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For Mum. And for my much-missed Uncle Gori – thank you for the love, the lessons, and the pancakes.










Introduction


A Proustian Mush


You may not have been in this specific south-east London cafe but there’s a good chance you’ll be familiar with its particular aesthetic. Sunlight gushes in through vast windows on to raw plaster walls and gatherings of drooping succulents and cacti. Noodly experimental jazz drifts from Sonos speakers at a volume that is deliberately just a little too high. There are septum-pierced staff wiggling foamed milk out of metal jugs and into matcha lattes, shell-shocked new mothers hemmed in by a wagon train of expensive prams and, most of the time, at least one fretful dachshund trembling beneath a table.


For all that my life as a restaurant critic is somewhat predicated on boundless variety, this is the sort of pacifying, predictable environment that I tend to gravitate towards when I am off-duty. There is stasis, routine and a screensaver-mode familiarity. I may mutter quiet curses at the parody of millennial entitlement that I’m implicitly partaking in – the braying, public Teams calls, the fussy little coffees – but there is comfort, drift and a pleasing lack of surprises. Or, at least, there has been. Today, for the first time ever, one of the staff has brought over my usual morning security blanket, a bowl of creamy porridge and seasonal fruit, with an unbilled side order: the ghost of my former self.


It is the fruit that is the issue. What is normally a handful of blackberries, a roughly quartered plum or, sometimes, thin sliced wisps of pear is, on this occasion, thick coins of chopped banana, fanned out in a neat, ornamental crescent. To be clear, I do actually eat and enjoy bananas. Whether that means smooshing them into pancakes, turning them into banana bread or just downing a perfectly ripe one with the fervour of a glowering peak-period Pete Sampras topping up electrolytes between sets.


No, it is more that bananas presented in a specific, outwardly innocuous way – cut into the embellishment for toast or cereal, or into those faintly brown, softened rounds that fill out low-grade fruit salads – snap me back to the irrational revulsion of my youth. Never mind that I have fashioned a career out of a willingness to essentially eat anything that is put in front of me. Never mind that, these days, I am exactly the sort of person to pile excitedly into curried snail flatbreads, springy lobes of honeycomb tripe, guffing, lavatorial lengths of andouillette sausage and, on one occasion, guacamole garnished with a crushed handful of dead grasshoppers.


To be faced by banana, in a form and context outside my usual precise specifications, is to feel this enthusiasm and openness temporarily slip away. All at once, I am my younger self. The kid who had a squirming dislike of basically all fresh fruit and vegetables. The kid who, in my mother’s telling, would wail and gag theatrically if anyone had the temerity to peel a banana or messily devour an overripe mango in his immediate vicinity. If eating well is exploration, the excitement of questing out to unfamiliar territories, then I was a committed recluse, hermetically shut away from a universe of potential culinary hazards – grimly thick cucumber slices, cherry tomatoes, any fish not neatly entombed in bright-orange breadcrumbs – and safe in my refuge of fearful, nose-wrinkling avoidance.


This was the apparition from my past that wafted up from that steaming bowl of porridge: the truth about my inner nature that I could somewhat outgrow and carefully obscure but never truly escape. Everyone who has ever been a fussy eater will know that it manifests most as different forms of panic. The fear of forcing down something unpalatable; the fear of judgement if you decide not to. And the shadowed fear, also, of the hunger that you know could be the end result of such stubborn avoidance. Being picky can feel like an arm wrestle between selves. Between the version of you that wants to fit in and the version of you that unapologetically knows its own mind and palate. To be reacquainted with these feelings by some inoffensive slices of banana was to re-encounter the boy I was.


 


Why am I telling you this? Why, in an exciting and varied eating life that has taken in mind-expanding Californian tacos, transcendent rotisserie chicken from a grimy Tangier storefront, and hushed, three-Michelin-starred temples to high French gastronomy, am I choosing instead to begin this book by alighting on a decidedly ordinary cafe breakfast eaten on a nothing Monday? I think my reasoning, insomuch as it exists, is twofold. First is the firm belief that it is the small, seemingly inconsequential and oft-repeated meals that truly define us. There is a tendency, particularly in the scrupulously photogenic, like-chasing world of modern food media, to focus on food experiences that project rarity, specialness and importance. To edit entire lives of eating into a selective highlight reel of all those big, universally recognised signifiers of culinary importance: the long-haul pilgrimage to a supposed bucket-list spot, the starred, special occasion lunch, the whirling locus of hype and attention, ornamented by a snaking queue, where the entire point is to decide whether the reality is worth the fuss.


Don’t get me wrong. These blockbusting, generally fancy instances of consumption have a justified status as the nucleus of the food landscape. And yet I am aware, as someone who writes about not just my own eating habits but those of the wider culture, that the undue prominence of these sorts of gastronomic experiences can lead to a skewed picture. Yes, meals that present as particularly meaningful or important are often just that. But what about the steadying handrail of a Pret breakfast baguette, all soft crunch and tumbling flecks of peppery egg mayonnaise, that you’ve eaten more times than you could accurately count? What about the puffy, brutish, jalapeño and pepperoni personal pizza that feels like the absolute quintessence of your grubby, snakebite-burping university existence? Or the musty hospital vending machine coffee that reminds you of heartbreak, but also of hope?


Succour. Sustenance. Joy. Life’s meaningful memories, connections and lessons coalesce around these little, decidedly unglamorous instances of nibbling, crunching, slurping and inhaling. Food writing tends to valorise the buzzed-about and aesthetically immaculate, the complicatedly wrought and multiple Michelin-starred. It is wholly understandable, but it does rather subject you to the tyranny of momentousness, where the eating life you project doesn’t really tally with the one that you live and value. To the feeling that, as a restaurant critic, you are living an inadvertent lie of omission. This book, then, is my attempt to set the record straight. To show how I really eat and have eaten – how we all truly eat – and untangle why it’s so important to how we see the world and our place in it.


That issue of identity is the other reason the chopped banana incident – and its attendant reflux of childhood emotion – feels like the ideal portal to the world you’re about to enter. To be snapped back into youth is to be confronted with all manner of instincts, habits and impulses that you have likely spent most of a lifetime trying to unlearn. Fussiness around food is something a person grows out of, an amusing, unexpected piece of personal trivia to break out while spooning mignonette on to a plump Carlingford oyster.


But the truthful edges smoothed by time are still truthful. Decades after the fact, I can look back at my intensely finicky childhood relationship with food and see the bigger picture. Food is identity and agency; likes and dislikes are how we try to impose our will on an often confusing, adult-initiated world. What we think of as childhood fussiness around food is, at root, often just a strong set of gastronomic opinions without the means to properly articulate them. More generally, our eating proclivities betray the historical and social context that we have grown up in. That which we unanimously regard as delicious – the fried starches, piquant, ketchuppy sauces and sugared puddings that can generally counteract fussiness – is usually the product of human ingenuity, circumstance, corporate will or some combination of all three. That widening of the frame, the ‘why’ of tastes that even a picky child like me found irresistible, is part of the stories you are about to read.


There is more to it. To spurn a dish is to semaphore a message. And so, if we follow this line of thinking, what was it that the younger me was trying to communicate about his unglimpsed essence, through those strong aversions at the dinner table? What can we divine about the persona and perspective I was trying to cultivate for myself from the squeamish rejection of all things perishable, pungent and messy, the unhealthy obsession with cartoonishly proportioned American convenience foods, the youthful conviction that ‘curry wasn’t for me’ despite never having actually gone to the trouble of trying it? Well, the truth is, my eating identity, like my actual identity, is knottily complex. There is Nigerianness. There is Britishness. There is the reverberative impact of parental abandonment, bursting suitcases of cultural baggage, and the kind of class incongruence that tends to go hand in hand with an immigrant background.


All of this and more plays out in the disputed territory of my palate, an ever-shifting mass of likes and dislikes that offer a broader insight into the varied cultural forces that have shaped and continue to shape me. To the vexed tussle between how I define myself and how the world seeks to define me as a black man. This is the nub of it. In exploring my journey from maddening fusspot to professional taster – and how that youthful pickiness is inextricably linked to the exacting, analytical nature that I’ve been able to turn into a career – I will also unravel how food relates to identity. Not just for me, but for all of us. Because there is normally more to our culinary passions than meets the eye; more that we can learn from a resurfaced banana phobia and a reacquaintance with our former selves. Sometimes, when you are chased by a ghost from the past, the best thing you can do is allow yourself to be caught.


I should make a point, as we set the table, about those ghosts, memories and ownership. These stories are based on my own recollections and perspective. As attempts to corroborate details have proven, other people who were there either remember things starkly differently or don’t remember them at all. Throw in the conspiracy of silence that is traditionally part of Nigerian family histories, a code of secrecy that would shame most organised crime syndicates, and you can hopefully see why I have chosen to tread carefully. Where others are involved – and my disclosure naturally strays towards revelations that are not mine to make – I have tried to be circumspect. Names have frequently been changed to add what is hopefully a freeing veil of anonymity, but this is very much the truth as I saw, tasted and felt it.


That, again, is part of why I have begun things at this particular point. The past is to be questioned but, also, very much listened to. And so, amid the contented burble of that cafe, I pushed the chopped banana to one side. Not quite ready to fully let go of the picky eater I used to be. But eager to understand how I had got from there to here.










1


LAGOS I


Lagos, London and Doomed Cow Stew


Working as a food writer can have a warping effect on childhood memories. This is a lesson that I have learned over and over again, given that, at this point, I have been involved in this broad, occasionally perplexing field for almost a decade. What once were the soft-edged, wholly random recollections of early consciousness inevitably become a resource to be carefully mined for content. Formative food experiences exert a gravitational pull; the past becomes an editable shared document. And before you know it, you are so adept at embroidering your backstory for the purposes of written work, so accustomed to seeing a varied life solely through the prism of food, that it can become difficult to distinguish between what is real and what is a retconned piece of narrative convenience affirmed by repetition.


Through either a giant fluke or something like fate, I can say with wholehearted conviction that the very first things I can remember relate to both food and Nigeria. The genesis of my appetite and my identity is rooted in Africa’s most populous city. It is a place where I was not born; somewhere I have visited barely a handful of times in the last three decades. Nonetheless, in the beginning there was only the intermittent darkness of another power cut. In the beginning, there was only Lagos.


The memories are hazy, as nascent ones inevitably are, but there is something about their essence that has always exerted a mysterious magnetism. The first – memorialised, after the fact, in a primary-school-era homework project of sellotaped baby photographs and scrawled Berol pen recollections – is of a crab-apple tree in the yard of Ebun Street: the sprawled, labyrinthine complex that was my maternal grandfather’s custom-built bequeathal, his wife, my grandmother’s eternal home, and is the closest thing we have on that side of the family to an ancestral seat. Though I would have been four at the oldest when this memory was formed, I have such a clear and piercing picture of it, and the feeling it engendered. Splayed branches stretching out beneath an overcast, muggy sky; fragrant, overripe fruit tumbled down on to higgledy-piggledy paving slabs. If that homework project is to be believed, these shrunken little things were something that ‘we would grab and eat as long as . . . Grandma didn’t catch us’. And, well, not to quibble with my nine-year-old self, but this was either a bit of artistic licence from a budding memoirist or an aberrant period of my childhood when I didn’t regard the eating of fresh fruit as a disgusting act of barbarism.


Anyway, I digress. The other memory is of my aunt and uncle’s house (a place that my homework project notes, with braggy, prepubescent tactlessness, was ‘much bigger and nicer than my grandma’s’). This time, the searing image is of the blessedly cool darkness of a long corridor, the low, murmuring buzz of a chest freezer that seemed to dwarf me, and an almost violent, unshakeable desire to get inside it and grab one of the slender, multicoloured ice pops that I knew were encased inside. It is funny, now I am a harassed parent, to zoom out and imagine the sight of a probable toddler, pawing at a freezer and yelping indecipherably like a hungry labradoodle for something that would give them a blue tongue, a terrible sugar crash and faintly hellish nappies.


Zoom out in a more figurative sense and it’s arguable, I suppose, that these two stories form the opposing poles of my eating identity: differing forms of forbidden fruit and proxies for the respective devil and angel I have long had perched on each shoulder when it comes to both cuisine and culture. On the one side, there is the imperfection, tradition and faintly virtuous natural bounty of my grandmother’s crab-apples. On the other, there is the mass-produced, synthetic hit of those luridly bright ice pops.


It is a driving, personally significant contrast. These memories illustrate the clamped psychic and emotional grip that Lagos – and, more broadly, Nigeria – has on my being and my appetite. It is a place of both nagging familiarity and bewildering disquiet. To be back in Nigeria is to feel like I am wandering the shadowed recesses of my mind. Never quite sure what I will find around each corner or, for that matter, what effect it will have on me.


 


Legend has it the armed robbers were opportunists. Having threatened household staff at my aunt’s house, they realised it was part of a conjoined duplex with my own family’s home, and so effectively sought to get a larcenous BOGOF deal. It was a Sunday morning in 1985. My mum had gone ahead to church and left other relatives and de facto nannies to get her children – me and my two primary-school-aged older brothers – ready before that morning’s service. Stubby machine guns were brandished; threats were made to those who didn’t ‘face down’; goods, including drawers of gold jewellery that my mum had recently bought for her sister’s wedding, were hurriedly stuffed into bags. And then, again as legend would have it, I emerged from the bathroom – a stark naked two-year-old with a tufted widow’s peak of hair – brandishing a toy gun, thinking it was all a game and ready to return fire before, mercifully, someone picked me up and forced me into the same supplicant pose all the other people in the household had adopted. The robbers fled and James, the family’s driver, ran all the way to the church, a distance of about three miles, to breathlessly let my mum know what had happened.


Now, the cynic in me wants to say that this tale – a well-thumbed chapter in the unabridged annals of Famurewa family history – is almost certainly a piece of heavily apocryphal comic exaggeration. Truthfully, though, the point is not whether you buy me as a kind of tiny, rusk-eating John McClane. It is more to illustrate that this was very much the kind of thing that would happen in cities like Lagos in the 1980s.


Violent robberies. Carjackings. Mown-down bodies left in the street. These were the stories that were offhandedly relayed to me about the brutal reality of the country during this period – as the oil boom prosperity of the 1970s contracted into an atmosphere of political unrest, punitive taxation and everyday disorder that would ultimately precipitate the corruption, governmental ineptitude and subsequent brain drain of the 1980s and ’90s. ‘That was Nigeria,’ said my mum, resignedly, when I asked her to verify the details of the armed robbery. My brother, Folarin, similarly brushed it off when he recalled that he had watched a fatal shoot-out from our balcony a week before the armed robbery. This could be the national condition. Bleak daily realities metabolised through world-weary acceptance and protective black humour.


Naturally, social realities like this – alongside my middle brother’s urgent need for a childhood medical procedure, the tractor-beam lure of the British education system, and my mum’s traumatising loss of the infant twins she was pregnant with before me – would ultimately prompt my family to make a long-term move to the UK. Nigeria was home. Yet, because of the inescapable facts of life there – the crime, the chaos, the constant energy outages that characterised NEPA (officially the National Electric Power Authority but, colloquially, the far more accurate Never Expect Power Always) as a recalcitrant deity – the negative mood music about it could be deafening. Nigeria was also something that we were privileged to have been able to escape, a place both terminally damned and hopelessly romanticised.


Growing up, being ‘sent back to Nigeria’ was the decisive threat used to bring misbehaving children to heel; the fate that had befallen all those unsuspecting, London-raised Sholas and Kunles who thought they were going for a summer holiday in Lagos only to find, after a few days, that their passports had mysteriously disappeared and enrolment at some nightmarishly strict rural boarding school beckoned. At the same time, the essence of Nigeria – its culture and humour, its generosity and religious values, its mix of frank honesty and adaptive wiliness – was something that elders would constantly pine for amid the disorienting chill and impertinent racist hostility of Britain. We only bad-mouthed Nigeria because we saw its limitless potential and specialness. It was like the beloved, dysfunctional uncle that only those in the family were allowed to constantly disparage. A place that, as I was weaned on all this folklore in suburban south-east London, I came to view as both a paradise and a penal colony.


Understandably, this kind of mixed messaging gave me an interesting relationship with Nigerianness and Nigerian culture. In fact, that is probably putting it too coyly. The negativity and fear around Nigeria – the sense that it was a place of violent, mistrustful roughness and basic disadvantage, no matter how wealthy you were – got its hooks into me. British life and Britishness was something I felt I needed to cling to tightly, lest I end up back in this faintly bruising place that my elders would occasionally talk about as if it was a particularly brutal combat theatre that they had escaped.


What’s more, beyond the sociopolitical and economic situation, the environment of Nigeria seemed to have a strange physiological effect on me. From the moment the family returned to Lagos, around six months after my birth in London, it became apparent that the change in geography was eliciting strange, physical symptoms. I would cough, splutter and wheeze; my lips would dry out and darken; proximity to stockfish – the dried-out loofahs of a preserved cod that form the pungent base of countless Nigerian soups and stews – would make my eyes stream and itch. On trips back to London or other parts of Europe, these issues would mysteriously dissipate, only to return mere hours after we had touched back down at the airport.


‘He’s allergic to Nigeria,’ my brothers would say, with gleeful certainty, every time the cycle repeated itself. The real culprit was, in all likelihood, childhood allergies and symptoms from the nascent asthma that hadn’t yet been formally diagnosed. Yet these things stick; these lessons are absorbed. And so I grew up not just wary of the atmosphere of Nigeria and its associative tendencies, but convinced, partly because I had been told as much, that something in my constitution was fundamentally incompatible with life there.


So how did this feeling relate specifically to food? Taste, after all, is a reliable access point to cultural identity, the way the world sees us, defines us and teases us. Not for nothing is ajebota – or ‘butter eaters’, in a hybrid form of Yoruba and pidgin English – the teasing name given to high-born Nigerians or diasporans who have shamefully adopted the posh cosmopolitan ways of places like Britain in the kitchen and beyond.


The standard assumption, in the case of how I experienced Nigerian culture through appetite, would be that any apprehensiveness I felt would have attached itself to the cuisine. That’s how it normally goes for second-generation children, steeped in one heritage but brought up in the alluring glow of another. It is not uncommon for diaspora kids to take a palate-first approach to assimilation, to absorb small-minded attitudes about the supposedly ‘smelly’ foreign dishes that are their birthright or to somehow project a paradoxical romance and exoticism on to things like fish fingers, Potato Smiles and turkey dinosaurs.


Blessedly, that wasn’t me. Or at least not completely. Whatever my love of the lurid processed foods that I saw being expertly hawked on television, and that love really was mighty, it never completely subsumed my affection for lots of the Nigerian culinary repertoire that I was mostly raised on. I cannot remember a time when I didn’t have a borderline obsessive fondness for salt-flecked oven chips, baked beans with an unnecessary additional Zorro stripe of ketchup, Herta frankfurters nuked in the microwave until they popped and split; in my family’s telling, the only way to buy my compliance as a gurgling toddler was with the dangled offer of a malted milk biscuit.


Even so, my proclivity for these heavily processed western foods, and the social acceptance they represented, always ran parallel to an unshakeable love of certain Yoruba dishes. Would shame, self-stigmatising or cultural fearfulness ever stop me from bowing contentedly before an oil-glistened mound of fried rice and a piquant dollop of brick-red beef stew? Would it cause me to turn my nose up at a ragged blob of ewa riro, or stewed honey beans, thrumming with spice and nuzzled beside burnished coins of sweet fried plantain? Or inhibit my enjoyment of the thick planks of yam, served with soft scrambled egg and a slurried, better-than-it-sounds, spicy corned-beef sauce, that were our traditional post-church lunch and, therefore, the precise taste of hard-won freedom?


Of course it wouldn’t. Even from a very early age, nothing could quell any private misgivings I may have had about Nigeria like the indulgent, unusual joy of some of its most famous dishes. I remember once hearing that our culinary tastes are first formed in the womb; that we share in the antenatal smorgasbord of whatever our mothers happen to be eating. This chimes with the cellular-level affection I have for many Nigerian dishes – their penetrative layers of spice, their unexpected jolts of sweetness, their hits of pacifying starch. It is an unbroken link and connection that feels almost umbilical.


But it is also nothing if not highly selective. Throughout most of my youth, my taste in traditional flavours tended towards the approachable and decidedly Fisher Price. If it was fried, doused in a faintly ketchuppy tomato sauce or obligingly bland (in Nigerian terms, I would stress), then I was interested. Similarly, if it was one of the many, many West African dishes that fell outside those parameters, I was vehemently opposed to it. Amala, the vigorously whipped, fermented yam flour ‘swallow’ (from a broad category of doughs which operate almost as a cross between a giant, soft dumpling and an edible utensil) that came together as an intense, taupe-coloured heap of mashed starch. Moin-moin, the banana leaf parcels of tamale-ish, steamed bean cake that would always prompt a sharp-elbowed scrum at family parties. Stewed okra, the notorious ‘draw’ soup – that name describes the signature viscosity – with a stretchy, mucilaginous consistency that plants it somewhere between tapioca pudding and ectoplasm.


To even describe these dishes in implicitly negative terms feels almost dangerous and self-hating; the kind of shameful, ajebota behaviour that my ancestors would greet with a dismayed shake of the head at how far the bloodline had fallen. But it cannot be denied. As a child, so much of the broad span of Nigeria’s wider culinary canon triggered my pickiness. I was, in essence, someone who only wanted to engage with the crowd-pleasing hits; an avowed ‘Now That’s What I Call Approachable West African Cuisine’ fan with no desire to crate-dig in the more challenging depths of the gastronomic library.


This is not especially unusual – practically every global cuisine can be divided into the rudimentary, nursery slope dishes beloved by children, and the hardcore, black run preparations (chitlins, durian, jellied eels) that elude some, but not all, juvenile palates. Yet it is revealing, I think, that, beyond a kind of undeniable, crossover deliciousness, the Nigerian dishes I gravitated towards were the ones that weren’t inextricably linked to my elders. To be a second-generation Nigerian kid is to be constantly told all the ways you are drifting away from the source code of your ancestry. Ah-ah do you not understand Yoruba? Ah-ah, do you not know how to properly greet your uncle? Ah-ah, have you forgotten that this is not our country?


Much of this is delivered with a needling fondness. Still, it can’t help but make aspects of Nigerian culture – food, customs, communicative cues – feel like the impenetrable possessions of your elders. To never seem to quite get it right is to slowly lose the desire to try. For me, beyond the simple, youthful apprehension that can shape notions of disgust, this meant that, for better or worse, I came to strongly associate certain dishes with first-generation, Lagos-born family members.


Pounded yam was a kettle-bellied uncle on the sofa, nudging me with a bare foot when it was time to grab him another bottle of stout. Egusi soup, clogged with indeterminate animal parts, was my grandmother noisily sucking the marrow from crunched chicken bones. Kola nuts, which I knew to be as bitter as paracetamol, were my mum nursing a late-night Harveys Bristol Cream after a day on her feet. As an eight-year-old, I’d have been just as likely to develop a taste for these dishes as I would to take a sudden interest in watching the news or arguing loudly about Nigerian politics. Again, pickiness here was a way to try to define myself in opposition to my cultural surroundings. Albeit one that split the culinary world – beyond things like jollof rice, which got a special pass – into a naive binary where everything Nigerian was fusty, old-fashioned and challenging, while everything western was glamorous, forward-thinking and impossibly desirable.


Of course, a lot of this was related to a broader issue. Namely, being overly reliant on relatives and parents as an access point to heritage; to feeling, as I always feel in Lagos, that I’m never able to explore or make my own mistakes without a more knowledgeable chaperone.


Related to this, also, was a youthful aversion to the ‘how’ as well as the ‘what’ of Nigerian dining as the older generation saw it. As in a lot of non-white communities, one of the central tenets of Nigerian culture is respect and servile deference to your elders. You bow and prostrate yourself before them when they enter the room. You give up your seat if they need it and, regardless of any actual shared DNA, you always append their name with an honorific ‘uncle’ or ‘aunty’. And when it comes to food and drink, you’re signed up for a sort of non-negotiable, unpaid butlering apprenticeship as soon as you’re old enough to heft a tray or fetch a drink from the fridge. To be a Nigerian diaspora kid in a big, boisterous family is, yes, to be immensely loved and cherished. It is also, undeniably, to be the useful possession of a diffuse family unit, forever expected to make bumper rounds of tea, fix up buffet plates, and convey toothpicks to finger-snapping uncles.


Obviously, once you have ascended in age to the point that you can benefit from this system, once obedient young nephews and cousins start appearing at your shoulder with a steaming plate of food and a perspiring, ice-cold can of Sprite, your perception of the racket shifts. But I have such clear memories of the knackering misery of waiting hand and foot on some visiting relative; of all the comically huge buckets of tea (Nigerian matriarchs favoured XL, Sports Direct-style mugs long before they became a popularised thing) that I had to make for my grandma when she made a months-long visit to stay with us in London during the mid-90s.


Separately, my mother tells a story about a Nigerian friend who came to stay with certain service expectations. Firmly adhered to the sofa for the duration of her visit, she would send my siblings and me scurrying whenever she wanted a drink, a snack, the TV remote that was on the other side of the room. Bemused and frustrated, and with no access to an official HR department, I complained to my mum with words to the effect of ‘does she think this is a hotel?’ It was an impudent move by me. One that could have massively backfired. However, to my mum’s immense credit – particularly given she was opening herself up to all sorts of pointed accusations about what sort of selfishly un-Nigerian ajebota children she was raising – she backed me and explained that there were different social rules and customs in Britain and that they were to be respected. ‘When you’re here,’ she said, to her no doubt scandalised friend, ‘it’s DIY.’


This last memory perhaps says it all about the confusion of what it was to live and eat in the overlap between two cultures. Nigerian dining’s perceived incursion on my liberty (and the severity of this is up for debate) was another thing that cast it in a negative light. Add in those inadvertent scare stories related to armed robberies and unrest, the rhetoric of luck and privilege that characterised our presence in London, and a desire to be somewhat independent from the appetite and attitude of my elders, and I think there is a sense of how my negative fearfulness towards all things Nigerian took hold. Or, perhaps, even got out of hand.


In addition to this, there was the specific way that I absorbed my family’s cultural pride. The conversational drumbeat to my early years, for all the fatalism about our motherland’s prospects, was a kind of chest-beating Nigerian exceptionalism. In England, we were constantly told by Mum that we were Africans and Nigerians before we were anything else. That we were held to a different standard and that the privilege and freighted potential of life in London came with a matching weight of responsibility. The distinct, all caps vigour of our identity – the language, the food, the arcane traditions – seemed so obvious and overbearing that I would never be able to plausibly deny it.


This, in turn, bred a form of cultural complacency. Why make any effort to strengthen my own bonds to the Nigerian way of life, why take any independent interest, when all the hectoring grown-ups around me were doing so much of the work? Obviously, I’m inclined to cut the younger me some slack (hard to see the value and significance in Yoruba history when your animating passions are Saturday morning television, Ghostbusters action figures and chain-eating Breakaway bars). Yet, these days, I do regard my youthful obliviousness to the colonial and political circumstances that had brought my family to the UK as a telling bit of incurious entitlement.


From early on, certain I was so steeped in the culture that it wouldn’t matter, I let my connection to it drift. I didn’t experiment with any Nigerian dishes beyond the half dozen or so I loved. I loosened my grasp on understanding Yoruba and wore the fact that I didn’t speak it as a weird badge of assimilatory honour. When my brothers and I were formally awarded British citizenship and corresponding passports in the late 1990s – a significant, years-in-the-making act of life-altering immigrant deliverance that I can barely do justice to here – I let my green-jacketed Nigerian passport expire without even considering a renewal. The delicate balance of identity, the code-switching between British and African that had been modelled for me from an early age, had decisively tipped one way.


All of which is to say that, during my two decades of committed Lagos-avoidance, whenever the question of returning to Nigeria was posed by a relative or even just a kindly, inquisitive cab driver with some shared heritage, the answer seemed obvious. I would make excuses. I would invoke flight costs, complicated visa acquisition procedures and repentantly say that, yes, I knew I needed to go back ‘home’. But the truth is that I never thought I really would. That, simply, beyond a creeping, abstract sense of duty, I really didn’t want to. All those stories of Lagosian unrest and dysfunction, punishment returns for misbehaving children, Nigeria’s strict, unbending culture, and the immense fortune of being in Britain had taken hold and inculcated not just a fear of the place, but a feeling that going there for even a short trip would somehow compromise my Britishness. That my claim on the cosseted life I loved in London was so conditional and tenuous that even the briefest interaction with my motherland could jeopardise it. Sure, our culture had its delicious benefits. But the western world, with its functioning infrastructure, soft-spoken civility and boundless opportunity, was the horse my elders were implicitly urging me to back, wasn’t it?


This was the unverbalised, shameful feeling that kept me away from Nigeria for the bulk of my adult life. It was also, ultimately, what shaped the ensuing outsider status that coloured my trip back there in 2019.


 


On the very few occasions that I actually did it, travelling around Lagos always seemed to involve one kinetic double take after another. Roadside sellers approach the car window hawking bagged plantain chips, bottled drinks and dartboards. Four passengers are wedged like Tetris bricks on to one grumbling motorbike taxi. A man wearing what appears to be a 1998–9 season Middlesbrough away kit unzips and relieves himself beside the road. The sound is the constant, crazed hammering of vehicle horns; the vibe is of an encounter that is eternally pitched at some unknowable midpoint between a joke, a business transaction and a violent confrontation. It is a place with a constant background hum of weirdness. But it is a weirdness that can feel strangely recognisable and soothing. And few moments encapsulate this pervading sense quite as deftly as what I have come to think of as The Day of the Doomed Cow.


It was the early summer of 2019, that febrile, unencumbered twelve months when we were all obliviously perched on the edge of an epidemiological volcano and, perhaps, made long-haul trips that would be eternally suffused with retroactive significance. My uncle was turning seventy. A fact that meant, in the typically extravagant traditions of the Yoruba people – the supremely self-possessed Nigerian ethnic group that my family belongs to – there would be a week-long jamboree of parties and events. Having only been back to Nigeria once in the past thirty years (and for a funeral, at that), the chance for a celebratory homecoming was seized, flights were booked, and, as May bled into June, I was dumped once again into the megacity’s volatile social cocktail of hustling bodies, cacophonous noise and close, pit-dampening heat.


One of the realities of visiting Lagos as a London-raised westerner, soft of both hand and spirit, is that it can be a strangely infantilising experience. Customs related to hospitality and a general nervousness around the unforgiving, tooth-and-claw nature of Nigeria’s urban environments conspire to rob the visiting diaspora kid of all control, autonomy and agency. If you know basically no one else in the city – and I absolutely did not – then you are suddenly reliant on local family members and their proxies for travel, shelter, safety and any semblance of an itinerary. I may have boarded the plane at Heathrow as a thirty-something restaurant critic, new-minted broadcaster and fairly streetwise, proudly self-sufficient father of two, but I touched down at Murtala Muhammed International Airport and found that, once again, I had been turned back into a watchful child – forever being ferried by family drivers to some engagement or errand, fussed over by cheek-tweaking old aunties and uncles, but not often burdened with the details of where the hell I was going or why. My view of the city, over the first day and a half of the trip, generally came from the air-conditioned back seat of an SUV piloted by one of my uncle’s drivers; a blur of deliveries, drop-offs and transactions conducted in coarse, machine-gunned Yoruba that I only caught every third word of. Yes, an extremely privileged way to negotiate Lagos’s hectic swarm. But also: an intensely impotent and perpetually bewildered one too.


Which, I think, just about sets the scene for what transpired, on the morning after my evening flight into the city, when we went to visit the surviving remnants of my wider family at Ebun Street. This, remember, was my late grandma’s old house; site of that crab-apple tree, those fuzzy first memories and, now, home to various generations of aunties, uncles, cousins and all manner of wafting spectres of the past. The day before my uncle’s main parties (the plural is both correct and instructively Yoruba), I made my way there, alongside Folarin, my eldest brother, to meet our mother – who had flown in a few days earlier – and an unknown quantity of other relatives. We had already stopped, in the midst of a bucketing tropical downpour, at a rudimentary garage to attend to some issue relating to the car; there had been another unplanned and unexplained detour to pick up decorations from a bar and hotel run by a cousin. I had already glazed over somewhat by the time we got to Ebun Street. We stepped from the chill of the vehicle into the rainy swelter of the morning, and pushed beyond heavy gates to find what I can only describe as a particularly chaotic pop-up abattoir. In the private yard that encircles the two floors of the house, there lay, in a glistening span of blood, viscera and partially hosed concrete, the fallen, headless body of a recently slaughtered cow; three unknown men in rain-soaked T-shirts and shorts worked around its carcass with the brutal efficiency of mob hitmen covering their tracks. Limbs were hacked and pulled away. Dripping buckets were hefted. There was the hydraulic hiss, whirr and rumble of some piece of machinery (a kind of reverse cattle vacuum, I later learned, that is used to puff up the body in order to ease the shaving off of hide). And there, slow-blinking and with its soulful gaze facing away from the bovine horror movie playing out over its shoulder, was another, very much alive cow, awaiting its fate.


Either my brother or our driver that day – a smiling-eyed, roguish character called William – must have acknowledged what we were witnessing. Someone surely made reference to the spectacle of a horrifically bloody meat-processing facility being established in the front garden of a family home, or even just explained to me that this was the culturally meaningful preparation of a traditional feasting gift bequeathed to my uncle ahead of his landmark birthday. But, truly, all I remember is Folarin snapping a couple of photos, a pervading atmosphere of shrugging disinterest as the two of them made the one-storey climb up to the front door, and the wordless exchange I had with the terminally imperilled beast. Was it communicating fear? Resignation? The despairing shriek of some unknown, ruminant-specific swear word? All I knew was that another indelible Lagos food memory had sprung from the same patch of earth as that crab-apple tree. The doomed cow looked at me. I looked back. And with a disbelieving shudder, I made my way upstairs and into the house.


 


Inside, there was a familiar environment and a familiar sense of languid mid-morning drift. The Ebun Street house (eternally just ‘Ebun’ to those in our family) is a squat building, huddled up shoulder to shoulder against similar corrugated-roofed complexes and barbed-wire-fringed yards on a potholed road in a historic area of central Lagos called Surulere. This was the place where my maternal grandmother – a statuesque, quietly formidable woman, who was Henrietta Oyeyinka on her official documentation and Grandmama (emphasis on the very last syllable) to everyone else – lived until the grand old age of ninety-two.


In the intervening decade or so since her death, it had become accommodation and life raft to a rotating, multigenerational cast of blood relations and kindly women whose role seemed to sit in some undefined hinterland between family friend and employee. Visiting US-based uncles installed themselves there for the months they would be tending to mysterious business ventures; young, tweenage second cousins were billeted there with their parents as part of experimental, temporary forays into the Nigerian school system. Its spartanly decorated first-floor living area and puzzle-box of concealed anterooms may as well have had a revolving door. Though only half a dozen of our wider clan ever lived there at any one time, it always felt, by dint of either the familiar faces or the layered memories and plentiful ghosts, like our spiritual home.


And, today, mine and my brother’s arrival had added a charge of excitement to Ebun’s atmosphere. As we entered the cool darkness and faint chintz of that main living area, there were whoops of excitement, bodies emerging from bedrooms, and a ragged line-up of hug-seeking relatives, dimly recalled family acquaintances and outright strangers had started to form. A sturdy stand-up fan whirred and twirled in the corner, pushing air past the wall’s inactive AC units. My mother, who had evidently slipped into the more overtly Nigerian, Lagos-appropriate version of herself – which is to say, she was the usual five-foot sprinkler system of constant jokes, theories, anxieties and questions, with all the dials cranked up to the highest possible setting – gripped us both in an embrace and took charge of the introductions and reintroductions.


You know those official engagements when a visiting dignitary, politician or royal makes their way down a line of, I don’t know, eager leisure-centre employees, and they always have an on-staff advisor muttering names and job descriptions in their ear as they grip, grin and make small talk? Well, imagine that, but with lots of people who met you when you were a baby and are about to either say you look like another relative or cheerily mention that you’ve put on weight.


‘This is Aunty Funmi, you remember?’ Mum would say, with an expectant tone, as my head swam with images of disassembled cow carcasses. ‘You know,’ she would add, persisting. ‘Who came to see us and looked after you? When we went to Brent Cross with Aunty Toyin Leicester?’ This was how it went for the next few minutes. Hugs, enquiries about my children and sing-song renditions of my name while I smiled and reciprocated, nodding and pantomiming a eureka moment of belated recognition even when there was no real recognition there. There appeared to be a young hearing-impaired girl who, rather than being a family member, was there because she was giving one of my uncles quite a rigorous pedicure, right there on the living room’s patterned rug. (Did I mention that Lagos is reliably weird?) Tennis highlights blared from the big, generator-powered TV. My cousin Femi was sent out, with great bustling urgency, to buy bottles of Nigerian Fanta: the lusciously tangeriney and only slightly gaseous version of the familiar soft drink that, like tea in Britain, often acts as a stand-in for declarations of love, sympathy and the rolling out of the red carpet for a guest.


Soon, things settled into the sort of tranquillised rhythm that I always forget is a big part of how my elders experience Lagos. Fanta flowed alongside deep-roasted groundnuts in repurposed glass bottles. Waves of pronouncedly Yoruba conversation and interaction – brutal teasing between my mother and her siblings, collective attempts to correctly remember some past story or incident, chatter about the following day’s big party, flagrant cussing out of any number of people who weren’t there – waxed and waned at an unhurried pace. At my uncle’s urging, and after a prolonged round of haggling over price, my gnarled Hobbit feet were invited to be next in line for the services of the young girl that I still hadn’t actually been introduced to.


Conspicuous by its absence among all this, and most relevant to me, was the lack of any meaningful reference to the ad-hoc slaughterhouse that had been established downstairs. ‘Meat,’ my mum had said, simply, when I asked about the scene playing out underneath us and why it was being undertaken there. ‘For tomorrow.’ No one else seemed especially interested in the specifics of the butchering, and I think there was probably a degree of bemusement about why I was so curious. Even so, I couldn’t let it go. Not just because it was such a comically violent reminder of the grisly reality of how food makes its way on to plates, and of the decidedly hands-on, unflinching culinary traditions that are a part of my DNA. But also because it seemed to speak to the particular crossroads I was at when it came to dining habits, culture, privilege, code-switching and more. Because, really, the doomed cow represented so many of the tangled contradictions of my food identity.


I had arrived in Lagos nine months into my gilded new life as a restaurant critic. There had already been a first, sweaty-palmed appearance on MasterChef, meals everywhere from the River Cafe to a mountain-set St Moritz ballroom with a live harpist, and righteous, high-handed takedowns of restaurants that had committed grievous crimes against under-seasoning. It felt like a different universe to what I had seen in the yard at Ebun. And yet, having grown accustomed to the scrutinising and analytical relationship I had with food, the closeness I felt to the process whether I was evaluating a dish or trying to recreate it in the kitchen at home, it felt more than a little strange to arrive in Nigeria and to be kept at arm’s length from almost all aspects of food apart from the eating bit. There was never any suggestion of me popping downstairs to carry a steaming bucket of cow offal. Never a question that I would trifle myself with what was happening or why. This was the lot of the soft, western-coded outsider; another aspect of the reality of Lagos life that my elders had, perhaps correctly, deemed me too squeamish or vulnerable for.


This was not to disregard my own part in constructing this narrative. My reaction to the Doomed Cow; the daily feeling of bewilderment in Lagos; the fact that I only seemed able to experience the city and the culture from my climate-controlled, protective bubble. All of it could be traced back to the fact that I had consciously left Nigerianness behind, readily drinking the propagandist Kool-Aid of an era in which African culture was both demeaned and misunderstood. An unvisited home, after all, probably ceases to be one.


Later on, as promised, the young girl who had been snipping and filing my uncle’s toenails – who I now saw was merely wearing a hands-free earpiece for her phone rather than a hearing aid – got to work on mine. While the work of butchering was happening on the ground floor, I was on the first floor literally having a pedicure. If you had suggested it in a Hollywood script meeting, you’d have been laughed out of the room for crimes against clanging dramaturgical symbolism.


This, ultimately, was the thing that the encounter with the doomed cow had shown me. Nigerian traditions related to food and culture were something I couldn’t ever escape but, equally, I always felt I could never quite access them on my own terms. But if I felt fated to always be an outsider in what was, technically speaking, my ancestral homeland, then I couldn’t really pass the buck. If anyone was to blame for a conflicted relationship with Nigeria then, well, it was probably me.


 


Narrative expedience would demand that the Doomed Cow and I had a poignant reunion. If this were neat fiction rather than messy, uncooperative fact, following its journey from livestock to sustenance, then there would have been a moment at my uncle’s birthday party when I was presented with a piece of meat that I knew came from that particular condemned beast. There may even have been a significant moment of hesitation as I jabbed my fork in; a muttered, tearful apology to no one in particular as I chewed down on the piece of steak with which I had experienced a moment of guilty connection in the yard at my grandma’s.


The truth is, I had absolutely no clue. Not just because this wasn’t the sort of traceability-obsessed modern restaurant where a mulleted waiter brightly relays the star sign of the ex dairy cow on the menu, but also because it would have been basically impossible to look at the frenzied abundance of that event – the hustling regiments of cooks and serving staff, the hundreds of assembled guests, the horizonless platters of food and drink – and easily discern precisely where anything had come from. Even allowing for the context of a party-obsessed ethnic group in a party-obsessed nation, let me just say it: my Uncle Layi’s seventieth birthday felt, by every conceivable metric, like the biggest family party I had ever been to.


That it practically started the night before only supports this instinct. In the evening after we had visited Ebun, my brother and I made our way to the function room of a ritzy country club (accessed via a red-carpet-style photo backdrop and ersatz gold columns rendered in cardboard) to a kind of primer event predominantly for business associates. It was various stews and sundries in gleaming warmer trays, bursting sprays of white roses, warm bottles of malt – the biscuity, brown-bottled sugar bomb that is another Nigerian soft drink obsession – and a brief, perfunctory appearance from the birthday boy himself. Mere hours later we were up early and in our suits for a marathon church service; after that, there was a mass wardrobe change into shimmering native-wear, or aso ebi, the matching ceremonial dress that puts women in sculptural headscarves and men in tailored smocks or billowy agbada. Then came another traffic-snarled motorcade to the final boss battle of the main event.


That temporal boundaries seemed to become permeable, that one lavish but gently chaotic event on the programme bled into another, spoke to this final party’s sense of opulent, brain-scrambling hugeness. Here was a cavernous, stadium-sized hangar of a hall, dressed in drooping fabrics and twinkling festoon lights. Here was a stage dominated by ten-foot photographs of my uncle and a multi-tiered cake suggestive of marriage to oneself. Here was the aqueous, hip-swaying sound of live West African percussion, a jostling, excitable crowd of countless wider family members taking their places at circular tables flickering with battery-operated, LED candles. Here was ornate costume and, with it, politics, pageantry and carefully choreographed performance.
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