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To Gwen and Eva for teaching me how to cook and to Pratip and Arthur for teaching me how to eat.





Introduction
Whetting the Appetite



As I write this introduction, I have just completed an interview with a German radio station. The interviewer’s first question was the almost inevitable, ‘Tell me, Simon, why is British food so dreadful?’


I resisted my first urge to circle my eyes with my fingers and respond with a childish refrain of The Dambusters theme and began to argue our case. She was having none of it and as she signed off, finished by saying, ‘So, now you want to be the saviour of British food? The best of British luck to you.’


I don’t want to be anyone’s saviour, thank you very much. I doubt anyone would have me anyway. But constantly having to defend British food from the barbs of foreigners is one of the more tiresome elements of travelling around the world and writing about food. Eating for Britain is my own small attempt to restore the balance, a chance to prove to myself as much as anyone else that, while we have much to be apologetic about when it comes to food in Britain, we also have some truly exceptional dishes that are prepared from fabulous ingredients by people who really give a damn about what they are doing.


Although this is not a history book, I hope along the way you will glean at least one or two useful little facts and stories about the origins of some of our national dishes that you can bore your friends rigid with on a rainy day. It is not a sociology book although I hope it will give you some insight into the state of our nation through the prism of the food I sampled. It is not a recipe book although you will certainly find a handful in here where I have decided that your life would not be the same without them. Bloody good they are too: trust me, I have prepared them all any number of times.


Eating for Britain is quite simply my attempt to discover Britain’s most wonderful foods and from that to construct the perfect day’s eating if, by chance, I could bring any and all of them to my table without concern for price, seasonality or, God help me, carbon footprint. It is the result of a journey that has taken me the best part of a year and has involved over 13,000 miles of driving in a battered Ford Focus, from the coast of Cornwall in the south-west of England to the coast of Moray in the north-east of Scotland; from the rural idylls of the Gower Peninsula to the grim urban sprawls of London and Birmingham.


It was a trip that brought moments of incredible luxury as I tasted whisky costing £10,000 a bottle and it was a trip that also brought unmitigated horror as I practised projectile vomiting for seven long hours off the coast of Norfolk. It was a trip that challenged many of my preconceptions as I met those who hunt for sport, and confirmed my worst prejudices as I encountered dishes for which their manufacturers should be dragged before the local beak.


It was a trip that brought back wonderful memories of my childhood growing up in Yorkshire: memories of Sunday lunches centred around a huge joint of pork or beef; memories of fish and chips on weekend trips to the coast; and visits to my grandparents in London where my own passion for food was nurtured by my Welsh grandmother’s love of baking. And it was a trip that brought me up to date with the state of our nation’s food in this modern era, our love of celebrity, the power of our supermarkets and the decline of so many of our renowned food industries.


Despite the dubious reputation our food has earned itself around the world I discovered that we are beginning to fight back and rediscover dishes of which we can be really proud: classic dishes like hot pot in Lancashire; dishes of ancient tradition like the famous clotted cream of Cornwall, brought to our shores by Phoenician traders; and dishes of recent immigration like chicken tikka masala in Glasgow and balti in Birmingham. Some dishes are instantly familiar and recognized worldwide as being British: fish and chips and roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. Dishes for so long debased by the use of poor ingredients, but when done well, as good as anything I have eaten anywhere in the world. Then there are the foods you may not have sampled or may never even have heard of such as Staffordshire oatcakes in Stoke or Arbroath smokies in Scotland, which still sell by the bucketload but only to locals in their home region.


It certainly wasn’t all positive news. Tales of our declining fishing industry and the struggles of farms and small food retailers all over the country were a constant and depressing refrain. Depressing too was some of the food I was asked to eat and you should all get together and write me a big thank you note for eating a macaroni and cheese pie at the Great British Pie Awards, so that you never have to.


The sighting of the words ‘Chicken Tikka Lasagna’ on a hotel blackboard in Buckie, in Scotland, was not only enough to send me scampering out into the rain in terror, but also enough to convince me that despite our culture of celebrity TV chefs, farmers’ markets, dedicated TV channels and cookery magazines, we still have a huge fracture between what we produce and the food that many people are happy to put in their mouths. During the day I might meet people dedicated to producing food of the highest quality they could, but I found precious little sign of it in the procession of takeaways, pizza restaurants and kebab shops as I walked the high streets of our towns in the evenings. With its roots buried in the ethos of quantity versus quality that sprang from the necessity of years of post-war rationing it is a fracture that will take a long time, if not generations more, to repair.


Despite these horrors and disappointments, it was still a journey from which I returned filled with enthusiasm and hope for the future, certain that although I may not ever be able to defeat the prejudices of so many towards food in Britain, I can at least counter them with knowledge. Knowledge of just how delicious some of our produce and our dishes are and knowledge that there are thousands of people out there who are determined to continue to improve in the face of the very tough opposition from economics and ambivalence.


In the end, as it has proved on all my food travels, Eating for Britain was a journey to meet people. As I drove those 13,000 miles I met farmers, fishermen, bakers, cheese makers, hunters, shop owners, chefs, distillers, brewers and fish smokers to name but a few off the top of my head. I met Pakistani businessmen running restaurants as part of their empire and plump Scottish ladies who had been making oatcakes all their lives. I met the chairman of one of the most famous Scotch whisky distilleries in the world and a fourth-generation farmer who produces bacon so good you want to make a suit out of it and wear it to church. I met two young Brummy boys who served me fish and chips as good as I have tried anywhere and a genial chef who turned out the best Yorkshire puddings ever while turning the air blue with his views on ramblers. I met the men who strove towards European PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) status for Craster kippers and the Melton Mowbray pork pie and the people trying to do the same for Bakewell pudding.


All had one thing in common: they gave a damn and so too, I hope, will you. We have so many things to be proud of in this country and it is about time we realized that food is one of them. So, even if it means cooking a blow-out Sunday lunch for friends, searching for the finest fish and chips in town or simply making the best bacon sandwich ever, I hope the tale of Eating for Britain splashes it with a dash of inspiration. If this book can contribute to your own desire to get out there and find the best of British, eating that macaroni and cheese pie will have been worth it.


Just about.


Simon Majumdar
London, 2010
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Eating for Britain



What does it mean to be British?


It’s an odd question to ask yourself as you hit your fifth decade, and it took my American fiancée to bring it into sharp focus. Although her take was that I was ‘such a Brit’ because, and I quote, ‘you have a huge stick up your ass’ it did make me wonder what being British might actually mean in the twenty-first century, particularly at a time when our formerly great nation is struggling to find its place in the ever changing world.


For once it wasn’t just about me, however. Even the Brits I asked about their own identity were not much help, with one particular friend boiling down our entire culture to nothing more than ‘just saying sorry a lot’. There had to be, I decided, more to a whole nation’s identity than a permanent state of atonement and I knew that if I was to come to any conclusion about my own sense of identity, I had to try to find out what it meant to be British in the first place.


What better way than through my lifelong obsession, food? By looking at the nation through its stomach and constructing the perfect day’s eating in Britain, I was sure I could discover a useful picture of what it means to be an inhabitant of these sceptred isles, not just for me but also for their growing and increasingly cosmopolitan society.


To construct the perfect day’s British eating meant that I would have to consider all the options from the moment I opened my eyes and thought about breakfast to the last snatched snack I grabbed before hitting the hay. Along the way there would have to be pit stops for that all too British institution, elevenses, and for lunch, whether it be a long lingering meal when time permitted or a hurried bite on a busy workday. There would be, of course, a break in the afternoon for a little something to refuel for the long drag until the evening meal. This would be a more filling repast of many courses finishing with a gloriously decadent dessert of the sort that only Britain can provide. And there would, naturally, be no other choice than to finish my day with a final dram of Scotch whisky. I am not a savage.


Whether we are a branch on the most aristocratic of family trees or a recent immigrant, whether we kneel before God in an English village church, a mosque, a synagogue or not at all, we all have to eat and my assumption was that what we eat would reveal much about who we British are and where we come from. Dishes are not created in a vacuum, however. Well, in fact, some are, but you would have to buy a book by Heston Blumenthal to read about that. They develop over time and with changes in people’s economic and political situations, with the influence of immigrants historical and modern and, of course, with the insatiable British desire to travel and explore, which led to the expansion of the British Empire and, on my part, even a journey around the world for my previous book, Eat my Globe. It would not just be about the outbound journey, however. More than almost any other nation, the British have a desire to relive travel experiences on their return. The production line of tapas bars reflects our ongoing love affair with Spain, and, more recently, the explosion of Thai and Mexican restaurants speaks to our more recent travel trends. Most obvious of all, the thousands of curry houses, which dot our high streets, were initially evidence of the desire of returning expats to recreate the Anglo-Indian dishes of their time in the Raj, and more recently the influx of immigrants from the sub-continent.


As I ate, it would be important too to delve into the roots of the dishes I sampled. I did not want to write a history book, but it would be impossible to taste a dish without putting it in the context of its origins. Was it the result of trade? Was it the result of invasion? Was it the result of immigration, both historical and modern? All have had an impact on the way we eat today.


It is no great revelation that Britain’s relationship with food is a complicated one. It has been formed by its geography and religion, its wars and rationing, and has been subjected to years of verbal abuse from just about every other nation on earth for its lack of passion and skill. Had we as a nation lost touch with our food so that it could decline to this extent? Or is the unspoken truth that even before post-Second World War rationing changed everything our food was pretty lousy anyway and the dishes we look to as classics deserve the insults hurled at them by other nations?


What about religion? A few years ago, a food writer once told me, when I was complaining about the dearth of good places to eat in Scotland, that ‘John Knox has a lot to answer for’. Did the victory of Protestantism over Catholicism condemn us always to think of food as fuel, or is it the simpler truth that if you live in a damp, cold, northern European country you are always going to think about food in more functional than celebratory ways?


Some might argue that the recent emergence of a new generation of chefs who had travelled the world heralded a new golden age for British cuisine; others that they were merely feeding the nation’s love of celebrity rather than teaching the nation to feed itself. And what about the growing power of the supermarkets? Did it sound the death knell for independent high street shops and serfdom for the nation’s suppliers? Or did they bring with them all the benefits of vast ranges of product, great prices and convenience?


I turned my attention to what it might mean to eat for Britain. Which regions of the country should I visit and what dishes should I look for? I did what I always do when faced with such a challenge: I began to make a list. I knew that there would be meat involved. I had eaten enough of it in my forty-five years to know that Britain produces some of the finest anywhere. Superb lamb and pork and, most famous of all, the roast beef of Old England, so renowned a dish that the French sobriquet for the British, ‘les rosbifs’, was, I was told, originally offered up in admiration for our animal husbandry rather than in damnation of our lack of culinary talent. Not just the fine cuts, however; what about the offal, the blood and the dishes made from what is left after the prime pieces have been taken away? What about pies? My God, pies. How could you write about Britain and its food and not write about pies: pork pies, steak and kidney pies and steamed savoury puddings? Then there would be seafood, caught off the coasts of Norfolk, Scotland or Ireland, where the quality is incomparable and considered so highly abroad that much of what is landed never finds its way to our tables but is rushed to the markets of Spain and France. I wondered what happened to the fish that remained on our shores and whether anyone actually wanted to eat it.


There would be traditional dishes in the day’s menu, of course, both sweet and savoury: Lancashire hot pot and Bakewell tart – or as I found out more correctly, Bakewell pudding – Cornish pasties and spotted dick. There would be dishes that had their origins in the Middle Ages and whose recipes had changed little in the intervening centuries. There would be dishes that were a direct result of Britain’s pre-eminent military and trading status through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and there would be dishes whose recipes had been handed down from generation to generation.


However, as in other areas of life, Britain’s cuisine is not ossified like a museum relic. New arrivals from other countries have always brought their ingredients and culinary skills with them, so my journey would also take me in search of dishes brought to our shores by immigrants. Nordic invaders, for instance, brought their knowledge of smoking fish, which gave rise to the production of kippers and Arbroath smokies. Also from the same region came methods of slow-cooking simple ingredients, which gave us lobscouse, Irish stew and cawl, the lamb stew that brings a happy tear to every Welshman’s eye. Jews fleeing Portugal in the eighteenth century brought with them the ability to fry fish and by happy accident combined with Huguenot refugees from Belgium and France bringing their own passion for fried potatoes. End result, Britain’s and my favourite dish. Without the Dutch, we would not have jellied eels. Some may consider that a good thing, but if they dare to say the same about gin, for which we owe the same nation a debt of gratitude, they will incur my violent and vengeful wrath.


More recently, immigrants from the Asian subcontinent brought with them versions of dishes that had proved popular during the days of the empire and altered them to work with local ingredients and appeal to local tastes. In Glasgow, cubes of marinated chicken, normally served as a dish on their own, were combined with a spicy tomato sauce to become chicken tikka masala, now considered as a contender for our national dish.


In modern Britain, an invitation to a meal could just as easily see you sit down to a bowl of cholent stew, challah bread and some chopped liver as it could a roast dinner. It is just as likely to see you being offered a bowl of fiery curry with a wicked slick of ghee or a glistening piece of jerk chicken as it is to include a dainty cucumber sandwich and a stiffening gin and tonic. And you are just as likely to be presented with a Chinese New Year moon cake as a Christmas card. Our food, like our country itself, never stands still.


One thing that I fully expected to remain intact, however, was the much admired British eccentricity. Britain is, quite frankly, a nation of oddballs, freaks and nut jobs. Nowhere is this more in evidence than when it comes to our food. Other countries might be true nose-to-tail eaters, making sure that no bit of the animal gets wasted, but none would turn a mixture of lung, heart and livers in a lamb’s stomach into a living ‘beastie’ to be serenaded by the skirl of bagpipes and the lamentations of a poet. No other cuisine would take a century-old condiment containing over fifty ingredients and simply dub it ‘brown sauce’ and I defy anyone to find the French equivalent of the Bedfordshire clanger, a hefty suet pudding with meat at one end and jam at the other so no time is wasted between courses. I hoped that the people I met on this journey would have a story to tell: the farmers and fishermen, the brewers and the distillers, the Michelin-starred chefs and the café owners, in fact anyone who could give me a glimpse into our relationship with food, whether they were directly involved with its production or simply as passionate about it as I was.


I was also certain, however, that it was not all going to be good. To many people, meals are still predicated on cost rather than quality and, added to a deeply embedded puritan ethic that had people sailing to worlds unknown to escape it, it is easy to see why Britain and the British have never been known for treating food with passion and joy in the same way that some of our European neighbours, France, Italy or Spain, have done for centuries. I knew that among the great there would be the God-awful, the badly made and the downright shameful, the sort of dish that once had me staring open-mouthed at a pub blackboard near Victoria Station in London that offered a daily special of a ‘Thai Vegetarian Schnitzel’. None the less, I dared to hope that such horrors would be few and far between, but I was far from certain.


At the very least, I hoped that on the Eating for Britain trip I would get to fill my face with some delicious foods and, if that was the case, it would all have been worthwhile.





Breakfast


Many would argue that breakfast seems to have lost its place in the hierarchy of British meals. They would claim that it was once a lavish affair, which has now lost ground to lunch and even more so to dinner as the major dining event of the day. But this would not be taking into account that for many, particularly the working classes both before and after the Industrial Revolution, breakfast was as hurried an event as it is for today’s office workers, a bite snatched at dawn to provide fuel for the morning’s labours.


In fact, it was in the nineteenth century that the Great British Breakfast began to come into its own and only then for those whose wealth allowed the time to take it at leisure. Almost inevitably all Victorian breakfast roads lead to Isabella Beeton, who believed that ‘The English breakfast, even when taken at an early hour, is usually a fairly substantial one, and rightly so, for a good meal, if enjoyed and digested, gives the support necessary for the morning’s work.’


Her comments, taken from The Book of Household Management, were aimed at affluent upper-middle-class households, who could afford not only the time to linger over their morning meal, but also the cost of the dishes she suggests. Her instructions for breakfast show that it was a family ritual to be observed and enjoyed on a daily basis by the wealthy, rather than being the act of necessity it was for those heading to the factories.


The list of dishes she offers up is astonishing to modern eyes, even mine. For a fitting breakfast, there would be a sideboard covered with cold dishes including joints of meat, pies, potted fish and pressed meats of tongue and ham. Yet these were merely the bit-part players to the main events, which consisted of ‘Broiled fish, such as mackerel, whiting, herrings, dried haddocks; mutton chops and rump-steaks, broiled sheep’s kidneys, kidneys à la mâitre d’hôtel, sausages, plain rashers of bacon, bacon and poached eggs, ham and poached eggs, omelets, plain boiled eggs, oeufs-au-plat, poached eggs on toast, muffins, toast, marmalade, butter etc.’ While Mrs B is not suggesting that all of these should be available at the same meal, there is little doubt that the Victorian breakfast would have contributed a major part of the day’s calorific intake.


Such substantial breakfasts are now a thing of the past even for the rich and idle. For most, the morning meal may be a rushed bite of a piece of toast on the way to the bus, a bowl of instant oatmeal taken at the desk while checking e-mails or may even be skipped altogether in favour of a strong cup of coffee or a cigarette. Understandable given the hectic life we all seem to lead and it is only at the weekend, when schedules are more relaxed, that breakfast is given any attention at all.


Breakfast has always been my favourite meal of the day. From the moment I wake up, my first thoughts are about what food I can shovel into my mouth. This probably stems from a rare condition of early morning ebullience. I am told by just about everyone that I am unbearably chirpy in the morning. I usually wake by 5 a.m. no matter what time I go to sleep. I find it almost impossible to stay in bed and usually leap from beneath my Battlestar Galactica (Original Version) duvet ready to face the world the moment my eyes are open. My cheeriness, so I’m told, can be a little on the annoying side and one university flatmate even informed me that if I continued with my early morning brightness, he would, ‘hit you in the face until my hand breaks’.


However, being such an early riser does present me with the opportunity to indulge myself in a proper breakfast. On the rare occasions I am being healthy, it could be a bowl of cereal spiked out with fresh fruit or, even more likely, a beautifully creamy bowl of slow-cooked porridge with a large spoonful of crunchy peanut butter stirred through it and then topped off with berries. If I have more time, I will give breakfast the attention it so richly deserves, and retrieve the frying pan from the kitchen cupboard to prepare a lavish meal, which will often be big enough to see me through to evening. What dishes, I wondered, would make their way on to my shortlist for the perfect breakfast?


There could be golden kippers, herring that has been cold-smoked on the Isle of Man or on the blustery north-east coast of England. Simply grilled with a poached egg on top, they would be hard to beat. There could be an Arbroath smokie haddock that has been hot-smoked over the embers of oak chips in a whisky barrel half buried in the ground. Perfect on its own, leaking oily fish juices on to the plate, or flaked in a kedgeree for something more substantial. There could be a bulbous ring of black pudding, from Bury of course, with its traditional seven blobs of pork fat to add to the richness of the blood, barley and spices. What about Staffordshire oatcakes? There’s a truly local delicacy eaten in the thousands but seldom seen more than a few miles from Stoke-on-Trent.


Best of all, I anticipated, would be the fry-up. Call it what you will, the Full English, Scottish or Welsh Breakfast or even the Ulster Fry, there can be few more enjoyable, if artery-challenging, ways of beginning your day than with the classic combination of eggs, sausages and bacon alongside an assortment of mushrooms, tomatoes, beans and a few slices of toast and a mug of thick brown tea. The fry-up is always good for what ails you, not just because of the undoubted guilty pleasure of consuming fat-laden calories, but because the sounds and smells of its preparation and the tastes of eating it also come laden with wonderful and comforting memories of times past. Times when the smell of bacon frying downstairs persuaded you to climb from your pit before midday on a Sunday morning, or times when a fried egg and a sausage slapped between two slices of white bread were the perfect antidote to the student revelry of the night before. Like all the most comforting dishes, it is as much the memories of meals past as the plate in front of you that make your mouth salivate for the meal to come.





2
The Full British Breakfast



The Walworth Road forms a grimy arterial passage between the two London neighbourhoods of Camberwell and the Elephant and Castle. For the first year of my university life in the early 1980s I would walk this unlovely street on my way from my hall of residence on Camberwell Hill to King’s College on the Strand. At least twice during every week I would set off early, eschewing the grim breakfast offer in the hall canteen, and make a pit stop at a typical greasy spoon on the way. They are all but gone now, replaced by more modern versions and chain coffee shops, but only twenty-five years ago London was littered with such places, often run by Greek or Italian immigrants. The one on the Walworth Road was a perfect exemplar of the genre. Its exterior windows were framed with wood, the inside filled with booths whose faux leather covers were ripped and had seen better days. The Formica-clad tabletops were chipped with an amalgam of dirt and grease filling the cracks. The whole atmosphere was of an era rapidly coming to its natural conclusion.


After buying a morning paper, I would squeeze myself into a booth at the back and consider my breakfast choices. Behind the counter was the man who I always assumed was the owner, but never bothered to find out in over one hundred visits. He would be practising the fine art of short-order cooking while dangling a cigarette from one corner of his mouth, ash teetering precariously over the food sizzling on the hotplate. He almost always wore a string vest, which, because of the amount of hair that covered every inch of his back and chest and stuck out in thick tufts through the holes in his chemise, did not appear to come into contact with his body at any point. He never smiled at me, not once, but he certainly knew how to flip an egg. On the wall above the counter was the menu. It comprised a board on to which clip-on letters and numbers could be attached and moved around as the menu changed. It never did, so neither did the letters. Over the years, some had fallen off, never to be replaced, leaving customers faced with the tempting offer of ‘Live & Onins’ or ‘piechips&ps’


The breakfast options were legion and required a degree in calculus or a lifetime spent in the bookies to figure them out as you decided what combination of eggs, beans, black pudding, bacon, sausages, fried slice, mushrooms, tomatoes and chips best fitted your mood that day. Then you had to decide if you wanted to enjoy tea, coffee and brown or white toast with your meal. None of this concerned me greatly as I was eighteen and seemingly able to burn off however many calories I consumed just through the simple act of being. So I went for the ‘The Full Breakfast No1’ which contained all of the above, two slices of toast and a huge mug of tea, all for the impressively low, even then, price of £1.10.


A few minutes after my order had been shouted across the room, a loaded plate would be delivered by a rotund woman who I assumed was the wife of the owner if only because she too found it impossible to crack a smile. My abiding recollection of the meal was that every item on the plate was the same colour, covered in a thin grey sheen lifted from the flat grill, which I assumed had been given no more than a quick scrape clean in the previous decade. The assorted breakfast items sat in a slick of the grease in which they had been prepared and would slide around the plate like Torvill and Dean if you wobbled it a bit.


The other strong memory is of the tea: thick, dark, builder’s tea. It would have been tea of the ‘so strong you could stand your spoon up in it’ variety if the café had believed its customers could be trusted with such luxurious items as spoons without spiriting them away with them down the Walworth Road. Instead, a single spoon was attached to each table by a long, thick chain. Ever with a thought for hygiene, the grumpy, fat, possible spouse of the owner would come along and give it a flick with a ragged cloth every once in a while. It was a horrible, greasy, dirty, grim hole of a café that has probably long since rightly disappeared. I loved it and the breakfasts they served with all my fatty heart.


That’s the thing about the Great British Fry-Up. Whether it is made with great ingredients or lousy ones, we know it is wrong but we can’t live without it. We know it will be reducing our life expectancy by minutes with every bite of crunchy bacon rind. We can feel our valves seizing up with every yellow slick escaping from a punctured egg yolk that we mop up with a piece of golden fried bread and we know, with every scoop of baked beans that we mix with HP sauce and lift to our mouths, that no good can ever come of it.


Why do we do this to ourselves when we know the consequences? Simply because a well-prepared fry-up is arguably the best meal in the world and, although it might make nutritionists in the UK come out in hives, it also has the magical ability to cure a whole world of hurt. What hangover is not sent scurrying into retreat when faced with a plump sausage? What broken heart can’t be glued back together with the grease from a circle of fatty black pudding? What weekend, when all you have to look forward to is a dose of spousal earache and an afternoon in the houseplant section of B&Q, can’t be given a rosy hue from wiping clean your plate with a folded piece of toast? There is, quite plainly, absolutely nothing that a full fry-up cannot do.


It is also one of the few dishes that can be found in every corner of the country. Different parts may append the name of their region in an attempt to make it their own, but with the exception of a few local items, the Full English, Full Welsh, Full Scottish breakfasts and the Ulster Fry are essentially the same beast. Its existence has much more to do with the rise in tourism around Britain since the 1960s than it does with any great historical significance, but its place in the heart of our nation is secure, even if now, in the face of the wailings from nutritional harbingers of doom, it is an occasional treat rather than a regular repast.


Over the journey of Eating for Britain, I experienced well over one hundred fry-ups on your behalf. You can send a ‘Get Well Soon’ card when I have my first heart attack. Some were exceptional, served in bed and breakfast accommodation across the country and made with fantastic ingredients. They were delivered in gargantuan portions by my hosts and the scrawled notes in their visitor books, many from guests from abroad, showed that it is not only the locals who enjoy the challenge and benefits of a full British breakfast.


Some breakfasts were just downright odd. One morning at 5 a.m. I found myself in the basement of the Cock Tavern in the heart of London’s Smithfield Meat Market. I stared down at a large plate, which, unsurprisingly given the location, contained plentiful slabs of dead animal and little else. I washed it all down with a pint of Guinness. It was the breakfast of champions, or at least of the champion meat porters who surrounded me in the busy dining room and rapidly expanded my vocabulary of curse words as they discussed their day’s work and politics. I shall never be able to watch Peter Mandelson on television again without laughing out loud at the thought of what one wag suggested should be inserted into his rectal region, causing me to spray a mixture of toast and ketchup across my table.


Some breakfasts were horribly, horribly nasty and I offer in evidence an early morning meal I experienced at the Little Chef in Popham as I headed down from London for a few days in Dorset. It had recently undergone a television makeover at the hands of molecular gastronomist Heston Blumenthal. An odd marriage and one designed as much, no doubt, for its high-concept appeal to TV executives as for the culinary benefit of mug punters like me. As a marketing exercise it had worked beautifully. The café had become a destination and, when I arrived, I had to squeeze my ratty car in between a Jaguar and a brand-new Range Rover. The inside redesign too seemed to push all the marketing buttons with lots of bright Day-Glo colours replacing the faded old design and counters with stools for single diners. Irony and food are seldom joyous bedfellows and the Little Chef at Popham just screamed out with the knowing wit of its overpaid design team. Bright red tables were archly adorned with little round ketchup bottles, dangly bright lights hung from the ceiling and my heart went out to the waiters who were forced to wear bright red shirts with the word ‘WAITER’ stencilled in enormous letters on the back.


Blumenthal’s schtick during the television programme had been to source the very best ingredients he could find and then to try to teach the staff the basics of short-order cooking. He had succeeded in his primary aim as the ingredients in the ‘All New Olympian’ were obviously well sourced. The menu trumpeted free-range eggs, Wiltshire cured bacon, and even a bit of Scottish black pudding. Unfortunately he obviously failed in his secondary aim, and a major disconnect had occurred between the joyful denouement of his TV show and my early morning arrival. Although the breakfast plate that was placed before me looked adequate when viewed from above, a quick peek at its dark underbelly told a Different and more unpleasant story.


A failure to clean the hotplate properly meant that every element of the meal had a nice brown sheen underneath not unlike the one I had encountered at my ‘go to’ café in the early 1980s. Except that here, a whopping £13 would change hands for this desultory affair when I added a thimbleful of decent orange juice and a cup of tea, a huge price Differential, even taking inflation into account. Two sausages rolled over to reveal a burned underside. A few misplaced strands of thyme, that greatest of all breakfast staples, had been fried to a cinder on the underside of an equally blackened mushroom. Two semi-cooked halves of tomato tasted as if they had been drenched in oil allowed to go rancid from being kept too close to the stove. Worst of all, the flipside of the eggs revealed a thick, almost impenetrable crust, which took a vigorous sawing motion of my knife to break through. Only some excellent bacon shone despite the mishandling by the staff and I made a note to find out who the producer was for later in my journey.


After a quick visit to the sparkly toilets, decorated with tiles covered in cookery tips (here’s a tip, show them to the chef, see if he can learn something), I slunk out of the über-Little Chef to the sounds of Lionel Bart’s ‘Food, Glorious Food’ ringing in my ears from the piped music. God, it would seem, has a sense of humour.


What was my favourite fry-up of the many I enjoyed and sometimes endured? Well, if I were forced to pick just one, my mind would head back to a weekend spent enjoying the lush, green beauty that is the six counties of Northern Ireland. I arrived with a friend at the end of the marching season. As we drove from the airport to the small town of Comber to the east of Belfast, Union flags and those bearing the Loyalist Red Hand of Ulster were still proudly displayed outside the majority of houses and from the tops of lampposts. I knew that across the city, flags would also be waving, but they would be the tricolours of the Republican movement. The Troubles may be slowly fading into the recent history of Northern Ireland, but the divisions that caused them were still very much in evidence.


Comber seemingly consisted of a few houses and shops around a small town square. To one side was a freshly painted building, which I determined to have been constructed during the Georgian period. The giveaway was a large sign dangling from the front of the building which read ‘The Georgian House’; very little escapes me that way. The Georgian House was a relatively new enterprise run by chef/owner Peter McConkey who had worked at many of Belfast’s major hotels and restaurants over his near thirty years in the business. Although his venture had been open for only a few weeks it was already receiving rave reviews for its food and in particular for its memorable Ulster Fry.


The Ulster Fry is arguably the ne plus ultra of the fried breakfast world, comprising all the usual suspects but often accompanied by the added glories of soda bread and potato cakes. All too often it can be a greasy mess of a meal involving watery bacon, sausages made from reclaimed meat and eggs that have popped out of the backsides of some very unhappy chickens. However when prepared well, as it was at the Georgian House, it beat its English, Scottish and Welsh challengers hands down.


The chef ambled out of the kitchen for a chat, just as we were finding a seat in the corner of an airy, bright dining room with high ceilings and large windows. Peter McConkey was exactly the sort of chef whose company I enjoy. After his long service in the business, none of his efforts was directed towards his own ego, but all towards the enjoyment of his customers and the ingredients he used. It told in the food he served. When our square breakfast plates were delivered, the layout of their components was a testament to Peter’s old-school chef’s training. We were admittedly slightly bemused by a carved tomato and a small pile of mushrooms in the corner, which had been ‘turned’ to give them swirling little indents like the pinched top of a Sichuan dumpling.


‘Why did you do that?’ my friend asked Peter.


‘Because I can,’ he replied, which was as good an answer as any.


The rest of the breakfast may not have included any more chef’s surprises, but every element was as good as it possibly could be. A single egg had been cooked so the edge was crisped up, the white was firm and the golden yellow centre was still soft and ready to be freed by the prong of a fork. The sausages were dense and meaty. The bacon was just like you remember bacon used to be before they started injecting it with the water that leads to the white sludge in the pan we have become all too used to. There were even three little rounds of local black pudding, spicy and studded with creamy fat. Best of all, however, were the corner pieces of fresh soda bread and potato farls, cooked in butter until they reached a deep, turmeric-golden hue. ‘This is the best breakfast I have had in God knows how long,’ my friend said as he wiped his plate clean with a remaining piece of soda bread. I found it hard to disagree. If all fry-ups were as good as this, breakfast would definitely be the most important meal of the day.


After we had finished and had slumped back in our chairs Peter came out to join us again. He was excited about our visit. Not because he wanted to show off his own skills but because of the quality of the ingredients. ‘A lot of folk around here think my fry is a little dear,’ he told us as I glanced down at the menu and saw that it cost all of £5.95. ‘That’s about £2 more than local people are used to paying, but then the places that serve those fry-ups don’t use the ingredients I do,’ and he went on to spend the next half-hour listing his suppliers. It is a useful rule of thumb that if a chef spends more time talking about his ingredients than he does about himself, his food is usually going to be good.


I had come a long way for my breakfast that morning, but I had also come a long way since the greasy spoons I used to enjoy as a student. Down the years I had sampled hundreds, possibly thousands of examples, many decent, some appalling, but my early morning meal in Comber reminded me why I love a cooked breakfast so very much and why it is held in such affection in Britain. The fry-up takes time to prepare properly. It is not something that can be rushed, which is why it is now reserved for a leisurely weekend treat. A meal best shared with friends and family, the perfect way to start the day.





3
Black Pudding



Andrew Holt’s face looked a very peculiar shade of grey as I sat opposite him in the works canteen of the Real Lancashire Black Pudding Company.


‘I am not goin’ to lie to you, Simon. I’m feeling a little under the weather this morning.’


I hoped against hope that ‘under the weather’ was not a Lancastrian euphemism for ‘I drank a skinful last night and if you come too close I am going to throw up all over you’.


I had driven a long way and had singled Andrew out because of his amazing reputation in the black pudding world (yes, folks, there is a black pudding world) where he was known not only for producing fine examples of Lancastrian Classic, but also for his extraordinary knowledge of blood sausages and their history all over the world. So renowned is Andrew Holt among the cognoscenti that in 1998 he was granted the title Chevalier du Goûte-Boudin, a Knight of the Blood Sausage. Who could possibly be better to talk to me of matters black pudding-related? However, on a cold Friday morning as Andrew stared down at his mug of tea and gave out a slight moan, I was beginning to doubt that he would be capable of telling me anything at all, let alone ponder on the mysteries of blood, fat and barley in a sausage casing, without providing a sample of his own interesting stomach mixture all over the floor or, even worse, me.


He perked up a little at the ‘ping’ of a microwave and nodded silently as one of his junior staff members placed a plate in front of us both. ‘Have you ever had a rag pudding?’ he asked, nodding again at the plate. I hadn’t; in fact I had never heard of rag puddings. ‘It’s a Lancashire speciality,’ he added, cheering up immeasurably now that he had a chance to show off some of his local knowledge. Rag puddings apparently consist of minced beef and onions wrapped in a suet pastry that is then boiled or steamed. ‘Traditionally they were wrapped in bits of cloth left over from the textile production,’ Andrew told me, lifting the pudding to his lips and taking a large bite. If I am honest, I could go a whole lifetime without trying another one, but I was pleased that it seemed to restore his good humour somewhat. Now that a few words had escaped his lips, the floodgates had opened and there was no stopping him.


Although formerly a butcher, Andrew is a relative newcomer to the world of black puddings and only entered the business in the early 1990s when he bought a thriving business from well-respected butcher Richard Ireland. He kept the name R.S. Ireland to assure customers that the quality of the black puddings would not be diminished and he persuaded Richard to stay on to make sure that what he had promised would actually be the case. Only when Richard was convinced that his protégé knew all there was to know was he happy to retire, leaving Andrew to run the company. Andrew continued to run R.S. Ireland so well and built it into such a success that he had to move from the original site to a purpose-built unit in Haslingden, some ten miles up the M66 from Bury, where I now sat watching him recover from his hangover. He decided at that point to change the name to the Real Lancashire Black Pudding Company to help promote his product outside the county.


Andrew was not the first black pudding maker I had ever met, but he was arguably the most knowledgeable and passionate. In just under twenty years his puddings have won countless awards, the certificates for which cover the walls of the canteen, and he has dedicated much of his time to promoting our own home-grown version at international competitions around the world to considerable success. We spent the next hour talking about the history of blood sausages and his search to find the perfect recipe for every one he had encountered to date.


Apart from those cultures whose religions prohibit the eating of blood, just about every country can offer up an example of a blood sausage, developed by necessity as a way to use up every part of the animal. Because blood contains so many nutrients, they were also lauded for their health benefits and I recall my Welsh grandmother once telling me that in her youth pregnant women were advised to eat black pudding on a regular basis to increase the iron in their own blood. My mother was given similar advice, when carrying me, but this time was told a daily pint of Guinness would do the job. That, if you know me, explains a lot.


He talked to me excitedly about our joint passion for spicy Spanish morcilla, melting German Blutwurst and the slightly sweet blood sausages of the Nordic countries, only pausing when I inevitably mentioned the French boudin.


‘Ah, the French.’ Andrew shook his head at the very mention of the boudin. ‘I’ve stopped going to the competitions in France, because it doesn’t matter how good your product is, they will only ever award the prizes to a French sausage. There’s no point even bothering.’


Other countries celebrate their blood sausages, they dress up in silly costumes and hold festivals in their honour and prime examples can often be found in pride of place in the supermarkets and butcher’s shops. Unfortunately, after years of abuse from home and abroad, Lancashire black pudding has never received the praise it is due and has a real image problem. Its very mention can conjure up images of cloth caps, whippets and the theme to Coronation Street playing in the background. This reflects the all too common ability of people in Britain to dismiss our own food out of hand in favour of something more fashionable or exotic, even if, as I am sure is the case with most when it comes to black pudding, they have never even tried it. Such prejudice puts the Lancashire pudding at a massively unfair disadvantage.


Fortunately, in the last few years, some chefs have been rediscovering the joys of our indigenous pudding, as they have with so many other great British products, and they have now been making regular appearances on menus throughout the country since the turn of the millennium. This is generally a good thing although, in the name of all that is holy, someone please tell chef and professional Yorkshireman Brian Turner that black pudding should never, ever be used in a spring roll.


There are many theories for the origins of the black pudding in Britain. Some link it to the arrival of Nordic traders and invaders, others to the visits of proselytizing monks from Europe to the shores of Yorkshire, and others still link it to the Roman botulus, a sausage which they claim is also the origin for the haggis. The only plausible explanation I could find as to why the black pudding industry found a home in the Lancashire area focused on the quality of the grazing land for cattle, which proved perfect for raising dairy herds. Good dairy herds give great milk, great milk makes excellent cheese, cheese-making produces whey as a by-product and that whey is perfect for feeding pigs. And pigs, as we know, are good for all manner of things to keep a man happy.


Originally, black puddings were made as a way to use up the blood released during slaughter, and at the tail end of the nineteenth century there were dozens of pork butchers in Bury and the surrounding villages, each of whom would have a small abattoir to the rear of the shop and as well as butchering the meat would make their own black puddings. Some housewives would even buy containers of blood from their local butcher to make their own versions at home. Over time, some butchers proved more adept at producing puddings and, demand outstripping supply, would buy blood from others and provide them with finished puddings to sell in return. You can still see remnants of the trade today in Bury, where makers like Chadwicks and the Bury Black Pudding Company sell puddings hot out of the boiler for you to eat with a spread of mustard as you walk around the famous town market. Andrew may not have been in the business as long as some of his neighbours, but the recipe he uses is one that Richard Ireland could trace back as far as the 1800s.


After the tea and rag pudding had served up its restorative magic, Andrew led me down to the shop floor where the ingredients for a new batch of black puddings were laid out and ready for the day’s production. Having seen puddings made before, I was not surprised at how spotlessly clean and efficient the process was. Despite Andrew’s best efforts and because of European Union regulations, very few of the contents of modern black puddings can be sourced locally. ‘There is just not the consistency of supply,’ Andrew explained, showing me containers of dried blood from Belgium, tubs of pork fat from Holland, casings of cow stomach from Uruguay and spices from all over the globe. ‘It’s a shame that we can’t get locally sourced blood, but the end result is just as good and we need consistency for our customers to trust us.’ It was a story I was to hear more than once during my travels.


If the origins of the products had changed over the years then the method of production had not. The process remained much as it would have been when puddings were made in the back of a butcher’s shop, only now in greater volume. The barley is soaked overnight and then mixed with the blood, which has been rehydrated with water. The resulting mixture is then laced with cubes of pork fat and a measured amount of spice mix. The recipe, of course, is a secret, but from a deep sniff I could certainly detect a hefty amount of white pepper.
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