvel and watch for typos.


His final collection, Lines in the Sand, started as unalloyed pleasure. It was to be a collection of the last seven years or so of feature articles, but he was particularly keen that it should emphasise a theme that had become more and more important to him – the refugee crisis. The writing he produced on this subject lingers, full of moments that snag the memory – the fey boy on the harbour in Kos, starting



his great trek across Europe; the moment when the weight of the women’s stories in the Congo becomes almost too much to bear; the heartbreaking final image of the Lampedusa article.


Early in the summer of 2016, I took the final manuscript down to him as usual, dotted with coloured tags for my queries, and when we were finished we agreed to send the book off to production and said we’d all see each other for breakfast soon. It never happened. We spoke a couple of times over the summer, and then in the autumn he rang to say he was ill. And the illness moved too fast. When he died, that book was just at the final proof stage, and so at the last minute what had begun with such pleasure ended in terrible sadness as we included two more pieces – the restaurant column in which he announced his illness, and the extraordinary last article, which appeared in The Sunday Times the day after his death. Only Adrian would make his farewell piece a clear-eyed investigation into the NHS. Always reporting, right from the brink. Lines in the Sand was published after his death, and it’s a terrific book: a testament to the last years of his writing. But it could not be the final word.


Which brings us to now, and The Best of A. A. Gill: an attempt to bring together all the various shades of his writing over the years – funny and excoriating and thoughtful and outrageous. The difficulty, again, has been choice. But how much harder now, with no Adrian to direct proceedings. Reading back through all the articles his laughter has sometimes seemed to echo – ‘That’s rather good, isn’t it?’, or, more rarely, ‘I wouldn’t bother with that one.’ The problem is, it’s all rather good. Some pieces had to be included: the description of his dyslexia, the account of his father’s Alzheimer’s, the famine piece he wrote in the Sudan in the days when he was thought of as just a restaurant critic, some of the fatherhood pieces that give a glimpse of how his family lay at the heart of things for him, a few of the refugee stories. I once heard someone ask him which article he was most proud of: the answer was the piece about Ugandan sleeping sickness, because it inspired a CNN campaign by Christiane Amanpour that helped change a drug company’s policy. But equally typical of Adrian is the account of him driving tanks through Baghdad with Jeremy Clarkson. His final article, of course, is in here, but also a travel article about



the last family holiday just before he became ill, an idyll before the shadow fell.


We’ve started with food, because that is more or less where he started. His knowledge of food – its history, context, meaning – sings out from the thousands of reviews and articles he wrote on the subject. We have included pieces that show his blade whetted to its sharpest, but also the pieces that celebrate what he loved. It has similarly only been possible to include a tiny fraction of his TV criticism; enough to show what made him the scourge of the Tristrams and a must-read for the audience. And enough to show how much he cared about it: he was always enthralled by how much you could see through the box in the corner. Mostly we have avoided his topical, news-driven pieces, but we had to include his astonishing Europe article, written on the eve of the referendum: Adrian at full throttle, coruscating and fervent in equal measure. And no ‘Best of A. A. Gill’ could be complete without the account of how he once made a porn movie.


Adrian is gone, and we are all the poorer for it: we need that fearless, dazzling, opinionated, provoking and hilarious voice more than ever. But it lives on in the writing he left behind, of which this book is just the tip of the iceberg. I hope it makes you laugh, I hope it makes you gasp, and I hope it makes you miss him.


Celia Hayley
August 2017









FOOD
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There was the ever-present steroidal croissant, the tarts that defy eating. There were African infant-school blackboards advertising things that might be lunch. There were light classics on the Roberts repro radio, and a girl with pearl earrings behind the till. She smiled, with just a hint of despair, as if perhaps there was, under the counter, a drug-crazed midget pointing the open Tabasco jar up her frock.


My red miso soup tasted strongly of red miso. If I never ate it again, I wouldn’t miss it. If I never had to eat tofu again, I’d be jolly pleased.


Then there was 20-year Gu-yue-long-shan drunken chicken, which possibly died of cirrhosis and left its body to gastronomic research. In death it amounted to little more than it had in life.


Service was from the J.R.R Tolkien school of butlering: everything was an interminable journey and a saga.


For pudding, a baked alaska for four came to the table with a servile fanfare. It was doused in spirits and immolated. After a single taste, the company screamed as one. Bring more alcohol and finish the hellish thing off!


The problem, and I freely admit that this is my problem, is that I don’t understand the menu. Since I’m not a gay old Peruvian hand, the ingredients remain opaquely mysterious. I ask you, what are chia seed? Ghoa cress? Tiger’s milk? Algarrobo tree syrup, botija olive, tree tomatoes, sacha inchi oil, yellow ajosecu? Plaintain majado? White kiwicha? Amazonian cashew, muna mint, pisco mosto verde? Huacatay herb? Yellow aji? Crazy pea? The Blonde enquired what the ‘Amazonian fish’ was. ‘It is,’ he said with authority, ‘a fish from the Amazon,’ confidently adding, ‘a big river’.


The temperatures were all wrong, mostly on the chilly side of friendly. The Blonde’s cod was actually hostile.


. . . the fishiness was strident and discordant, and it gave the dish the unmistakable flavour of cat food. Upmarket cat food, the sort of gourmet pussy din-dins that’s supposed to make moggies love you. Still, not really what you want for lunch.


This must be the most depressing restaurant in London, the echoes of the tinkle and croon of the mournful pianist made it sound even more evocatively suicidal, like eating in an underpass at the end of the world.


My Colchesters were as broad as hippos’ kneecaps, and as fat and firm and silky as a mermaid’s breast implant. Rock oysters, the long, paisley-shaped ones, taste stringent and invigorating and salty, but natives have layers of taste, fathoms of flavours. They can be quite sweet and medicinally iodine, and taste of ozone and childish shores. Each one is a sea shanty.


I started with a duck risotto, a mountain of sloppy rice, full of fatty, meaty bits, as if Jemima Puddle-Duck had flown through a wind farm.


…yet another barbecue restaurant. If you live in London and get out a bit, you’ll have noticed that fire and smoke are the two on-trend ingredients. Everybody with a beard and a topknot and a suicide playlist on their phone is smoking stuff. Smoke is the new balsamic vinegar; it’s Soho truffle.


Then there was the beef, the special for two, taken from an aged Spanish cow. It was utterly delicious, tasting like a repressed memory of the way food ought to be in fairy tales, a taste that is morbid and musty, the flavour of an oboe played in a hay barn.


This was an object lesson in horrible barbecuing. The wings were like the contorted bodies of strange, bald, blind rodents that have drowned in the vat of the same tinny metallic sticky sauce made from wine gums and boiled batteries. The coleslaw was vegetables shredded like old prison love letters, but not that interesting. Puddings were the stuff of every tourist café of every shopping centre in the Western world.


Main courses would have got a Third World Airline grounded. My lamb would have been of gastronomic interest to a man who had never eaten a sheep before. The mushrooms wouldn’t have tasted wild if you’d soaked them in Ecstasy and given them guns.


A lobster bisque ought to be the crowning glory of the potager. And this one was excellent. Silky as a gigolo’s compliment and fishy as a chancellor’s promise.









Dinner Parties


(1)


Your shirt is clean, your anecdotes polished, and you’ve had three glasses of Australian chardonnay and twenty-five Twiglets. On cue, the kitchen door flies open and in a cloud of steam your hostess and your dinner enter like Babette presenting her Feast. Only it’s not a feast, it’s a small square of supermarket pre-prepared ‘fisherman’s bake’ and four grey mange-touts on a stone-cold plate. It sits there like an unwanted skin graft.


You remember that at home your babysitter is being paid £4 an hour to enjoy a splendid cassoulet. Do you smile cravenly at your hostess and pour compliments on her lazy, undeserving head? No, do what you want to do, what you should do – send it back. Courteously, but firmly, ask for something else, something appetising, something sustaining, something edible, for crying out loud.


Most of us, I know, would rather be caught in flagrante with a farm animal by Jeremy Beadle than murmur even the merest syllable of complaint at a dinner party, but sending your dinner back like a contrary Oliver Twist is not impossible.


I know, I’ve done it.


We are the only animals in God’s creation who share our food with members of our own species to whom we are not related. We are also the only creatures who consider that mozzarella salad (made with the wrong sort of mozzarella), followed swiftly by a fibrous fig, constitutes a dinner party. And it’s got to stop. We’ve got to get militant. We’ve got to start complaining about being called out after dark on false pretences. Let’s get this straight: who’s doing who a favour?


The received wisdom is that being a guest is a treat, a pleasure, even an honour. But just think about it: there are eight of us who



have taken an hour to get ready and taxi across town in clean shirts with bottles of wine in order to be amusing and entertaining in someone else’s dining room. I reckon that when everything’s taken into consideration we’ve spent about £40 each for the pleasure of tucking into the lentil bake and Play-Doh brie. That’s £320. And what did the hosts spend? Forty-five minutes and a fiver a head.


There is a kitchen adage that says: ‘If the food is the star of your dinner party then you’re inviting the wrong people.’ Let’s face it: dinner parties are social events and the company is the main thing. We’ve all been to parties where the epigrams sparkled like spumante, where the gossip was riveting and our flirtatious neighbours hung on our every word. We could have been eating carpet tiles for all it mattered. But that’s no excuse for serving food that would make the shadow cabinet seem interesting by comparison. It is no excuse for a host to be too busy to shop wisely and cook well. If you’re too damn successful to look after your friends, then don’t give dinner parties. Take them to restaurants or hire a chef.


The first time I sent my dinner back at a private party, it was a filthy lentil stew. It had been made from the wrong, mushy sort of lentils, with a tin of tomatoes tipped in along with near-raw onion chunks. Accompanying it was one iceberg lettuce dressed with vinegar. The succeeding course, a plate of dead apples and a piece of spongy brie, was already on the table. I said that I didn’t think that I could eat the stew. There was a silence you could have spread on toast. The women to the right and left of me edged away and the port merchant on the other side of the table choked on his Bulgarian retsina.


Then the hostess said: ‘It is a bit disgusting, isn’t it? I’ve got some eggs . . . ?’


There was a great sigh of relief from the ensemble and we all trooped into the kitchen and cooked each other omelettes. It was a huge success. I was a friend, and if a friend can’t tell you that your food is a bilious slop which would be deemed an unnatural punishment in a Turkish jail, who can?


June 1993


(2)


Ten years ago, I wrote a piece about sending back food at dinner parties. If it isn’t any good, I said, ask your hostess to take it away and bring something else. Perfectly reasonable. The article had the desired effect – I haven’t been invited to a dinner party since.


We should all know that the great Lucifer will tempt and tease us, not with outright, wanton wickedness, but with a cunning simulacrum of righteousness. And dinner parties are the work of the devil, the dark side of honest supper, twisting the feeding of family and friends to malevolence by snobbery, etiquette, envy and pomp.


The dinner party was the dandruff on the shoulder pads of the evil decade, the 1980s – that explosion of big tits, big hair, big heels and big heads. People threw their elderly relatives into the snow and granny flats became dining rooms, while they tied up miniature vegetables and sprayed raspberry vinegar like tomcats on the pull.


Perhaps at this point we should nail down what a dinner party is. It’s a dinner party when you get dressed up to eat in your own home, and when you lay the table with things you would never use if it were just the two of you: specialist exoskeleton removal implements, butter knives, more glasses than you have hands, napkin rings, silver pheasants, stags or goat-legged blokes humping fat Greek birds. It’s a dinner party if you write the names of people you know perfectly well on little Alzheimer’s cards and stick them into slots in gilt farm animals or scallop shells. It’s a dinner party if you’re cooking something for the first time and if you’re doing it in high heels. And it’s a dinner party if you arrange the food on the plates before serving.


It’s not a dinner party if it’s a couple of mates joining you for supper, if the kids are there, if you can pour the wine without uttering an adjective, and if the first thing you put on the table is brown sauce, a television remote control, the evening paper or a takeaway box.


In the 1990s, the dinner party seemed to die out, knocked on its silly hard head by tiredness, diets and a jolt of good taste. But I can smell the burning polenta in the wind. Dinner parties didn’t die – they just slipped out for a smoke. And they’re making a comeback.



The e-mails have started to arrive: would I like to come over for something to eat? And then the telltale date – a month and a half away. That’s not spontaneous supper, that’s gastronomic flashing, social quail-torturing. It’s the thin end of the truffled brie. Duran Duran are back, Band Aid is back, legwarmers and cowboy boots are back. The hell of retro dinner parties can’t be far behind.


Those of you who grew up in the 1990s, eating with your fingers, might think, ‘Where’s the harm? I could handle it.’ But before you can say ‘kumquat brûlée’, you’ve cancelled the new car and taken the kids out of school, just so you can build a conservatory dining room and install an oven with an integrated teriyaki grill and ambidextrous rotisserie function. Remember: it’s just an innocent canapé today, but it’s the misery of beef Wellington tomorrow. The real sin of dinner parties is that they usurp the most basic human goodness of hospitality and succour and turn it into a homunculus of social climbing. But they also confuse two distinct occupations: cooks and chefs. Cooks do it at home for love. Chefs do it in public for money. Dinner parties are karaoke cheffery.


There are proper places for social gatherings over dinner, for offering hospitality. They’re specifically designed to fill all your dinner-party needs and treat your ‘mine host’ fantasies. These places are called restaurants. A restaurant does everything you want from a dinner party, but better and cheaper. Yes, cheaper – if you factor in your time at the rate you’re paid at work, or even at the pittance you pay your daily.


So, where to go? Somewhere local, somewhere they know you by name, that serves food that feeds conversation and doesn’t overwhelm it. I’m loath to recommend a dining room to you. If you’re old enough to be allowed out at night, you’re old enough to find one that suits your tongue, pocket and aspirations.


So that’s the recipe for a perfect dinner party: eat in – out.


November 2004









Cabbage


The entry for cabbage in the Larousse Gastronomique starts with the heavenly sentence: ‘The cabbage seems to have been unknown to the Hebrews. It is not mentioned in the Bible.’ I love that – so French. Just the slightest note of disappointment with God; just the merest raised eyebrow and pursued Gallic lip. You can imagine a French chef in confession: ‘Bless me Father, for I have sinned – but I’m not the only one: God left cabbages out of the Bible.’


I can still remember my first cabbage, or rather, my first welcome cabbage; my first cabbage that didn’t taste like silage boiled in iodine. Pull up a stool and I’ll tell you about it.


There are important meals in everyone’s life: dinners that are turning points, lunches after which you are a changed man. I can remember every meal that I’ve ever been dumped over. You sit down full of love, lust and appetite and just after the waiter clears away the starter the object of your desire reaches across and holds your hand in an anodyne sort of way and says ‘A.A., I’ve got something I need to tell you. I love you like a friend . . . I need more space . . . I’m seeing your B.F. . . .’ and then, with the immaculate timing that you only get in the best establishments, the waiter returns with a huge plate of cassoulet, chips and a mixed salad. Your stomach turns to curdled milk and the food looks like someone has been sick on your plate; what’s more, you don’t know whether to brain the bitch with the bottle of claret or to beg and whimper. And then you remember you’re picking up the bill as well.


Bad things always happen over dinner and good things always arrive at breakfast, but the most memorable, most precarious meals are always lunch. When I’m under the number 9 bus and my life flashes before me, the highlights will be a selection of lunches, such as the one where I had my first proper cabbage.


It was in Paris. I must have been eighteen and I was there with my father and brother; I can’t remember another time when it was just the three of us together. Nick was sixteen and training to be a chef on the Left Bank, and my father and I had gone across to see how he was settling in. I had been to Paris before, but this time it felt new and original; it was early summer and sunny and we were all pleased to be in each other’s company.


Although Paris is a city that my father knew well (he helped liberate it), it was now occupied by the next generation and belonged to Nick. He took us around like Christopher Wren showing off St Paul’s. It was a charming reversal of roles. My father had always dragged us around cities refusing to use a map and pointing out baroque whatnots with tears in his eyes while my brother huffed along behind complaining about his feet and wanting Fanta.


This time Nick strutted off, diving into bars and cafés where the patron would shake us by the hand and give us tiny, sweet kirs on the house. Chefs, even very gauche sixteen-year-old commis, are respected in Paris. Daddy had a list of restaurants he had personally liberated in 1944 and which he had been personally liberating two or three times a year ever since. He suggested a few, but Nick said we should eat Alsatian food instead – food from Alsace-Lorraine, the department on the border with Germany that has changed hands once a generation for the last five hundred years.


The restaurant was called the Cochon Noir, the black pig, and I think it was near the Bastille. It might have been next to the Opera; anyway, it was cool and beautiful. We could have gone anywhere, but this was just right. In the entrance hall was a black piglet wearing a pink ribbon (so French, to let tomorrow’s lunch smell its mummy cooking). We sat at a corner table and laughed and teased each other and Nick said he would choose, because he wanted to show off, and after a while a huge silver dish was borne unsteadily across the room by a bandy-legged waiter. On it was cabbage, the most divine aromatic mountain of sun-bleached, straw-coloured choucroute. And before you turn up your dainty noses and say ‘Ugh, sauerkraut,’ let me tell you that this dish had about as much in common with the grey sludge you get in bottles



as Juliette Binoche has with Barbara Windsor. On its foothills were base camps of sausages, three or four kinds, and further up were precariously lodged veal chops, anaemic and milky. Closer to the summit were languid, voluptuous strips of fat pork. Ah, but the very best was at the apex: stuck in the top of the Eiger that was lunch was a split of champagne. The sweating waiter gratefully slid the edifice onto the damask and, taking a deep breath, tapped the neck of the bottle with a knife. The champagne erupted, frothing and sparkling all over the mountain. Such a surprise, such a joy, so right for the mood of the day.


That was a life-changing lunch. I never looked at cabbage in the same way after that. It was a bit like the bit in Now, Voyager when Bette Davis steps off the boat transformed from a dowdy frump into the most heavenly woman you have ever seen. That’s what cabbage had been before: a frumpy vegetable and boring waste of plate space, with a smell that generations of Englishmen associate with floggings, polish, Latin and buggery.


Cabbage is now an almost universal vegetable. From Reykjavik to Canton, you can walk into the kitchen with a cabbage and the chef will smile. The Brassica genus (for that is whence the cabbage comes) has spawned a huge number of exotic cousins: cauliflowers, Brussels sprouts, kohlrabis. The cabbage itself comes in hundreds of shapes and sizes and the ones you are most likely to come across in Europe are the straight-leaved green cabbage (school cabbage), the curly savoy, the hard red (best cooked with vinegar and jam) and the white (for sauerkraut).


Cook cabbage gently in a little water, wine, stock or goose fat. It has tons of vitamins, but most of these are lost in the cooking; not that I care. I’m told it’s good for the bowels, but since I’m not particularly interested in mine, I wouldn’t know. The hard red and the white need to be cooked for longer than the other varieties. The best way to deal with cabbage is to eat it with butter and fresh black pepper; no, the best way is to poach it in wine and water with a piece of salt pork; then again, perhaps the best way is to cook it slowly with potatoes and sausages while you’re out at the pub.


Cabbage, they say, is at the centre of the Russian soul. Just as



New York is the Big Apple, Moscow is now the Big Cabbage. A businessman I once met told me it was called that because it has many layers, a hard heart and is full of wind.


October 1994









Morning at the Ivy


6.45 A.M. THE IVY. The day begins. The head plongeur – the chief washer, wiper, mopper, shifter, lifter, stacker, peeler, plucker and muttering-swearer – unlocks the heavy green double doors of the tradesmen’s entrance and goes down the stairs, two at a time, past the service bar, the wine cellar, the condiments cupboard, the chef’s glass-walled office, to the kitchen.


Outside it’s chilly, down here it’s warm. The conserved heat of thousands of dinners. A successful kitchen never knows what it is to be cold. Neon flickers and chunters over the room. Everything rests at attention. This kitchen looks like the engine room of a beached battleship, all iron and steel pipes and ducts, thick and corrugated, worn rough and smooth by use. It is a room that shrugs off the word ‘design’, like oil on a hot pan. It defies order or elegance. The equipment squats like sideboard sumos, nutted and bolted, defending their small territories.


A commercial kitchen is as different from a domestic one as a tiger is from a tabby. There are none of the small rustic niceties of a family home and hearth here. This is not a warm welcome by the stove, no smiley magnets on the fridge, no children’s daubs pinned to the wall, hanging herbs, aesthetic vases of wooden spoons. There is not a single chair – no time for one. This is a war room, a factory that manufactures hand-made food with dozens of moving parts, dozens of temperatures, textures, liquid, solid, ice, fire, propelled with pinpoint accuracy and machine-gun rapidity, plate after plate, the same and unique.


The plongeur doesn’t look at the kitchen. He could trace every shin-barking stanchion, every apron-snagging tap in his sleep. He gets his brushes, buckets, cloths and sticky acid to attack the canopy. Every morning starts with the canopy. The long steel chimney that stretches



over the central island of the ovens, the hot heart of the kitchen. The canopy is a bugger. It sucks the fumes, smoke and hot oaths of service in one continuous day-long intake of breath and spews, exhales, up, up, up and out, into the exhausted sky, to mix with all those other heavenly burnt offerings of London at the trough. The canopy is a bugger. Oil, fat, dripping, lard, ghee, stick and congeal in its creases and seams. The steam-borne smells of root and muscle, allium and brassica, saffron, thyme, turmeric, allspice, nutmeg and cinnamon, caramelised sugar, brandy and sour vinegar, duck thighs and salmon scales curl and emulsify into gobbets that dribble into nubbed stalactites on its galvanised yawn. In other restaurants they try to forget about the canopy, pretend it’s not there. Ignore its acquisitive intake of breath, leave it to someone else. Once a week, once a month, whenever the Health Inspector cometh. The Ivy is not other restaurants. At the Ivy they do the bugger every damn day.


A commis-chef arrives, thin and pale as bacon rind, eyes rheumy with untouched sleep. Slope-shuffling feet, he goes to the hob, turns a key, strikes a match. The first hissing blue flame. A commis isn’t quite the lowest being in the brigade of chefs: there are apprentices below him, but he is non-commissioned, expendable fodder. Commis is the beginning of the long climb to your own kitchen, your own glass office, but it’s a long way away this morning. He bangs down a pan. In every kitchen in the world this is the first thing ever cooked: water. The start of everything, the universal necessity. You can get by without anything but water. Water for coffee. Big tin of instant. Instant, peel away the memories of warm sheets. Instant, wash-the-gritty-eyes caffeine. All the staff here drink from half-pint mugs. The customers have cups and saucers, but this isn’t sipping and chatting coffee: this is medicine, this is drugs.


The commis swigs, then collects a heavy sticky blue dustbin on dodgy wheels, a mobile charnel house, full of claggy bones. Big, saw-ended, clubbable veal bones, baked brown and congealed. He puts a pot, big enough to boil a small missionary, onto the wide burner and chucks in skeleton segments two-handed. This cauldron, and another like it, will simmer and bubble all day, washing the knuckles and marrow of flavour, until the bones are bleached dry.



This stock is the fuel of traditional kitchens, the basic sticky, meaty, chameleon goodness, that is the base for soups, sauces and glazes. The Ivy makes and uses up to fifty litres a day. Another swig of medicine. Trays of stacked fresh bones go into the slow oven to be browned off for tomorrow.


The kitchen begins to fill. The morning sous-chef arrives – he is in charge until lunch – and starts going through papers in the crammed glass office. Upstairs, beyond the swing doors that mark the uneasy boundary between the white uniform and the black, the restaurant is still dark and quiet. The tables and chairs are stacked in the middle of the room, silhouetted against the faint grey dawn that pokes through the criss-crossed mullioned windows. An empty restaurant is never a lonely place. The bubble and clatter of service seem to be just a sub-audible echo away. The room hums with the spirit of dinner.


At the far end, through the bar and the doors into the lobby where the hat-check sits, there is a blue window with a moon on it. A street light shines and casts a romantic, dream-like, cerulean glow over the entrance. It is appropriate. The Ivy is a romantic place.


The Ivy is a unique restaurant. In a city bowed down with restaurants, these fretted, scarred, screwed and glued plywood upended tables and chairs are the most sought after in Britain. More people yearn for a round plywood first-night table than a Georgian pedestal table with acanthus carving. In the trade the Ivy has a professional reputation that is envied beyond avarice and mimicked thanks. This is the pre-eminent club of the British theatre, drama’s green room. It is also claimed for television, film, publishing, advertising and journalism. This is the room where people who are professionally good in rooms come to be good at what they are good at. The Ivy is a modern, living Poets’ Corner. At every lunch or dinner, anyone who reads a Sunday paper will recognise at least a dozen relaxed, smooth-toothed, autocue-animated faces, and the ones you don’t recognise are likely to be the movers and shakers, the fixers and dealers of the culture.


Other restaurants may drop a handful of starry names of who eats with them. At the Ivy it would be easier to list the ones who don’t. Noël Coward doesn’t eat here, Laurence Olivier, Margot Fonteyn,



Marlene Dietrich and Dame Nellie Melba don’t eat here, but they did. For most of this century everybody who is anybody has dined at the Ivy.


8.00 A.M. The first delivery of the day arrives. Lay’s Fruit and Veg. It’s a family business of three cheeky-chappie Chelsea supporters, Cockney enough to warm the cockles of Dick Van Dyke’s speech coach’s heart. They have been doing ‘The Garden’ for three generations. Bags of potatoes, boxes of squash, carrots, onions, beans. The sous-chef regards an early parsnip dubiously, Cos lettuce for the Caesar Salad and crates of ‘queer gear’. Air-freighted berries, perky ingénue salad leaves dumped in a rush by the larder for the kitchen apprentice to sort.


Breakfast. Bacon sandwiches for the kitchen; sliced white, chin-dribbling, eaten standing.


The first Black Suit arrives. A front-of-house manager, he hurries through the dining room turning on lights. Careful, elegant light, emotive rise-and-fall illumination, not the buzzing flat white-out of the kitchen. Coffee. He fills the machine with the Ivy’s special Arabica blend, the water giggles and hisses in through the filter. Customers’ coffee, front-of-house coffee.


Downstairs, the kitchen has moved up a gear. The commis who makes the stock is on sauces today. He stands hunched over his little station, surrounded by pots: curry sauce, dark truffle, meat reductions. He chops handfuls of parsley, tarragon and chervil, pours oil into a hot pan, fries off shallots, shovels tomato concassé.


The kitchen may look haphazard and disorganised, but it is formed, cluttered by experience and repetition – not just of eighty years here, but of two hundred years of collective restaurant experience. This is a traditional kitchen, arranged in the old way of stations. Spreading out from sauces are fish, hot and cold starters and hors d’oeuvres, vegetables and larder, pastry and puddings. Every position has a commis going about their small bit of defensible space. You don’t ever have to pretend to look busy in a kitchen: from the minute you walk through the doors you just are.


Over by the hellish deep-fat fryer, a big chef takes a small onion



bhajee, fries it and presses it, fries it again and takes it to the sous-chef to taste.


‘Not enough salt.’


He gives it to me to taste. ‘Not enough salt.’


‘Better put some more salt in it then.’


There is little chat. Curt hellos, a bit of ‘What did you do last night?’, ‘You didn’t, did you?’, ‘The same,’ and some work, ‘Have you got a spatula?’ There is none of that arch French hand-shaking that takes the first half-hour of every day in Paris. The atmosphere is relaxed because there isn’t time to be formal. Escoffier or Carême could walk into this kitchen and feel at home. Outside, the world would be confusion to them, but the kitchen is the last workplace, apart from a museum and the law, to resist rationalisation and ergonomics and employ friendly psychology. A kitchen remains unreconstructed because it works, and because chefs like it this way.


It’s a masculine place, incorrect, unfair, hierarchical. A hard-knock, sharp-edges, fat-and-fire place. That’s not to say that women don’t fit in here, or are not respected, it’s just that kitchens don’t say please and thank you for a reason. You have to want to work in them very much indeed to get on here. This is not a place to have doubts, want a view, miss fresh air, be squeamish or become a vegan. Kitchens are tough because nobody can fail alone in them: everybody works together or they all fail together. It’s not too many cooks that spoil the broth, it’s one – the one who forgets the salt.


November 1997









Pomegranate


I have a very strong memory of the first time I ate pomegranates. It was my second year at boarding school, and I was twelve. It was the same year I went to my first dance and bought my first pop record (Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band), read From Russia with Love and had my first kiss from a girl who closed her eyes and smelt of Johnson’s Baby Shampoo and warm winceyette. She played the ‘Moonlight Sonata’ on the black Bösendorfer in the chilly music room, then leant across and kissed me. I caught a faint opalescent glimmer of her breasts down the front of her nightie. I think she imagined that you should kiss someone after playing Beethoven, and I just happened to be there. I can’t hear that piece now without missing the feeling of lips on mine during the silence at the end. Unfortunately, I wasn’t there for Rachmaninov.


The day after that kiss was Saturday, and I took my half-crown to the local town as usual, but instead of squandering it on fish’ n’ chips or a Wimpy, I bought a pomegranate. I really don’t know why, as I didn’t know what they were. I was at a vegetarian boarding school, so gastronomy was a long way down the list of important things. I do remember being starving at the time, but then a pomegranate isn’t what you go for when you’re hungry. I’d like to think it was a sympathetic memory of the glimpsed bosom, but perhaps it was because I was unhappy. Homesickness is the worst thing in the world when you’re twelve.


The pomegranate was as alien to dormitories – and bells, farting boys, wet socks and the flat, dun-coloured, damp East Anglia that I was stuck in – as it was possible to get. A beautiful russet and rose ball, a comfortable weight in the palm of the hand, it seemed to promise exotic sunshine, distant dusty mountains and warm earth. I took it back to my room and cut it open with my going-to-school penknife,



to discover I’d bought a treasure box of beautifully packed precious beads, more delicate and mysterious than anything the ghastly dining room had to offer. I had no idea how you ate a pomegranate, and eventually decided to use a straightened safety pin, spiking each perfect seed and rolling it around my tongue as though it were a sweet-tart tear. It whiled away a miserable afternoon. Every Saturday during the autumn term, I’d buy a pomegranate and eat it, a seed at a time, huddled on the school playing fields watching the house XI kick their opponents’ shins.


The flavour of pomegranate is ineffably sad. It’s the taste of mourning, of grief mixed with happy memory. I couldn’t have picked a better metaphor for how I felt about being away from home, about the girl who kissed me, about my life and body changing from boy to young man. I’d like to say that I understood all this, that I realised that the fruit was a symbolic catharsis, an allegory, but I didn’t. I did, however, learn that nice things given when you’re unhappy can make you sadder, and that the flavour of sweetness counterpoints bitter-salt sourness.


The pomegranate was a symbol of life long before I got hold of one at school. Persephone, Demeter’s beautiful daughter, was kidnapped by Pluto and forced to be his bride in the dark Underworld. She mourned for the green, living world above, and was told that she could return to her mother, so long as she hadn’t eaten anything in Hades. But she had eaten six pomegranate seeds. So for six months of the year, Persephone had to remain with Pluto in Hades as a Queen of the Dead, while the earth mourned, and for the remaining six months she returned to her mother and the world bloomed. She also fell in love with Adonis, but that’s another story.


The pomegranate grows wild in Asia Minor, and was cultivated by the ancient Egyptians and Greeks about 3,000 years ago. But I’m not sure how they ate it; as far as we know the Greeks didn’t eat fruit with meat – it was kept for symposia where wine was drunk. Considering pomegranates have been around for such a long time, recipes for them are few and far between. I’ve just been leafing through my cookery books and the Greek and Middle Eastern ones often leave them out altogether. Perhaps they’ve always just been a symbol of sex.


If you want to cook with pomegranates, you need to remove the seeds with a small spoon and avoid the sour-tasting intricate membrane. If you want the juice, simply press the seeds through a sieve. I can hardly ever eat them: they make me sad. Still, the best way to do so is one seed at a time, when the fields are bare and bleak and you think spring will never come. Taste the subtle, ancient flavour and remember Persephone, ruling over the dead as she counted the days before she could return to the sunlight and the green shoots appeared again.


February 1998









Vegetarians


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


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


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


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


You may be wondering what all this has got to do with a restaurant column. Well, let me tell you the shocking truth: the real reason we



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


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


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


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


The rules of reviewing vegetarian places are not the same as for real



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


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


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


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


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


The Blonde had added tomato. They were both ghastly, tepid, thick, mono tastes, puréed pulse without a heatbeat. What followed was without doubt one of the worst meals I have eaten. The money I have most resented spending. It was all made without apparent love



or care or talent. Again, it convinced me that the only ingredients vegetarians care about are the ones they won’t use.


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


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


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


April 2000, December 2005









Stow-on-the-Wold


Through the miracle of printing, let me whisk you to a gentle fold in the Cotswolds and the soft, lyrically ageless, honey-coloured hell that is Stow-on-the-Wold. Just say it: Stow-on-the-Wold. It’s like having a mouthful of the butteriest, sugariest, sucky-glutinous fudge. Stow-on-the-Wold on a Sunday fair takes your breath away, makes you want to hug yourself, wear a cravat, sell your bijou flat in Fulham and move right here, right now. And then set yourself on fire in the market square as a beacon for those who might be foolish enough to follow. Of all the terrible knick-knacky, home-made, detestable places I’ve seen in this country, Stow takes the biscuit. It will sell you the biscuit first, made from an ancient Gloucestershire granny recipe using only organic pixie nuts.


Where to start? Ah, let’s start over there in the organic-food shop with fancy craft den attached. The crafty-wafty shoppy-woppy sells pottery table fountains in runny, pastel iced-cookie colours. I know, I know. How have you ever lived without one? They’re £100 each, and together they tinkle like a hymn to incontinence. But the sheer, naked, full-on, peeing nastiness of them isn’t the thing that sends you reeling, it’s the notices telling you what not to do. Fourteen of them (I counted). Smoking, of course. Eating. Drinking. Babies. Touching. Breaking. Spitting. Loitering. But my favourite is: ‘Only serious enquiries, thank you.’ Or maybe it was ‘sincere’. That boggled beyond Gordian unboggling. How could anyone conceivably be either serious or sincere about portable, moist, plug-in pottery ornaments?


I was brought here by Jeremy Clarkson. It’s his neck of the woods – and it needs to be wrung. He not only chose but paid to live hereabouts. They all know him. ‘Hello Jeremy,’ they say (even the ones with Alzheimer’s). ‘You’re Jeremy Clarkson, aren’t you?’ Sitting in the



only place you’re allowed to drink coffee and smoke simultaneously (hotel garden, residents only, unless you’re local hero Clarkson), I pointed out that nothing, but nothing, could make this place worse. It had an unbeatable royal flush of horror. And then the Morris men started.


We escaped to a pub in a nearby village.


Country pubs are buried deep in the collective cerebellum, right at the back in the oldest, black-beamed, rustic bit of our brains. We have a country-pub node that feeds sentimental, Edwardian, Wind-in-the-Willows, cloth-cap-and-tankard, ready-rubbed-shag twaddle into our heads to the sound of Percy Grainger. It’s impossible to have been born and bred in this country and be dispassionate about pubs. You know they’re foul, but you’d die in a ditch to save them. Even New Labour is trying to pass a bill to stop them renaming the Turk’s Head the Slug and Stripper.


Sunday lunch in a country pub is one of those things Englishmen with unspeakable tropical diseases in distant jungles hallucinate about just before they die. And this is the pub they dream of. It’s perfect in every particular. Hunting prints. Cross-eyed stuffed Reynards on the yellow-stone walls. Inglenooks a gogo. And things growing all over it. There’s a garden with barrows planted with flowers. Everything is so exactly right that it’s quite obviously a base for invading Martians.


And the lunch was a perfect pub lunch, just the way you imagine it when you’ve got a temperature. Roast beef that tastes like it has been cut off the bottom of the Morris men’s pantomime horse, Yorkshire pudding like dry rot, kedgeree that’s hunt-the-fish and the colour of Chinese cowardice, sticky-toffee pudding, and beers that sound like characters from P.G. Wodehouse. ‘Ah, Hook Norton, glad you could make it. Do you know Beamish and Tolly Cobbold? Marston is in the gents.’ It all cost nothing, or next to a metropolitan nothing.


We happily watched the weekend locals self-consciously talking greenfly in their stiff Country Casuals cords and Viyella shirts, everyone trying as hard as possible to be a character from a 1950s Shell poster, as if the whole thing were being recorded for posterity; as if they were the ghosts of posterity, and ‘contemporary’ meant chaps you did National Service with and a joke that happened to art. You



see, that’s why I could never live in the country. I wouldn’t have the stamina to keep up the continual collective pretence, the delusion, that all this was normal.


July 2000









Starbucks


Have you ever been to a Starbucks? (God, I’m beginning to sound like those judges who say: ‘Pray, what is a Rolling Stone? And could you enlighten the court on the exact nature of a T-shirt?’) Of course you’ve been to a Starbucks. Starbucks is your second living room. The question I should have asked is: why?


I’m not a habitué of these West Coast coffee shops. Not for any snobbish reason – just because I like coffee. An American café sounds like the punchline to one of those jokes in which the Germans end up the lovers, the Italians the soldiers, the French the marriage counsellors and the Greeks the cooks, architects or hairdressers – in fact, anything at all. I can’t think of a single thing I’d trust a Greek to do professionally, except make Turkish coffee. (That should get the postman’s hernia pulsating.) Asking Americans to make coffee is like asking them to draw a map of the world.


‘OK, so this is your house, that’s Disneyland, and what’s this squiggle over here? Right, that’s everywhere else.’ American coffee is only coffee because they say it is. It’s actually a pale, scalding infusion of junior-school jam-jar brush water. Americans who drink one a week imagine they’re in the grip of a vicious caffeine frenzy that prohibits them from signing legal documents, operating heavy machinery and adopting children, but, oddly, helps if they want to plea-bargain a murder – or bomb developing countries. It’s not a drink for grownups.


Anyway, I did go to a Starbucks recently. And I’m still reeling. I can’t remember the last time I was served something as foul as its version of a cappuccino. I say ‘version’, but that’s a bit like saying Dot Cotton’s a version of Audrey Hepburn.


To begin with, it took longer to make than a soufflé. I was the only customer, and asked the girl for a cappuccino. There followed an



interrogation that would have impressed an SS Scientologist. What size did I want? Did I need anything in it? Was I hungry? By the time she’d finished, I felt like sobbing: ‘You’ve found Tom, and Dick’s under the stove in D Hut, but I’ll never give away Harry – he’s got Dickie Attenborough up him.’


Suspiciously, she passed the order, written in Serbian, to another girl standing all of three inches away, who, in turn, slowly morphed into Marie Curie and did something very dangerous and complicated behind a counter, with a lot of sighing and brow-furrowing.


An hour and a half later, I was presented with a mug. A mug. One of those American mugs where the lip is so thick, you have to be an American or able to disengage your jaw like a python to fit it in your mouth. It contained a semi-permeable white mousse – the sort of stuff they use to drown teenagers in Ibiza, or pump into cavity walls. I dumped in two spoonfuls of sugar. It rejected them. Having beaten the malevolent epidermis with the collection of plastic and wooden things provided, I managed to make it sink. Then, using both hands, I took a sip. Then a gulp. Then chewed.


I had the momentary sense of drowning in snowman’s poo, then, after a long moment, a tepid sludge rose from the deep. This was reminiscent of gravy browning and three-year-old Easter eggs.


How can anyone sell this stuff? How can anyone buy this twice? And this was only a small one – a baby. The adult version must be like sucking the outlet of a nuclear power station.


I slumped into a seat. There was a pamphlet about fair trade, and how Starbucks paid some Nicaraguan Sancho a reasonable amount for his coffee so that he now had a mule to go with his thirteen children, leaky roof and fifteen coffee bushes. It made not screwing the little no-hope wetback into penury sound like the most astonishing act of charitable benevolence. And they just had to print a pamphlet about it, so we all know the sort of selfless, munificent, group-hug people we’re dealing with.


I’ve just looked up the origin of cappuccino. I always imagined it was nineteenth-century Italian. Actually, it appears first in 1683, just after the relief of Vienna from the Ottomans. The retreating Turks left behind sacks of coffee, and an enterprising double agent, Franz



Georg Kolschitzky, opened the first European coffee shop (disputed with Caffè Florian, in Venice). It was not a success until he added milk, honey and cinnamon. The cappuccino was born. He needed something to go with it, so he got his neighbour, the baker Peter Wendler, to turn his excellent butter buns into Turkish symbols. Ta-ra! The croissant.


All that history, all Sancho’s effort, and it ends up as Starbucks. Oh, the pity and the shame. The name, by the way, comes from Capuchin monks, who had white habits. Interestingly, they also donated their name to a monkey, simply by adding a syllable.


February 2003









Concert


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


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


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


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



of late) and auto-testicle clutching, which I’ve always thought there was far too little of in The Mikado.


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


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


I was just trying to remember what it was my dad took me to



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


July 2003









Pubs


I’ve spent more time in pubs than in any other public building. More than in restaurants or cinemas, theatres or magistrates’ courts, libraries, museums or churches. More than in all of them put together. That’s an amazing testimony to the power of the pub – and a savage indictment of my social sophistication.


My abiding memory of pubs is not the Hogarthian jostle, the elbow-nudge and spittle-spray or the claggy dampness that implies every surface is the sickly skin of some giant comatose creature. It isn’t the bellowed bollocks, the charmless flirting or the desperate, choking camaraderie with geezers whose surnames I never knew, but whose girlfriends I’d shagged.


No, my abiding memory of pubs is the wide open emptiness, the motes drifting in the cue of sunlight above the pool table, the luke-bile gag of the first rinsing mouthful of beer and the fingered and folded Daily Mails, passed from bacon-smoked hand to redundant hand. ‘ ’Ere, you went to boarding school. What’s the capital of Nigeria? Five letters. First letter K . . . Bugger. That means wanker’s wrong.’


Some – actually, lots of – people have asked me why I spent so much time in pubs.


The answer is that I was a drunk, and that’s where drunks go. But that’s only half an answer. One of the few perks of being a full-time professional drunk is that you can do it almost anywhere – benches, emergency stairs in multi-storey car parks, other people’s spare rooms. And yet I would assiduously get up every morning and go to a pub, the way my grandfather went to the bank. I was never late and I never took a day off sick. I’d sit and wait till they rang bells and threw me out.


It’s the waiting I remember most vividly, waiting for something to happen. The pub was a metaphysical airport lounge and, standing at



the bar, I was like those drivers with a passenger’s name scribbled on cardboard. I stood there for years with this invisible sign that just said: ‘Anyone. Anywhere.’ At the core of the Wagnerian despair of your committed drunk, there is a Micawberish glimmer that something will turn up.


It’s a long time since I’ve been to a pub with intent. Like all folk who make, or are forced to make, life-fracturing decisions – the defrocked priest, the refrocked transsexual, the refugee, the divorcee – I’m ambivalent about the rooms I’ve left behind. Going into a pub is like revisiting the scene of a crime, being both victim and perpetrator. One of the things I hated at the time was any confusion of the pubbiness of pubs; the trendy pretence that the pub might be a family recreation lounge, a French-ish boules park, a part-time disco, a Cuban cocktail bar or, worse – much worse – a restaurant.


Food and pubs go together like frogs and lawnmowers, vampires and tanning salons, mittens and Braille. Pubs don’t do food; they offer internal mops and vomit decoration. The idea that the gastropub is the answer to a lack of reasonably priced decent public food in suburban Britain, and the declining fortunes of public houses, is a Tony-ish mule of an idea.


Pub kitchens are invariably tiny and ill equipped to produce much more than a toasted sandwich. The dreams and desires of drinkers and eaters aren’t complementary. A drinker needs room to get clumsy, flick fag ends and do Sean Connery impressions, which tends to get in the way of the organic English spotted loin in mustard and balsamic jus. And what about fighting? You can’t have a fight in a gastropub. It would be all Hooray Billy Bunter bun-chucking.


We’ve had a decade of pub restaurants, and they’re virtually all horribly splod and tish. But still they come, little upstairs rooms with a couple of tables, a snug made into a kitchen, barmen doubling as waiters. So it was with less than vaunting enthusiasm that I shuffled down to Lambeth to try the latest one. I couldn’t even get the Blonde to come. She said she’d see me for real dinner later.


I walked in and discovered it was a pub: a very pubby pub, pubbled with after-work drinkers. The restaurant bit was in an adjoining room. At 6.30 pm, it was packed – and I was amazed. The waitress



found me a spot on a table with two couples. The kitchen was a cage the size of a Monopoly board, with a pair of cooks running around like the top hat and the iron. The menu was to the point and very good – modern, non-dainty-Rhodes English. It had that distinctive, meaty smell of Fergus Henderson. I think maybe both the hat and the iron trained with him at St John.


I started with a dish that made the whole room go quiet.


The lights went down and a single spot illuminated the bowl in front of me. In the distance, there was a choir singing the Angelus, and I knew, the way you just know, that I was going to love this dish with all my heart for the rest of my life – or its life, whichever was longer. It was a heart-clutchingly thick potato soup, and nestling in it was a slab, a plinth, an altar of pressed foie gras, gently melting. It was properly brilliant. Every descriptive illustration I can think of to make it live for you is so intimately sensual that we can’t print it on a Sunday. It was rough’n’toff.


February 2004









Turtle


‘This must be the worst thing you’ve ever put in your mouth,’ said a travelling companion as the waiter presented us with the turtle. We were in the middle of a paddy field outside Hanoi, in a restaurant that was no more than an agricultural, corrugated iron barn on a concrete floor with that ubiquitous light of Asia, neon. It specialised in what my Vietnamese guide euphemistically called ‘exotic food’. What he meant was stuff fished out of mud – frogs, rats and this turtle, which is what Americans call a turtle and I call a terrapin.


They come, of course, with their own handy serving suggestion. We chose a live terrapin doing its impression of a dead terrapin in a plastic paddling pool. Why anyone wants to keep these things as a pet is beyond me. Anyway, half an hour later it’s back at the table, looking remarkable unfazed. Only the waiter goes voilà! and lifts its lid off with all the swagger of the Tour d’Argent. After half an hour of sucking the metatarsals out of gelatinous feet and fiddling about in its incredibly rudimentary digestive system with chopsticks, I realised that turtle on the half-shell is more of an event and an anecdote than a meal.


I also had the hard-boiled fertilised duck egg. This is a 12-day-old Jemima Puddle-Duck abortion and, frankly, though edible, it’s not an improvement on the before or the after. We were offered scentweasel, a cat-sized animal wrapped in a straitjacket of bamboo, and whose furious eyes gleamed in the neon. I declined, not because I couldn’t have eaten it, but because I probably wouldn’t have finished it.


All of these things weren’t served for sustenance or pleasure, but as mystical medicines. Medicinal food in the Third World usually promises one of two things: boy babies, or an erection you can open a packing case with. I’m continually astonished at the number of things that are supposed to be aphrodisiacs in the Far East in societies



that, leaving aside Western sexual tourism, are generally rather prim and conservative.


We left. The waiter gave me the gall and blood of the terrapin in rice spirit to take away. I gave it to my driver, a man of unsurpassed hideousness. The next day he told me he’d shared it with his 70-year-old father. Together they’d had a night of depraved Dionysian excess, he winked and leered. I strongly suspected he’d got dumpling-faced and did karaoke.


The things people always imagine will be vomit-inducing usually aren’t. I’ve eaten white flying termites, salty ants, scorpions, jewelled beetles, locusts, armadillo in the shell, agouti, warm Masai cattle blood from a gourd rinsed in urine, and giant African frog. All of the insects were delicious. In fact, I’d stop for flying ants or jewel beetles. Armadillo was tough and metallic. The agouti, a large guinea pig, was really delicious, with a thick layer of fat. The frog was filthy, the size of a green meat pie, with devil eyes. I carried it in my pocket for a day. It made a lunge for my willy; frogs will eat anything. I’ve never been so pleased to see anything die. It tasted like pond slime and forgotten face-flannel.


A food critic really only needs two things in order to do his job properly: no eating disorders and the gastric morals of a hooker with a mortgage. You gotta eat everything, and mostly more than once. I actively try to keep my prejudices down to a minimum. I got over my round-eye revulsion of durian fruit. It tastes of garlic, wine gums and rotting liver. I quite look forward to it now.


I think in the First World we have the illusion of choice and sophistication, whereas in fact the range of flavours and textures we consume for pleasure is getting smaller and fewer: we’re down to dumbly bold and inoffensively bland. So many things have single, polite flavours; we’re cutting out the complex and the strange.


In Iceland, they eat what is probably the most difficult thing I have ever had to put in my mouth: year-old buried shark. The flavour of ammonia so strong you can taste it behind your eyeballs. And seal hand-preserved in whey. In Reykjavik these are dishes of identity – they link modern Icelanders with the astonishing hardships of their



past. It’s edible heritage. They’re also ferociously drunk when they sit down to the table.


There is the shock of the new, and then there is the shock of the familiar but hidden. The truth is that when you eat something threatening, disgusting, poisonous abroad, it’s sort of straight up in your face. When they offer you dog, they don’t call it low-fat, organic, hand-reared, street-smart meat, they call it dog. And you can go and see it out the back. They serve stuff with its teeth in and its fins on. A durian is a durian, and you can tell it’s coming three rooms away.


But at home, food arrives by stealth. You never quite know – it’s cloaked in euphemism and simile, wrapped in advertising and association. You never can be really sure what this more-ish thing is actually made of. William Burroughs said that the naked lunch is when each of us realised, properly realised, what was actually on the end of our forks. The most shudderingly disgusting thing is food that’s pretended to be your close friend, but is really a sordid, child-molesting, gut-rotting sociopath. The naked lunch, the vilest thing you put in your mouth, is when you realise what mechanically recovered meat actually means.


And the worst thing? Well, the worst I ever heard of was a friend who’d spent three months in Pakistan and craved chocolate beyond reasoning. At the airport, she found a stall selling Rolos. With nerveless fingers, she shoved four into her mouth. They were fakes, frauds, copies filled with gutter water. The glissando from expectation to fathomless disgust in that is pretty unbeatable. But my worst? Honestly? It was the hamburger from a caravan at the Eminem concert. Without doubt, by a country mile, the most disgusting thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.


September 2004









Ramadan


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


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


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