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The Unbearable Lightness of being a Prawn Cracker: A Selection of Real Meals

Will Self has written nine books of longer fiction: Cock and Bull, My Idea of Fun, Dorian, Great Apes, How the Dead Live, The Book of Dave, The Butt, Liver and Walking to Hollywood. He has also published numerous highly acclaimed books of short stories and non-fiction.

From 1995 till 1997 he was the restaurant critic of the Observer (his reviews were collected in Feeding Frenzy), and he has been writing his Real Meals column for the New Statesman since 2009.


Introduction


In 2009 I proposed a column to be called ‘Real Meals’ to the editor of the New Statesman, a leftish and venerable British periodical that I have written and cartooned for, on and off, for most of my career. The idea was simple: most food writing and restaurant criticism is concerned with the ideal, with how, by cooking this, or dining there, you can somehow ingurgitate a new – or at any rate improved – social, aesthetic and even spiritual persona. I aimed to turn this proposition on its head, and instead of commenting on where and what people would ideally like to eat I would consider where and what they actually did: the ready meals, buffet snacks and – most importantly – fast food that millions of Britons chomp upon in the go-round of their often hurried and dyspeptic lives.

In a way I had form where this was concerned. For a while, in the early 1990s, I had been the restaurant critic of the Observer newspaper, and in that capacity I was able to witness at first hand the way in which food – and in particular eating out – became the cultural ideology of the era. When the Blair government came in this munching tendency solidified into a hard – and to my way of thinking, indigestible – fact: sod art, film, literature, theatre; all you needed to be cultured in the late 1990s was a small bowl of extra-virgin olive oil and some warm Italian bread to dab in it.

As you can appreciate, I was never that interested in food per se – indeed, I think there’s something markedly infantile about a culture that takes too much interest in what it puts in its mouth – but I was much taken by the theatricality of the restaurant experience and the way it enabled the bourgeoisie (and under Blair more or less everyone began to self-identify as middle class) to act out its roles and impostures. 

Fast-forward to the end of the noughties, and far from foodyism having faded it was more powerful than ever. The time was ripe, I felt, for an antacid to be applied to all those mounds of polenta and dribblings of jus. While trendy restaurants remain obstinately in vogue – just last night I was in Bristol, where an 800-seater multi-cuisine buffet-style mega-munch had just opened in the trendy docks quarter – the looming clouds of economic recession have begun to starkly underline the fact that, while the few chew on exorbitance, the great majority must eat cheaply. 

Let me state for the record: I crave simplicity in food and in restaurants. I almost always eat in the same two or three cheap ethnic restaurants in London, and I carry no more brief for the food-is-an-art-form school of thought than I do for the multinationals who pump hydrolysed corn syrup into the distended bellies of the morbidly obese underclass. It is in that spirit that I have, for the past two years, ventured the length and breadth of the land fearlessly eating what I would undoubtedly have been eating anyway. The results you hold here in your hand: mal appétit!



McDonald’s


When, in 1996, I hung up my bib as restaurant critic of the Observer, I went out with a grande bouffe by eating at McDonald’s and La Tante Claire in a single lunchtime. It seemed to me that yoking a Michelin three-star temple of cuisine to a fast-food joint where the keener staff wore three plastic stars perfectly expressed the taste of the nation. If only I could’ve foreseen what was to come! This culinary de bas en haut was soon to become the very Kulturkampf of New Labour’s Britain!

I never really wanted to review food anyway; what interested me were fancy restaurants as a theatrical experience: the bourgeoisie ogling itself in a mirrored booth. Perhaps now, at last, the time is ripe for a little deflation and maybe we should all start paying attention to what’s actually on the end of our plastic forks, not Nigella, Marco-Pierre, F***ing Gordon – and all the other celebrity egg-flippers. It’s in this, more grounded, spirit that I undertake to survey the actual establishments where we eat, and the real meals they serve: only a fraction of the population will ever nosh in La Tante Claire, whereas, at current sales levels, the 1,154 McDonald’s in Britain could serve a meal to every man, woman and child in the country given a mere thirty-five days.

The chain may no longer be the fast-food world’s longest – that’s Subway – or largest – that’s KFC – but it remains the foodies’ biggest McBogeyman. Proper people don’t eat there – only the chavs; besides, for the Left, with its global reach and aggressive uniformity, McDonald’s isn’t so much a food outlet as the fourth arm of American military power. There may be McRice in Indonesia but, barring a few regional variations, when you enter a McDonald’s – whether in Seoul or Scunthorpe – you’re making a contract: place your lips here to suck on the tailpipe of globalization.

I hadn’t – consciously – eaten in a McDonald’s for at least five years before visiting one for this piece, since one afternoon when my then three-year-old had a full-blown hyperglycaemic fit after taking a couple of slurps on a McFlurry. So walking into the McDonald’s on Oxford Street, through a funnelled passage with a floor-length VDU screen on one side, along which ran the continuous thread ‘I’m loving it . . .’ made me feel like Rip Van Winkle; three years ago the chain underwent the first major corporate redesign in aeons. All that yellow and orange has been infused with terracotta. Then there are the ‘linger’, the ‘grab & go’ and the ‘family’ zones – all of them differently detailed.

I noted that such ethnicities as an oriental snack wrap and a chorizo melt were on the menu, but I wanted to remain within the cave of the Platonic burger, so ordered the upmarket equivalent, something called an M, which at £3.49 was basically a square burger on ‘Italian’ bread. Naturally I had to have a small fries (99p), and a small Coke (89p), and also a garden salad (99p), which turned out to be a tiny nest of lettuce, grated carrot and radicchio in which lay a clutch of cherry tomatoes. It came with a sachet of sweet dressing labelled ostentatiously ‘2.2% FAT’, which was the size of a mobile phone. Once I’d spurted it into the waxed-paper pot, the leaves were drowning in this gloop.

Upstairs in the grab & go zone, on moulded barstools a svelte-looking and multiracial gaggle of narcissists watched themselves eat in mirrors, while glancing occasionally at a monitor whereupon African-American men and women toyed with each other’s underwear to musical accompaniment. What a triumph for the Blairite social revolutionaries! There was even someone reading a book – albeit one written by Bill Bryson. So far so predictable – but the whole experience took a strange turn when I started asking my fellow snarfers what they thought of the place.

They were all only too ready to impart. The Spanish girl standing gulping down a cheeseburger and the young guy in the silk shirt stuffing fries into his mouth both took time out to explain they only ate beneath the golden arches because, ‘It’s fast.’ Other diners were more voluble: ‘For a while they stopped salting the fries,’ one animadverted. ‘But now they’ve started again.’ A young, working-class woman with toddlers explained that: ‘I’ve started eating here again, I didn’t used to ’cause my parents told me it was unhealthy.’

A smart-looking Kiwi sitting beside me chimed in: ‘I confess, I eat here about three times a week – the breakfast is perfectly all right; I mean, there’s not a lot you can do wrong to a hash brown. Besides, I’m a builder and I burn it off during the day.’ His blonde companion was less sanguine: ‘This fillet of fish has 16.5 grams of fat in it – that’s a quarter of a woman’s healthy daily allowance.’

‘You seem to know a lot about these things,’ I observed.

‘That’s because I’m a nurse,’ she replied shamefacedly.

Indeed, as her companion expatiated more (the meat is fresher and the food served hotter in Bordeaux), and other folk stopped by to fat-chat, it occurred to me that the whole McDonald’s experience had been enormously enriched by our awareness of healthy eating, becoming a communal exercise in chomping through false consciousness. It made me suspect that the entire McLibel business, Fast Food Nation and Super-Size Me had all been secretly funded by the corporation in order to impart the pleasing flavour of guilt to their comestibles.

But what – I hear you cry – did your succulent juicy beef, your Emmental cheese and your toasted, stone-baked ciabatta actually taste like? Let alone your Pentland Dell potatoes, sliced then fried in non-hydrogenated sunflower oil? To which I can only reply: the same old shit.

KFC


Chicken, chicken! Every place I go there is chicken, every step I take wishbones and drumsticks crunch beneath my soles, while the blisters in battered old chicken skin crepitate eerily. If, as I do, you live in large city, you’re never more than a few feet away from some disjointed portion of a poultry carcass. If, as I am, you’re the owner of a dog, you’re never more than a few seconds away from having to shove your hand down its throat to try and retrieve a splintery bone. 

Sometimes I think this great al fresco charnel house is only the just resting place for these poor birds’ leftovers – after all, their miserable and truncated lives were spent boxed, then they were exterminated with Einsatzgruppen awfulness, before being flogged in boxes; at least now – albeit in bits – they’re spread about, as if having been subjected to a strange inversion of a Tibetan Buddhist sky burial, whereby humans scavenge bird corpses rather than vice versa. At other times I project myself into the dim, distant future; surely, in the course of geologic time these great middens will petrify, forming some hitherto unknown sedimentary rock, one that will cause geologists of the distant future to dub this the Kentuckyzoic era?

What can we say about Kentucky Fried Chicken, as it was formerly known, or KFC, as it is known now? Well, the chain is a ‘concept’ (yes, that’s what they call them), along with Taco Bell and Pizza Hut, of Yum! Brands. With its 36,000 restaurants in 110 countries, Yum! is the biggest fast-food purveyor in the world (and, if you accept the strong anthropic principle, the entire universe). That’s a lot of bones – not, I hasten to add, that we can blame KFC for all of them. Colonel Harland Sanders, of the string tie and snow-white locks, may have founded his first fried-chicken outlet as long ago as 1952, but the relentless strut of this headless foodstuff across the known world has been greatly facilitated by religion.

To begin with there were fake KFCs, called things like ‘American Fried Chicken’ or ‘Tennessee Fried Chicken’, but then came a new generation, offering halal fowl, and with names like ‘Favorite Chicken’ and ‘UK Chicken’. Now you can chaw your way religiously across town, from Chicken Imperium to Chicken Satrap, from Chicken Region to Chicken Zemstvo, until, eventually, you reach some miserable joint tucked in the armpit of the earth and called simply ‘Chicken’ – that nonetheless offers BBQ beans.

‘Iss safe for the Hindus, innit?’ said the charming woman I engaged in conversation at a city-centre branch of KFC the other evening. ‘I mean, those Hindus can’t eat pork, can they?’

‘Muslims,’ I corrected her. ‘It’s Muslims who can’t eat pork – along with Jews, and for that matter Rastafarians.’

‘Muslims?’ She grabbed her companion’s arm for support. ‘I thought it was cows that wuz sacred for them.’

This young couple – who I had bearded about their attitude towards the establishment – proved just as voluble as the people I’d spoken to in McDonald’s. As they prattled on about how much junk food they ate, and where they ate it, I wondered if there were something in the Colonel’s famed secret recipe besides innocuous herbs and spices. Neither of them gave ‘a monkey’s’, about the conditions in which their dinner had been reared. (It’s worth recalling that the EU standard for this is twenty – that’s TWENTY – birds per square metre, their beaks clipped so they don’t try assist each other’s suicide.)

‘You’re shitting yourself,’ said my cut-price Candide, ‘if you sit there thinking about that stuff. I mean, it’s not like you think about how your jeans are made by a poor kiddie in some Indonesian sweat shop.’

‘Um, actually,’ I gulped, ‘I do sit here contemplating just that.’

I also sat there thinking how recherché the KFC experience was, what with its red walls, beige tiles and blond-wood-‘n‘-steel furniture. The portrait of the Colonel – the keynote of the decor – is outlined in airbrushed neon swathes, a 1980s corporate bastardization of a Warhol silkscreen print. In fact, KFC is undergoing a rebranding (reconceptualization?), part of which is moving back to the original appellation, Kentucky Fried Chicken.

I suppose Sanders would be proud; after all, his colonelcy was awarded in 1935 for chicken-frying expertise. This conjures up an image of the antebellum South populated entirely by burger-flipping majors and corndog-griddling generals – perhaps that’s why the Confederacy lost and Atlanta burned? Sanders’s secret recipe is still kept at KFC’s Louisville headquarters in a safe the combination of which is known only to two finger-lickin’ executives at a time and, together with the Coca-Cola recipe, it must rank as one of the true elixirs of the age.

But what does it taste like? A tricky question to answer, given that, unless you were raised by anchorites in the Sahara, this taste-datum is seared into your cerebellum. I manfully ordered two pieces with fries and a small bucket of Sprite. I also had two corn on the cobs (on offer at 99p). I say ‘had’, but I only managed one bland watery cob, a few fries, and one piece of chicken. I’d been given two breasts – at least, I think they were chicken breasts, they might have been the buttocks of superannuated Indonesian child labourers. At any rate, I only choked down one before concluding that the secret was really a mystery wrapped inside a battered enigma: how can anything that tastes this awful be quite so popular?

Chicken Tikka Masala


I suppose I was looking for an archetype that no longer exists – at least, not in a pure form. A fusty realm of red flock wallpaper, oval aluminium platters and piped sitar music. I was in search of that unreal establishment, the Indian restaurant – unreal, of course, because the vast majority of so called ‘Indian’ restaurants are in fact owned and run by Bangladeshis; but unreal, also, because just as second- and third-generation British Asians no longer see any need to kowtow to the ethnic indiscrimination of the majority (and so style their establishments ‘Bengali’, or as offering ‘Indian and Bangladeshi cuisine’), so they have also hearkened to the foodyism of the past decade, vamped up their decor and even begun flirting with the unsafe sex of gastronomy: fusion.

From the outside, the Mirsha (‘Finest Bengali Cuisine’), just off Ladygate in the East Riding town of Beverley, seemed, if not archetypal, innocuous, but once inside I found a dim minimalist cavern, with dark board floors and blood-red napery; there was no smelly Axminster carpet, or waiters with dahl-stained white jackets waggling their heads obsequiously – instead, I was shown by a dapper man in black to a table directly opposite a large, wall-mounted flat-screen monitor showing clips of Bollywood musicals.

OK, fair enough, but so long as the gaff served chicken tikka masala, I would still be in the right place. Britons eat a half-million curries a day, and one in seven of them are CTM (as it’s known in the trade). There is a plausible argument for claiming CTM as our national dish; after all, a Glasgow-based ‘Indian’ chef says that he invented it, in the early 1970s, when a local yokel asked for some gravy with his desiccated chicken

 This claim is mildly – if not hotly – disputed by Indian ‘Indian’ chefs, who severally claim that the dish is of Mughal or Punjabi origin, or else of such Aryan antiquity that it’s meaningless to conceive of its invention at all. (One pictures the cosmos supported on the back of an elephant, each of whose feet reposes in a slopping pot of this sinisterly orange comestible.)

Miah, mein host at Mirsha, claimed a Bengali provenance for the dish, pointing out that ‘masala’ referred to a mix of spices found in others of regional origin. But I say: what does he know, having been born and bred in Leeds? Personally I’ve given CTM a swerve for years now, its puréed tomato sauce is heavy on the ghee, and I can feel my arteries occluding with every bite. There’s this, and it’s also too mild for me: if I’m going to be eating curry I want to know about it, and yes, I’ll concede, there’s also a definite snobbish revulsion: CTM is the preferred pre-binge stomach-liner of the masses, and as such the very taste has become a prolepsis, anticipating the acid bile of the vomiting to come. What Ps and Qs were to my childhood, CTM is to the current era: it looks like puke, and soon it will be.

Grouped beneath the monitor at Mirsha’s was a distinctively northern last supper: a hefty bride-to-be in a joke veil equipped with L-plates, and a dozen or so fat-chook disciples. As I chomped through my starter – a red pepper stuffed with minced lamb – I watched them coat their tummies for the coming deluge. There was something oddly affecting in the juxtaposition between these chunky Yorkshire lasses and the endless parade of sylphs on the screen, whose every shimmy tested the limit between the demure and the depraved. When, inevitably, a large parcel was torn asunder off-screen, to reveal a helium balloon shaped like a cock and balls, and this then floated up cheerily to hang beside the monitor, it seemed only right that the Mirsha logo should appear onscreen: an ‘M’, the uprights formed by bulging red phallic chillies.

‘That’s what Mirsha means,’ said Miah, materializing by my elbow with three square white dishes, ‘chilli. Here’s your chicken tikka masala, sag paneer, and your pilau rice, will there be anything more?’

More? What I’d have preferred was much less. I couldn’t fault Miah’s fusion presentation, the CTM appeared as a gooey drumlin surrounded by a snail-trail of creamy jus, but I knew just by looking at it that it was going to be incredibly filling. And so it proved. My efforts to tackle the orangey summit weren’t helped by the arrival of a giant naan suspended from a sort of steel mast. ‘Our speciality,’ said Miah. ‘It’s for four, but we wanted you to try it.’

I confess, I had flouted one of the first rules of restaurant reviewing and revealed my identity; ever since the Mirsha staff had been displaying a touching faith in the ability of small-circulation left-wing periodicals to drum up business. And what of the food I hear you plaint, sad and literalist reader. Well, I did have a cold so heavy that I probably couldn’t have tasted it if I were eating plutonium, so all I can really report is texture: the sag sagged, the paneer was rubbery, the chicken was worryingly ductile, and as for the dreaded masala sauce, yes, it was saucy. Still, you are what you eat, and I was feeling pretty saucy myself by the time I finished. 

About ten hours later I came to, buck naked, lying in the lea of Eggborough power station at Goole. My pubic and chest hair had been shaved and the slogan ‘Just Nagdered’ was scrawled across my belly in lipstick. I’m sure she’ll make some robust Yorkshireman very happy.

Pizza Express


I’d like to be able say I’ve no idea how many Pizza Express pizzas I’ve eaten – but that would be a lie. Unlike all those burgers, kebabs, chicken drumsticks, chips and sandwiches, which, when I try to focus on them as individual taste experiences, are subsumed to the great undifferentiated mass of comestibles, the Pizza Express pizza has an eerie precision about it. This could be due to geometry alone: even a mathematical ignoramus such as me can calculate the area of 12-inch pizza to be 3.14159 (6 x 6) = 113.09724 square inches. And while that seems a preposterous size for a disc of unleavened bread topped with melted cheese and tomato purée, the very fact that, no matter which one of the chain’s 370 branches you sit down in, you can guarantee being served with substantially the same 113.09724 square inches tends my mind ineluctably towards further quantifications.

Between 1997 and 2007, every fortnight I would take my younger children to have supper with my older children in the Pizza Express in Shepherd’s Bush. But those 260 pizzas are only the baseline around which the rest of my statistical analysis proceeds. I can assert with some certainty that at least another 260 pizzas were consumed during that period at extempore family meals out and even gatherings when nominally ‘adult’ friends said ‘Why don’t we just have a pizza?’ in response to the bewildering array of foodstuff choice. 

Then there’s the outliers: I began eating at Pizza Express with some regularity in the mid-1980s and still eat there to this day – that’s another fourteen years during which I think an estimate of a pizza a month is conservative. So, 688 pizzas consumed by me alone, but if I add in the pizzas I’ve bought for my four children during the core period (1,000); the pizzas I bought for the older children between 1994 (when my son was four and my daughter two, and we began to haunt those marbled tables like so many other rived middle-class families) and 1997 (150); then the pizzas since the regular Shepherd’s Bush visitations ceased (approximately 75); we have a total of 1,913.

However, let not calculation cease there! Let Luke Johnson and his fellow board members – who have masterminded the relentless expansion of Pizza Express until there is not a clone high street in the land without its tasteful outlet tootling jazz – dance with joy! For four Pizza Express Margherita pizzas have been delivered to this house – at least! – every week of the thirteen years we have been in residence, making a staggering further 4,617 nutrition discs, and a running total of 6,530, or, 5,128 square feet of pizza. Now, with the average British home having a floor area of just 800 square feet, you don’t have to be an ancient Jewish prophet to reach the conclusion that while in my father’s house there are many mansions, there’s no repose because they’re all stuffed with pizza. 

Indeed, for my kids Pizza Express pizza is the staple food in the way that sorghum is for subsistence farmers in sub-Saharan Africa, or taro for those in New Guinea and Polynesia. Of course, it’s a very expensive staple food – but then we are all the children of our times. Peter Boizot may have founded the chain back in 1965, when jazz was still a cutting-edge musical form and the British were coating themselves with blue paint rather than painting sub-Matisse murals with it, but almost a half-century on, the entire bloated midsection of our social hierarchy has a sense of entitlement that can be summed up as: Our Right to Pizza.

And not just a Margherita, but an American too (I’ll spare you the calculation of pepperoni area, although I know you’re thinking about it), even a Veneziana with its 25 discretionary pence donated to the Venice in Peril Fund (again, I’ll spare you the calculation of how much of Venice I have personally saved). To sit in Pizza Express eating a pizza is to partake in a mystic communion with the cosmopolitanization of the British bourgeois in a way that no other chain-restaurant experience quite achieves. For me, the absolute proof of this is that during the heady years immediately before the crash I began to feel that, with my Oxbridge education and my well-established and well-remunerated career, to carry on calling myself ‘middle class’ was absurd, and so – partly to épater,  I concede – whenever I was asked the C-question I began saying that I was, in fact, upper middle class.

Needless to say, in Blairite Britain, where middle class was the new proletarian, this was deemed outrageous. Even I felt a little uncomfortable; or, more specifically, I began to feel uncomfortable in Pizza Express and began flirting with other pizza experiences such as Strada or Zizi. On some occasions I went slumming in Pizza Hut with my upper-middle-class pals . . . So, on balance, I can only say that the recession – from the pizza point of view – has been something of a relief. My circumstances may be reduced, and the chain may have tried to zip up the menu with all sorts of ridiculous new dishes, but those 113.09724 square inches remain a perfect circle.

Hotel Breakfasts


One of the most realest meals there is in the so-called developed world is a hotel breakfast. I say this for a simple reason: no one – unless they are close to expiring – refuses it. You may stagger back to your chipboard hutch, which fronts on to some God-awful bypass, at 1.30 a.m., swearing never again to drink with colleagues/clients/long-lost siblings (delete where applicable), but nevertheless the card lying on the bedspread still gets you salivating; and so you sit, indicating the number and flavour of juices required, opting for the basket of pastries – then you hang it on the doorknob like the good little Pavlovian working dog that you are.

Because the whole point about the hotel breakfast is that it’s included: you’ve paid your £65.99, so you may as well have it. It’s not only included in the hotel bill, it’s also, by extension, inclusive of all the guests. Good morning, Britain! Good morning, all you munchers and crunchers and belchers – wherever you may be. Personally, the novelty of having breakfast served to me in my room has long since palled. I find the whole experience of staying in hotels alone alienating, and the mornings are worst of all: lonely Onan, in his pants, caffeine-jittery and staring at the traffic coursing by the unopenable window like so many steely worry beads on a tarmac string.

That’s why I’ve reverted to seeking out the breakfast room; down there, in the bowels of the hotel, sit the included ones – salesmen and -women, lonely travellers, chirpy tourists, erring couples, high-functioning psychopaths sopping up virulent egg yolk with savage spear points of fried bread. O! Just how many individual pots of apricot jam can there be in this wide, wide world, and Why is it that Tiptree have cornered their manufacture? O! Consider the aluminium serving platters heaped with fried mushrooms, grilled tomatoes, black pudding discs – and, of course, not forgetting piggy-bits in strips and cylinders – there’s enough fat saturated in these to engender many cubic hectolitres of methane. So it will go, propelling British commerce by fart-power alone throughout the long day to come.

I love the hushed atmosphere in a hotel breakfast room, as we all sit, half-awake and frowsty, sensing that we have trespassed on each other’s dreams. It’s intimate, this breakfasting so close to where we’ve all slept, and so we avoid one another’s eyes, for fear of rupturing still more barriers normally only breached by coitus. In between these islands of virgin napery move the hotel staff – sometimes they are brusque, like prostitutes who have done their business and just want to get paid – at other times they tread lightly, almost tenderly, through this curiously interior public space.

As for the food, well, what of it? Coffee or tea, madam? And could I just take your room number, please? Will you have the full English breakfast or the Loch Fyne kippers? No, no, my mistake – what I mean to say is: You will have the full English breakfast or the Loch Fyne kippers, although you’d do no such thing at home. You’ll have a bowl of cereal – or yoghurt – as well, and several rounds of white toast, which will arrive, annoyingly, long before the fry-up, and sit there cooling into weaponry with which you might take on the psycho on the far side of the room – if it proves necessary. I think you will even have some prunes, which swim in their dishful of brown juice exactly like that which they’re intended to engender.

Apart from at functions, or all-you-can-eat buffets, the hotel breakfast room is the only culinary situation in which we encounter food in this fashion: laid out, en masse, an incitement to gluttony that at the same time is oddly reminiscent of a dissecting table upon which the internal organs of a murder victim have been carefully arranged. In continental Europe this forensic quality of hotel breakfasts is more evident; without the requirement to provide hot hog and boiled chicken ovaries, they can indulge their flare for playing with smoked fish and meats, bunching them up like flowers, fanning them out like cards. A hunk of soft cheese sits grape-bedizened in the sharp down-light, croissants swarm from a basket like flaky crustaceans; the elderly French couple at the table next to yours are holding hands and whispering to each other – but when you tune in it’s the upsetting lingua franca of stomachs they’re talking.

Through it all pulses the sickly susurration of muzak so soft and fluid it’s the aural equivalent of being fed by a drip. You recognize a full orchestral version of ‘We’ve Only Just Begun’ – the Carpenters’ big hit from 1970 – and, try as you might to repress the knowledge, you cannot, any more than you can prevent yourself from repeating the still more nauseous factoid that Karen Carpenter herself died from the effects of anorexia nervosa. All this! And it’s still only 7.23 a.m. – no wonder hotel breakfast is so profoundly, achingly, acidly real.

Nando’s


I find it absolutely mindboggling that on our high streets there are 240 branches of a restaurant chain originally started in South Africa by ethnic Portuguese refugees from Mozambique – but then I suppose that says everything about my failure to grasp the following: capitalism, globalization, the free market and the great British public’s gnawing desire for chicken.

Yes, we’re back in the chicken coop again – but in fairness, since this column treats of real meals, that people really eat, we should probably never stray too far from the chicken wire. If you log on to Nando’s website, they thoughtfully provide a map showing the nationwide distribution of their outlets that makes it look as if doughty Britannia is being pecked to death by sinister strutting stylized cockerels – the chain’s logo. Using said map, you could quite easily complete a coast-to-coast walk, à la Wainwright, solely provisioned with Nando’s signature dish of peri-peri chicken.

This being noted, there is a marked preponderance of Nando’s in inner-city areas, and I would wager – although I haven’t checked up on this personally; I do have a life, you know – that many of these areas have high ethnic-minority populations. It could be that there’s an awareness in the black community of Nando’s African roots, but if so it’s pretty residual. Certainly, when I mentioned this to a black friend who eats there regularly, she didn’t know about it, having just assumed the gaff was Portuguese.

Indeed, there’s nothing obviously South African about Nando’s decor, which is heavy on the faux-adobe, the faux-corrugated iron, the job lots of clay pots and plenty of cockerel-related tat – cages, feed bins, etc. There are also hokey signs on the walls bearing fowl sayings, homilies and factoids which stick even in the human craw. Still, the overall feel is tastefully muted: the tables are dark wood, the floors are tiled, and the lighting is angled down. The restaurants are also licensed, which means you can addle your pate with Stormhoek Pinotage while chewing your Prego steak roll. 

Nando’s is definitely a step up from a fast-food joint, so I wasn’t surprised when the same friend told me that she mostly took her son there on healthy-eating grounds: ‘The chicken’s grilled,’ she observed, ‘rather than fried like at KFC.’ Grilled the chicken is, and, moreover, Nando’s proudly asseverates that they only serve fresh – never frozen – chicken, that has been immersed for a full twenty-four hours in their famed peri-peri marinade. You can select your own degree of piquancy, from anodyne lemon-and-herb, through medium and hot to extra-hot, billed as ‘a real throat-scorcher. Spice savvy (or reckless bravado) required.’ Peri-peri is, in fact, the African bird’s eye chilli, and its worldwide spread is pretty much down to the Nando’s chain. We can picture it thus: the chilli is carried by the cockerel logo, much in the way other plant varieties are disseminated by their seeds getting lodged in the beaks of real birds.

At Nando’s you counter order, and then the dishes are brought to your table – a nice hybridization. I had a quarter-chicken with the medium marinade, chips and Macho peas (basically mushy peas with a few herbs and spices). The meal deal came with unlimited Coca-Cola, but when – as at this branch – the carbonating unit in the dispenser isn’t working, this is a benison comparable to the one granted King Midas. I mean, what’s the point of having unlimited flat Coke – it’s a bit like having unlimited shit.

Still, I couldn’t be arsed to make a fuss, so just sat there in the sepia interior, dipping my cardboard chips in ketchup, sipping my flat shit and gnawing my chicken, which was spiced just enough to avoid it tasting too … chickeny. I couldn’t reasonably complain: after all, what can you expect if you’re a middle-aged man eating lunch alone in a mid-priced chain restaurant? An entertaining gun battle?

Actually, in our family mythology Nando’s is very much associated with gun battles, because of the afternoon we went to eat at the branch on the Uxbridge Road and found it completely sealed off by police crime-scene tape, while crashed vehicles were strewn about outside. It transpired that an argument had flared up in the Mozambiquan-themed restaurant between two rival gangs of rude boys, and as is the way, they’d gone for their straps (London slang for a handgun, although the derivation is, natch, African-American) and started shooting. One teenager had fled Nando’s and leaped into a car, but he’d been shot several times and crashed through the window of a nearby estate agent’s – Winkworth’s, to be precise.

This was in 2002, and it seems unfair to Nando’s to restate this Boyz-in-da-Hood rep’. But then, looked at another way, I can’t help thinking that the episode was a bizarre prefiguring of things to come; after all, what have the last ten years brought us, if not the spectacle of the British economy behaving like a gangster full of extra-hot chicken, riddled with bullets and crashing into the entire property market – reckless bravado, indeed.

Belgo


A long time ago, when I could still bear to eat in social contexts, I attended a dinner at London Zoo given by the Royal Zoological Society. (A friend of mine, Martin Rowson, the cartoonist, was a Fellow. He’s also quite a decent fellow; funny, isn’t it, how decent fellows are often Fellows. I myself will never be a Fellow, let alone a decent one.) Anyway, at the dinner I was seated beside an expert on crustaceans who told me two things: 1. That the fattest and tastiest crabs lifted in Cromer, north Norfolk, were found in the proximity of the town’s sewer outfall pipe. 2. That he and his crustacean expert pals liked to go on holiday to Belgium, where they would revolve from one moules and frîtes joint to the next, challenging each other to identify the greatest number of parasites in any given kilo of mussels. Strangely, they never tired of this little game.

The parasites were, of course, entirely harmless, but still, there’s always something a tad suspect about the mussel; to my mind they’re rather like oysters that have been working out too much and hitting the sun bed as well – sinisterly tanned and toned. Still, my mother was very fond of moules marinières and often cooked them for us – no mean feat in the England of the 1970s, when the only fish available often came in the form of Shippam’s paste. There’s something hugely inspiriting about a great foodie waft of freshly boiled mussels. They smell at once nutritious and piquantly dirty; if raw oysters are the cunnilingus of gastronomy, then mussels are . . . well, best not go there. 

Back in the mid-1990s, when I was the Observer’s restaurant critic, I was packed off to review a new restaurant called Belgo which had opened in Covent Garden. The gaff was subterranean and steely-clad. There was one room with long refectory tables at which diners sat to be served by waiters dressed up as monks. The menu was heavy on the muscle-bound bivalve, and there was also a substantial carte featuring obscure Belgian beers brewed by real monks and a selection of Dutch jenevers. These latter came in shot glasses set in depressions carved out of wooden paddles wielded by the monk-a-likes – so it was an open incitement to get horrifically pissed on gin, which we duly did, and the evening ended . . . well, best not to go there either.

I remember thinking at the time that the Belgo shtick was pretty much the apogee of themed restaurants; a sort of Bladerunner-meets-Trappist vibe prevailed that required only dry ice – or clouds of incense – to achieve total inauthenticity. If you had told me then that fifteen years down the line Belgo would have several branches bedizening London, together with several more belonging to a subsidiary chain called Bierodrome, well, I’d’ve licked a tonsure in the top of my own head. Ho-hum, such is the queer cavalcade of history.

As it happens, some time between then and now I got to know Denis Blais, the French-Canadian who was the co-founder of Belgo. He’s an ebullient chap, hugely likeable, and so I’ve never got round to asking him how on earth he set on the course of world domination through a chain of Belgian-themed moules-and-frîtes restaurants. Besides, he long ago flogged Belgo off, and it’s now owned by some faceless mid-market catering chain called Tragus (curious, naming a business after the cartilaginous protrusion in front of the earhole, but then presumably they know something I don’t). 

It’s doubtful whether Belgo/Bierodrome qualifies as a Real Meal subject, since you could spend your whole life in Nuneaton or Nairn never clapping eyes on one of these joints. But that’s just the point: people need to be warned. An innocent provincial lad or lass, unsuspectingly treading the streets of the Great Wen, and finding them not only not paved with gold, but lined by Belgian-themed restaurants, could be severely traumatized. Jaded as I am, I still felt pretty nervous entering the Belgo in Holborn the other evening. Still, I’d arranged to meet my goddaughter there – she’s fashionably wheat intolerant and we needed to talk. Actually, turns out the other Belgos don’t tog their staff in habits, and the interior was pretty standard for a mid-price eatery: tables, chairs, bar, etc. Not only that, but the staff were absurdly solicitous: the young woman who served me my starter of black pudding and apples told me about the blood pudding made in her native Hungary – later I found out she’d just written a dissertation on Virginia Woolf. Frankly, that’s more social intercourse than I’d reckon on in an average month.

Bea – my goddaughter – chose moules marinières to start, while I had a kilo of Thai-style mussels for the main event. They were fine, although by no means overwhelming. Bea’s main-course salmon was overdone – but isn’t it always? As for desserts, I like sugar as much as the next twenty-five morbidly obese men who’ve had gastric bands fitted, but the cheesecake was still way too sickly. We finished up with espresso and mint tea. The bill came to sixty-odd quid; all in all it was an anodyne, mid-price, themed Belgian restaurant experience – not the heart of darkness I’d feared.

Chinese


Circa 1969 the only restaurants in Britain were Chinese ones – or at least, that’s the way I remember it. They had placid aquaria in their front windows and strange, liquidly bubbling music was piped through their dimly lit interiors; the piquant aromas of chicken and sweetcorn soup, Peking duck and sweet and sour pork balls rolled across the dusty-red carpets, while the staff padded to and fro with the soundless self-effacement of sorcerers’ apprentices. To us kids Chinese restaurants were all the fun of the fair as we faffed about with chopsticks and contemplated the unbearable lightness of being a prawn cracker; but most exciting of all the arrival of the food was preceded by the lighting of a candle inside a special tabletop heater. What was this? As a child I assumed it was of a piece with shrines and gongs and burning paper money at funerals – another figure in the strange Chinoiserie of suburban London.

Of course, once we had read Timothy Mo’s brilliant novel Sour Sweet we all understood what a performance the standard British Chinese had been all along: the cuisine a dockside fusion designed for the barbarians’ uncouth palates, and the obsequiousness actually wary indifference – for once the beaded curtain clicked shut, there was nobody more scrutable than a Cantonese. But where are the Chinese restaurants of yesteryear? I search for them high and low, on provincial bypasses and in the armpit of Brutalist shopping centres – and still I cannot find them. 

I don’t mean that there are no longer Chinese restaurants, it’s just they no longer tend to an archetype; just as the quintessential ‘Indian’ seems to have died out some time in the mid-1990s, so the ‘Chinese’ went extinct a decade before that, perhaps both depended for their genre status on first- and second-generation immigrants operating in a more monochrome society. This is not to say that the Chinese takeaway hasn’t endured, and often it seems altogether secure in its costume of dragonish calendars, day-old copies of the Sun, MSG and curried chips. However, our local Chinese was recently taken over by Serbians – and how mad is that? I don’t know what persuaded them they could cook such mongrel food, sired by parents strange to one another, and so it was that they righteously cocked it up before sensibly mutating it into just another factory chicken outlet.

Nowadays, at the hipper end of the spectrum there are eateries with names like New Culture Revolution, which are all blond-wood benches and rubber floors – Scandinavian echt dangling in a basket of rice noodles. In fact, New Culture Revolution is the name of a small chain of Chinese restaurants (or ‘noodle and dumpling bars’ as they style themselves) and whenever I pass by one I wonder if its owners – who I assume aren’t Chinese – are quite aware of how crass this ascription is, playing as it does upon mass internecine murder. It’s on a par, surely, with calling a salt-beef joint ‘Yo-Ho-Shoa!’ or a borscht and vodka one ‘Gulag-It-Down’.

I will never eat at New Culture Revolution – but I’ll eat at just about any other Chinese restaurant I can. I cherish Chinese food above all others, and find it comforting to the point of making me weep – as if I were thrusting my head between the great warm dumplings of an ancestral mother spirit. I long since stopped faffing around with chopsticks, and could now probably change a typewriter ribbon with a pair. This Oedipal passion dates back to one afternoon around 1977 when I went up to the West End with a gaggle of friends and we ended up eating at Poon’s Wind-Dried Duck Company in Soho.

This was an altogether different experience to the pork balls of the previous decade. Poon’s was a bustling establishment crashing and banging up four storeys of a narrow terraced property on Lisle Street. The food was at once plainer and more tangy than traditional Anglo-Cantonese fare, while the waiters were bracing in their open contempt for their clientele. So began a lifetime of regular eating in Chinatown, during which I have patronized just four restaurants: I shifted my business from Poon’s to the cheaper Man Lee Hong some time around 1981, and then from there to China China on Gerrard Street three years later. I stayed put there for two decades, until around three years ago, without warning, I rounded the corner to discover it had transmogrified into an all-you-can-eat buffet. 

Oh, woe! What is it with the all-you-can-eat buffet? The marginal unit of preference between healthy plenitude and disgusting gluttony should be evident to anyone who has reached their majority, so all such establishments can possibly represent is a society gorged by its contempt for impoverishment. That the Chinese should operate them here is piling grain upon grain of irony, given that their homeland has suffered devastating famines within living memory. Still, I was reading this week that Peak Food may soon be reached, so I suppose we may live to see all-you-can-fight-to-the-death-for buffets. 

As for me, I moved my business to the Canton thirty yards away on Newport Place, and there I remain.

Kebabs


I often have a kebab, although not as often as I might. In my part of the world – and along countless other urban arterial roads the length and breadth of the land – you can proceed from one samey shopping parade to the next, your forward movement only registered by the thinning and thickening of the stylized doner kebabs depicted on the signs vertically mounted above fast-food joints. What is it about the kebab? And more to the point – if you’ll forgive the pun – what is it about the Turkish community, which has percolated into this country with scarcely a perturbation of the body politic?

True, from time to time there is talk of Cyprus, or Armenia, or a multimillion-pound heroin bust, but on the whole all we see of the Turks among us is these lumps of compressed ground meat greasily adhering to shop fronts. Moreover, the subtle occupation of the takeaway niche formerly occupied by fish and chip shops is equally unregarded. After all, a Turkish establishment will offer fish, chips, pies and kebabs – so what’s not to like? Especially since the doner kebab has become the post-pub handy food of choice, offering as it does a world entire, sealed in a pouch of pitta bread.

As I say, I often have a kebab; I had one in Bexhill-on-Sea the other evening, on spying a likely establishment en route to the station. My train was due in about fifteen minutes, so I had to make a decision: should I have the doner kebab (a nasty gustatory experience, with its pinky-grey strips of meat visibly fizzing with bacteria), or the shish (often surprisingly good, the meat charcoal-grilled and succulent). I stress: the kebab choice is never to do with a marginal unit of cost – at most there’s a quid’s difference between the two – but a marginal unit of time. 

There’s something about choosing the shish that brings out the artiste in the average kebab-joint operative. Yes, yes, he will assure you that it will only take a few minutes, but once he’s begun barbecuing he becomes subject to some strange atavism. Once more he is a sheep herder, high on the Anatolian plateau. In his mind’s eye he crouches, eyes narrowed, to spear the precious lamb chunks on his wickedly sharpened dagger. The winds howl all around, the wolves join in, the dogs yowl, the sheep mmmaa-aaa-aaa! in dread anticipation. Outside, the yoof of Bexhill-on-Sea may be swigging Bacardi Breezers and talking arse, but inside the kebab shop it’s a mystic communion between man and fire of Zoroastrian significance.

Or so I thought, as the minutes ticked away and I cursed myself for not having risked the doner: ‘Um, I really do have a train to catch –’ I remonstrated with the Turk as he fiddled with his meaty spillikins. ‘I know, I know,’ he shot back, ‘but you can’t have these underdone.’ No, indeed, an underdone shish kebab would be as bad as . . . well, as bad as a doner kebab.

Needless to say, I made the train, and sat there in the plastic-aseptic interior as it toggled its way through Collington, Cooden Beach, Pevensey and Westham. Sat there, and unwrapped the hot buttock of the kebab from its outerwear of off-white paper, and then its underwear of grey-greasy paper. Naturally, the kebab man had asked if I wanted salad – and I had consented to this. Of course he had offered sauce – and to this I had also agreed. Now a kebab such as this, stuffed to the seams, should really only be attempted with an armoury of cutlery and a full roll of quilted kitchen roll to hand – but I had neither. Within seconds the tabletop was bedizened with chunks of tomato, onion and meat, with dollops of sauce and juice. Within minutes the plush of the seat, the floor carpet, the windows and most of my clothing were saturated in fat.

Still, it was a very good kebab – and I was in hog-eat-sheep heaven. Chomping on, I meditated on the bizarre fact that oblong countries invariably have bad human-rights records – Turkey, of course, but also Israel/Palestine (with the nasty sub-oblongs of Gaza and the West Bank), to say nothing of Egypt, Nepal and Saudi Arabia. There must be something about the rectilinear that does it to the collective unconscious of a nation, making its inhabitants feel as if they’re all in jail together, and so they divide up into sadistic guards and cowering inmates . . .

The kebab was finished: once it had been a world entire, now it was inside the universe of me. It had taken me so long to get through £3.95 of food that the train was now toggling through the outer suburbs of London. I looked down from the embanked line on the rivers of halogen light and the knots of the inebriated gathered outside late-night takeaways. It was with something like a thrill that I picked out the first tapering oblong of a stylized doner kebab on a lit-up sign. Ah! It would be good to smell the greasy, greasy kebabs of home!

The Stockpot


You can’t get realer when it comes to meals than chowing down with the Statesman’s own laureate of the lowlife, Nick Lezard. I’ve known Nick for years (ever since, in fact, he compared my prose to that of the Classical emeticist Tertullian), and together we’ve eaten some memorable meals, including that Highland police-evading delicacy poulet au hashish, but in recent years – as his column amply confirms – Nick has fallen on hard times. True, he never exactly lived high on the hog, but now he barely scrapes by low on the streaky. It would’ve been unfair to subject Nick to the snail sorbets and caviar casseroles served up at London’s top tables – let alone stick him with the bill – so I suggested that we rendezvous at the Stockpot near Leicester Square.

The Stockpot is one of a mini-chain of three restaurants offering plain, wholesome British cuisine (with a few Italian fripperies) at scandalously low prices. You can have a three-course meal for two at the Stockpot, with wine, for well under fifty quid. Unbelievable, no? I mean, in most West End restaurants you can barely get a maître d’ to sneer at you for that kind of money, let alone feed you. 

I’m not altogether certain what the genesis of the Stockpot was, but all three outlets have a powerful ambience of having been there since time out of mind: the bentwood chairs, the cloistered booths, the nicotine walls, the melamine burling of the tabletops – all suggest the corner houses of yore, by way of wartime ‘British Restaurants’ serving splotches of stodge to profligates who’ve run through their ration. Granted, the Stockpot is a metropolitan phenomenon, but I like to think that every British city still has its equivalent: somewhere that dishes up liver and bacon, bubble and squeak, fish and chips – all the binary conjunctions that once made up the bedrock of the British diet before the creation of chicken tikka masala.

I often used to eat at the Stockpot on Basil Street, behind Harrod’s, which was much frequented by cabbies, and there was nothing more comforting than watching these cockney knights of the open road spoon down their jelly and custard while inveighing against wobbly modernity. Nick, too, has his Stockpot connections: his girlfriend used to work at one in the 1980s, when she took home the princely sum of £6 for an eight-hour shift. Hm, rationed wages to go with the wartime food . . . still, for all the penury (which I assume must endure), our waitress looked jolly enough. 

I pressured Nick towards the liver and bacon with onion gravy and veg’ – a snip at £6.50 – while I had chicken kiev with rice and veg’ – a relatively expensive £7.90. I say ‘pressured’ because I wanted to know what the liver and bacon was like, without actually having to eat it myself. But then I’m like that in relation to a lot of experiences, both sensual and aesthetic. I also want to know what the foam night at Space is like, but I have no intention of going. Jules Verne picked up on this tendency over a century ago, when he remarked of Phileas Fogg that he was the kind of English gentleman who sends his manservant to see the sights for him. Passepartout also had the whitebait to start with – at my insistence.

And enjoyed both heartily: ‘Um . . . um . . .’ he ummed, ‘this is really quite good – you should try some.’ And I did, just to please him. Actually, my soup wasn’t too bad either, giving the lie to that school of thought which says you can spend all day making soup only to end up with something that tastes marginally worse than what you get out of a can. However, with the chicken kiev I hit the culinary rumble strip and juddered to a halt. Like The Towering Inferno and Earthquake, chicken kiev was an integral part of the early 1970s; they were disaster movies – it was disaster cuisine, a great lowering lump of crap chicken, slathered in garlic butter and nameless herbs before being coated in breadcrumbs then fried. Chicken kiev felt anachronistic at its very inception; forty years on I felt as if I were in a crap episode of 1970s Dr Who, in which cavaliers duelled with cyborgs. 

Nick was faring no better with his liver and bacon; it had begun promisingly – the meat was tender and tasty – but soon ploughed into the escape lane filled with onion gravy. We tried to stimulate our jaded palates by putting these plates aside and ordering peach and apple pie and custard (£2.95), and chocolate sponge pudding and chocolate custard (£3.20), but it was too late – we were stuffed. The only thing we had any appetite for was the bill, which came in at exactly £40, allowing a generous 20 per cent tip for the underpaid waitress. 

I say ‘we’ had an appetite for the bill, but in the spirit of this column I must tell it like it is: I’d gone out without enough cash, and obviously the Stockpot hasn’t heard of plastic – yet. So Nick was obliged to pay the greater part of the bill. No wonder he’s down and out.
 

TGI Friday’s


Did kidult culture spawn kidult restaurants, or was it perhaps the other way round? Certainly, the concentrated ambience of senile juvenescence that saturates establishments such as the Hard Rock Café, Planet Hollywood and TGI Friday’s makes them a suitable vanguard of the kidult revolution – I blame the sixties. Between the door of TGI Friday’s – beside which stood a life-size model of Iron Man (although, on reflection, is it possible for a fictional superhero to be ‘life-size’?) – and our table, the waiting captain challenged us with the phrase ‘All right, guys?’ no fewer than four times, as if we were being subjected to a kidult interrogation.

Being a kidult myself, I didn’t mind, but Luther, who’s nine years old and a bona fide child, was – in his own words – ‘weirded out’. And when another servitor leaped out at him and barked ‘What’s up, boss?’, he almost burst into tears. In fact, our entire trip to Friday’s was in this vice-versa spirit, with the kid hating every minute and the adult, if not exactly cherishing the experience, prepared to give the joint the benefit of the doubt. 

Which surprised me, because at one time or another all three of my older children have regarded Friday’s as the place to go for a birthday treat, and I’ve had to sit there – like so many other parents – watching them and their friends gurning their way through overpriced hamburgers and freaking out on Coca-Cola. At such times I’ve felt that it’s bad enough that one TGI Friday’s exists, let alone a chain of a thousand of them, cinching the earth like a gastric band of gimcrack gastronomy.

We were seated between a quartet of Japanese tourists, who proceeded to haggle relentlessly over their bill, and a Middle Eastern family consisting of a black-bagged mum and a dad who footled with his 3G phone. Coyly, Friday’s aver that the ‘G’ in ‘TGI’ stands for ‘Goodness’, but looking around at the multi-faith clientele babbling under a cloud of hickory-flavoured barbecue sauce I was certain it could represent either a monotheistic ‘God’ or the entire polymorphously perverse Hindu pantheon.

The decor at TGI is actually a pantheon of Americana – the aforementioned Iron Man, an ET, a drum kit, a Harley Davidson motorcycle, and so on. There are red-and-white striped awnings both out- and inside the gaff, and the bar is rimmed with neon and a vulgarization of Duchamp’s Large Glass depicting the Manhattan skyline. ‘One of the things that’s annoying me,’ Luther observed tartly, ‘is that it’s super-American.’ Then he ordered a jumbo hotdog from the kids’ menu. For the duration of our meal a succession of pop songs percolated through the gloom – you know the ones: Motown stompers, the Small Faces, the Kinks, even Iggy Pop’s ‘The Passenger’. None of them were intrinsically bad, but they all suffered by association.

I toyed with requesting one of the special house burgers, but while not going as far as one of my friends, who observed of an anorexic family member, ‘For her food is essentially pre-shit,’ I can’t say the idea of seven ounces of beef slathered with guacamole filled me with anything but thoughts of coprophilia. So I settled for the Caesar salad and a side order of shrimps done in Friday’s signature Jack Daniels marinade. Indeed, were it not for Luther’s gloom I might well have fallen further off the wagon than this and abandoned a decade’s sobriety by ordering one of their ‘Whiskey Wonders’, possibly a Godfather, which is glossed as: ‘A simple combination of Scotch and Luxardo amaretto that’s as classic as its movie namesake’.

The previous evening I’d had dinner with my nephew, who told me that his girlfriend was constitutionally unable to vomit. I think I’ve found a cure. Friday’s prides itself on its cocktails; there are pages of such nauseating descriptions and, leafing through them, it occurred to me that really these are the alcopops of a pseudo-sophistication, and that, when all’s said and puked, there’s no fundamental distinction to be made between James Bond’s ultra-dry Martini and Vicky Pollard’s Bacardi Breezer.

Luther pronounced his jumbo hotdog to be ‘very jumbo’, which I think was a compliment. My Caesar salad was bone-cold strips of chicken laid out on a pallet of limp lettuce and hideous croutons. But then, is there anything more hideously inutile than a crouton in this whole wide world? The big surprise was the shrimps – which were surprisingly tasty; I wolfed them down and gazed about me indulgently at the razzamatazz. 

All in all, I hadn’t minded TGI Friday’s nearly as much I thought I would. It may’ve been the presence of my depressed nine-year-old, or it could be that I sensed that this was the beginning of the end for kidult dining – after all, with a rapidly declining birth rate, this curious inversion of mores may be about to implode. In the future, with an enormous ageing population, children’s birthday parties will probably take place in establishments like the Palm Court at the Waldorf Astoria, with string quartets instead of guitar bands. One can only hope.

Aberdeen Angus Steak House


Established in 1976 – or so their crest proudly claims – the noble house of Aberdeen Angus Steak Houses seems always to have been among us, yet I cannot recall ever speaking to anyone who admitted to eating in one. My own definitive experience of the chain is definitely a case of le lèche-vitrine. Heading dreamily up West on a Saturday afternoon in late March of 1990, I emerged from Leicester Square tube to find myself in the middle of a pitched battle between police and anarchists. It was, indeed, the pivotal moment of the Poll Tax riots: the police, having forced the demonstrators back against a building site in Trafalgar Square, were now being attacked by lithe young men hurling scaffolding poles, apparently with all the skill of hoplites.

I watched, awed, as the Met – some on horseback, others forming a loose testudo with their riot shields – retreated up the Charing Cross Road. I was struck by the timelessness of the scene; this, I felt, could have been the Peasants’ Revolt, or the Gordon Riots, such was the perfectly achieved choreography of the Law and the Mob. Still more atavistic were the spectators who filled the mouths of the side roads; they were in festive spirits, laughing and pointing when someone managed a particularly accurate pole-throw or truncheon-swipe. 

But most remarkable of all was the behaviour of the diners I could see plumped down solidly on the leatherette banquettes of the Steak House on the corner of Cranbourn Street: these hefty American tourists, far from being intimidated by the biggest civil disturbance Central London had witnessed in decades, had their heads down and continued unabashed with their bovine noshing. The rich, far from being eaten – as the Class Warriors would’ve wished – were still eating. 

Back in the day there were thirty-odd of these establishments, poised to capture unwary tourists as they staggered from London’s mainline terminuses. With their red paint and black leather decor, and their menus of uncompromising naffness – prawn cocktails, steaks, chips, gateaux – the chain had by the late 1980s become a synonym for ‘clip joint’. No self-respecting native would ever dream of setting foot in one. But twenty years on revolutionary socialism has been reduced to a mere rump of its former self – as so, for that matter, have the Steak Houses: there are only four left.

When I called at Friday lunchtime to see if I could book a table at the Cranbourn Street branch for dinner that evening the woman who answered the phone was mildly incredulous: ‘We don’t take bookings,’ she said, ‘and to be honest you really don’t need one.’ The small herd of three prime young men I’d assembled to dine with me were equally thrown when I revealed our destination – and I thought they’d be delighted. Instead they muttered about cholesterol, prions and – most important this – the terrible solecism of natives eating in such a tourist trap. 

‘It can’t be that bad!’ I cried, leading the way, ‘Besides, I’m paying.’ Such arrogance, for just as the Steak Houses barely survived the BSE and Foot and Mouth epidemics, so the bill took a near-fatal chunk out of my bank balance. It was £130 for a single course for four, with no wine to drink, only four Cokes (plus 15 per cent tip on top). True, the bullocks all had fillet steaks, while I had a sirloin, but there was no tricky preparation involved – just beef + fire – and as for side orders: chips and salad, d’oh!

Beef + fire. Looking around me at the hellish red-and-black interior of the Steak House, my mind floated back to those Götterdämmerung images of the 1990s, the flame pits of hell, the stiffened carcasses fork-lifted into them, the viral smog staggering skywards. Frankly, it was a wonder anyone ever ate steak again after that meaty little apocalypse, let alone sat around chomping the stuff under the mournful eyes of a lot of highland cattle. For that’s what the pictures on the walls were of; not Aberdeen Angus – which aren’t terribly photogenic kine – but their Highland cousins, with their bike-handlebar horns and dreadlock coats.

But all this being noted, the strange thing was that, although we had to wait a ridiculously long time for our steaks, the meat was of a premium quality and they were perfectly cooked. The bullocks grazed contentedly, while I, too, happily chewed on someone else’s cud, while ruminating that, since beef production is such a wasteful and environmentally devastating business, it was probably entirely apt that those other steak-holders, back in 1990, ignored the civil disturbances within feet of their snouts, for wasn’t I doing exactly the same thing twenty years later? Granted, there wasn’t a riot going on in my visual field, but all meat is by definition murder, and somewhere else in the world someone was suffering the attendant grief.

Not I, though. I paid the bill, said goodbye to a pair of the bullocks and, accompanied by the third, headed for home. Herding him down the Charing Cross Road, I shared some of my thoughts with this, the prime cut of my loins. ‘Dad,’ he interrupted me, ‘can we get some Krispy Kreme donuts?’ And people say the young have lost all interest in politics.

Thai


My friend Ian’s girlfriend Cindy has opened a Thai restaurant at Toll Cross in Edinburgh. There’s nothing particularly reprehensible about that – I mean, at least Cindy is Thai, unlike a lot of the folk who run such establishments. Propping up the bar at Passorn (which means ‘angel’ in Thai, and happened to be Cindy’s name), Ian was scathing about ‘Thai’ restaurants which are anything but: ‘Most of them are Chinese places that offer a few Thai dishes,’ he opined, ‘which they can’t cook properly anyway.’ 

Cindy has brought in a couple of top-class Thai chefs from the mother country, and they’re doing the real thing with a vengeance; their signature dish of pad normai fa rang – a stir-fry with monkfish, among other things – was superb, and deliquesced on my mouldy Allied Carpets runner of a tongue. As for their pad thai, I don’t think I’ve ever had better – I particularly liked the way it came with little additional heaps of herbs and spices so you could spritz it up to your taste. 

Still, enough of this wanking-on about delicious food – I’ll leave that to the venal scum who junket with the industry: I pay my way. What interests me more about Thai dining is how ubiquitous it’s become. Thirty years ago there was only one Thai restaurant – that I knew of – in London’s West End, and we thought we were doing some impressive cross-cultural engagement just by going there. Nowadays there are approximately 1,700 Thai restaurants in the UK, and since they are located – according to precise astrological guidelines – equidistant from one another, it means that no Briton is ever more than eight miles (as the crow flies) from a dod daew – yum ma kuer doi kum (salad with crispy aubergine and boiled eggs and shallots, topped with Thai garlic dressing).

I made that last bit up, but you know what I mean: there are a lot of Thai – or possibly ‘Thai’ – restaurants about nowadays, and you come across them in unexpected places, such as on arterial roads running between provincial towns, where they’ve winnowed out old coaching inns, replacing thatched roofs with curling eaves and scrumpy with satay. To be fair to the ‘Thais’ it’s difficult to see how 1,700 authentic Thai restaurants could be staffed, given that there are only 36,000 people of Thai descent in the country. Assuming half of this number are either children or retired, it leaves a ratio of ten Thais to every restaurant, implying that all the Thais in Britain are in catering – surely an unwarranted slur?

I’ve only been to Thailand once. The first half of the trip was profoundly unreal – my then wife and I stayed on one of the islands in the south off Phuket, in a luxury resort. This was over twenty years ago, when the homogenization of moneyed global culture was still something of a shock; with its Western breakfast cereals and servile masseuses the place seemed so horrifically ersatz that I was compelled to take a fantail boat to a nearby hippy beach and score some dope. This didn’t help either; it was so strong that a couple of puffs convinced me that the Thai police had miniaturized themselves and set up a stakeout somewhere in my rectum – so I flushed most of it down the loo.

And we decamped to Bangkok, which was both frenetic and fabulous – although what I remember most about the city was the food. You could graze your way clear across town from one stall to the next; at each there was a wok, a handful of prawns, some chillies, some garlic, some lemongrass – everything tasted crisp, clean and delicious, and we had nary a stomach upset; such a contrast with northern India, where you’ve only to look at a dodgy dish to have spirochetes swarming up your eyebeams.

Anyway, it all left me with a deep affection for Thai food – such a deep affection that I’ve attempted to replicate the experience in as unpropitious surroundings as Ilkley, Ilford and Ilfracombe. Indeed, while I’m delighted to find such genuine Thai restaurants as Cindy’s Passorn, or Esarn Kheaw on the Uxbridge Road in London (where I used to eat with the late J. G. Ballard, and where the patron still obstinately refuses to recognize me, despite the fact that I’ve been coming in since the late 1980s), I’m also quite content with ‘Thai’ restaurants, the inauthenticity of which seems only fair during late globalization. 

After all, if Westerners have exercised a form of neo-imperialism whereby we insist on the replication of our own environments in foreign climes, why shouldn’t foreigners obey the same commercial imperatives and replicate our tourist destinations in our own land? No one expects all the employees of Hilton or Holiday Inn in Thailand to be American, so why should we expect all the Thai restaurants in Britain to be run by Thais? True, the ‘Thai’ restaurant opened by some Serbs near my house in south London did push the envelope a little too far – the green curry was beige, the sticky rice could’ve been loaded into a mastic gun – but market forces soon put paid to them.

Greggs


‘Within a Budding Grove’, with its hint at the similitude of erectile clitoral tissue and burgeoning plant life, is the somewhat suggestive translation of Proust’s A l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs given by C. K. Scott Moncrieff. Actually, the more literal ‘In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower’ is not without its sexual problematic – but anyway, I invariably think of first one rendition and then the other every morning as I walk up St John’s Road from Clapham Junction, because tripping towards me comes a loose procession of young women hurrying towards the station. Young women neatly groomed, young women in charming dishabille frowsty from their beds, young women homely, and young women caught in that brief and startling window of beauteous opportunity which makes it inevitable that the human race will continue to propagate. As they click-clack past Phones4U, the pawnbroker and Bank Santander, their resemblance to Marcel’s covey of adolescent girls bowling along the promenade at Balbec is, at best, tenuous (especially given that the fabulously flirty Albertine was in fact based on Proust’s stolid Belgian chauffeur, Albert), but they still have that vivifying effect on me – their dash, their absorption into the hamster wheel of the working day that is yet figurative of the wheel of life itself! Their tense unconsciousness! And never am I more à l’ombre of the Clapham girls than when one of them breaks step and dives sideways into Greggs the baker. Fresh baking and jejune women – well, you don’t have to believe in the capacity of tea-soaked cake to summon involuntary memories in order to understand what a powerful gestalt this forms.

I like to think that I’m not alone in this – and since there are 1,400 branches of Greggs throughout the country it’s a fair bet I’m not. Standing in the queue this morning, meditating on whether to opt for the £1.99 or the £2.25 breakfast deal (the distinction is about 500ml of tea and orange juice), it occurred to me that there was something rather special about the considerable niche Greggs has carved in the national unconscious; after all, Greggs is more ubiquitous than McDonald’s, they serve around a million breakfast customers alone per day, and yet their public profile is as flat as a Scotch pancake. They’re the body-snatchers of British fast food; started on Tyneside in the early fifties, the chain has expanded by snaffling up other bakeries – Rutherglen’s in Glasgow, Thurston’s in Leeds, Broomfield’s in London, Bakers Oven all over – and ‘rebranding’ them with its own non-look: blue Melamine fascias, wood-effect laminated floors, err . . . that’s it. 

Really, if you come to think of it, Greggs has become the archetype of what a certain kind of baker is; not a retail baker per se (and although ‘baking’ is done on the premises, I suspect this is only heating up pre-prepared dough), but rather a dispenser of farinaceous snack food – sandwiches, filled rolls, sausage rolls, etc. – within a bakery ambience. I don’t actually believe many people go to Greggs to buy bread despite the stooks of French sticks and the baskets of bloomers; rather the bread is synonymous with nutritious – and maternal – bounteousness, so the working girls, the labouring lads, the morbidly obese on incapacity benefit – all of us roll in to get our fill.

Some say the fare Greggs specializes in is ‘comfort food’. Personally, I find no food more comforting than a fresh kilo of Beluga caviar, eaten in hefty dollops off taut warm human skin – but, faute de mieux, I’ll settle for soup with a sausage roll, which at Greggs has the solid virtue of costing only £1.65. Oop north, Greggs may offer such local savouries as stotties and pease pudding, but in my neck of the woods the global virus has taken hold, and the shelves in the coolers are cluttered up with malted brown bloomers stuffed with tuna, red onion, red pepper, salsa in mayonnaise and mixed-leaf lettuce. Yuck! If I wanted this sort of foreign pap – let alone a sweet chilli chicken bloomer – I’d go to Pret or EAT.

Most mornings all I buy at Greggs is a 40p gingerbread man for my own little man (I’m a firm believer in the idea that education can only be undertaken with a high blood-sugar level), but today I did have a sausage roll. I was expecting some ghastly flaccid thing, but in fact the pastry was puffy and the meat not too, um, worrying. I also bought the local delicacy on offer, a piece of so-called ‘London cheesecake’. This was pretty strange, being not cake at all but rather a square of puff pastry not dissimilar to the casing of my sausage roll, while so far as I could tell there wasn’t any cheese incorporated into this sweetmeat, which instead was garnished with some sort of coconut or mallow shavings.

Sounds disgusting, I know – but I ate it while I was writing this piece, and after dipping a morsel of the London cheesecake into a spoonful of my tea, then letting it dissolve on my tongue, I found myself being mysteriously transported about an hour back in time – to Clapham Junction!

Pie and Mash


There used to be a pie and mash shop around the corner from me on the Wandsworth Road, but it’s long gone. I don’t know the exact figures, but there can only be two score of these venerable establishments left in London – if that. Along with fish and chip shops, pie and mash (or, to be strictly accurate, pie, mash and eel) shops are the crucible of modern British fast food. I’m not sure what the exact origins of this cuisine are, but, unlike fish and chips, they would seem to be indigenous – after all, who but the Cockneys would dream up such an excruciating meal deal? 

The serving woman behind the counter of the shop picks up a plate as if it were a plasterer’s board then smears a blob of white mash on to the side; next comes a ladleful of liquor, the virulent green sauce made with parsley and the juice left over from cooking the eels; next come the eels themselves – stewed or, double-puke, jellied – or, alternatively, a meat pie; these are made with cold-water pastry and look, as well as taste, as if a fat pearly king has been sitting on them.

When I was a young trendy (which is what hipsters were called in my day), I’d try and eat in a pie and mash shop from time to time – it seemed an obvious way for a slumming bourgeois to connect with the pays-bas of the Great Wen. But every time I concluded that, if London was a swelling bubo, then liquor had to be its pus – it looked like infective matter on the plate and left a disturbingly viscid film on the inside of your mouth. As for the eels, well, a smoked eel can be a fine and subtle thing, but stewed they just seemed stinky, fishy and muddy all at once – slimy too, apart from spiky little bits of spine left in the goo. Jellied eels were beyond yuck, in the seventh circle of gustatory hell reserved – in my view – for stuff like tripe and McDonald’s burger buns.

So it had been at least twenty years since I’d last been in a pie and mash shop when I sauntered across sarf London the other day to Borough, where my friend Jon lives in a seventeenth-century house right across the road from Manze’s, which styles itself ‘the original pie and mash shop’. It’s a fair claim, because their premises on Tower Bridge Road are the oldest to have been continuously trafficking in the hated liquor – since 1891. The interior of the shop is original as well, marble-topped counter and tables, wooden and wrought-iron bench seats, white-and-brown-tiled walls. 

I dunno, perhaps it’s an age thing, but I’d also been spending a fair amount of time scrutinizing the magnificent new English Heritage book Lost London: 1870–1945 (which, erroneously since it’s still standing, has a photo of Jon’s house on page 259); it helped, too, that I’d walked over via the old East Street Market, which continues to flog stuff off the back of traditional costers’ carts; still, whatever the genesis, on arriving at Manze’s I felt as if I’d slipped through some gap in time and the pie and mash shop looked positively enticing, while I felt as if stewed eel, pie, liquor and mash was exactly what I wanted to eat.

Jon, who was waiting for me, was rather more dubious. He granted that at weekends there was a long queue around the block, but these were ‘tourists, mostly – hardly repeat customers’. And besides, Jon’s wife, who’d been living opposite Manze’s since the 1960s, could remember them chucking the unused live eels away in the gutters: ‘Big things, squirming down towards the river, presumably making for the Sargasso . . .’ I took his remarks with considerable seasoning, because he was kitted out in seventies shades and a leather jacket, and so appeared utterly anachronistic.

Inside I ordered the full Monty, while Jon nixed the pie but joined me in the stewed eels, mash and the feared liquor. The bench seats were woefully narrow for all but Jack London’s people of the abyss, but the food was far from abysmal. As I slurped up my liquor, picked eel bones out of my teeth, swigged on a tea so strong you could’ve cantered a rat across it, I wondered at my jejune disgust. This was strong, wholesome, well-balanced fare – just what a nineteenth-century manual worker such as myself needed to keep him on his pins. All around us other throwbacks were chucking down their food, while from the shelf behind the counter stared the photos of Victoria Beckham, Jim ‘Nick-Nick’ Davidson, Danny Baker and other members of the chavistocracy. 

Still, I’m not claiming that pie and mash shops are to everyone’s taste, nor that they constitute that real a meal. I mean, not everyone wants to prepare for a quick lunch with considerable amounts of research and a long urban walk. But take it from me, if you make the effort, it’s worth it – not least for the bill, which at under a tenner for the two of us was as antediluvian as the rest of the experience.

Caffè Nero


I’m more loyal to Caffè Nero than I am to any other institution. I care more for the Sicilian lemon cake served at Caffè Nero than I do for parliamentary democracy, and while I would sooner have my penis surgically removed and sold as a pestle in a branch of Jamie Oliver’s delicatessen chain Recipease than rise for the loyal toast to the Queen, I stand up proudly by the counter in Caffè Nero, near-saluting when the time comes to pay for my triple-shot latte and the aforementioned cake. And if you want the clincher: I possess a Caffè Nero loyalty card, a scrap of blue and black card that stands in the same relation to the contemporary left-liberal bourgeoisie as a party membership card did to earlier generations. 

However, in the last few months a certain scepticism has crept in – this could be the post-Hungarian Rising moment in my relationship with the chain. It’s become such a shibboleth among the caffeinated classes to babble that Caffè Nero is the only coffee shop worth its cinnamon sprinkles that I began to be suspicious of the orthodoxy; I’ve even heard espresso-heads far gone in their tiny cups assert that it’s the only genuinely Italian coffee shop, which is a rich blend of the truth indeed, given that it was established, in London, in 1987, by someone called Ian. Indeed, the only basis for these Latin origins seems to be the Caffè’s use of the marketing slogan ‘The best coffee this side of Milan’, a quote from, of all things, the Tatler.

Anyway, this seemed like a good week to put my loyalty to the ultimate test. There’s no doubt in my febrile mind that a coffee and a snack is what passes for a real meal in this day and age, and besides, I had a botched molar extraction last week and have developed something sinisterly dubbed a ‘dry socket’ (Alveolar osteitis, if you want some real Latin), a hole through the necrotic gum to the exposed bone that feels to the pained and probing tongue bigger than my mouth – hell, bigger than all 400-plus branches of Caffè Nero put together. Eating, as you can appreciate, seems faintly preposterous under such circumstances.

So, grey morning on the clone high street, the terrier snapping at his leash, I commit the ultimate act of disloyalty by buying a single espresso to go in Starbucks, then strolling three doors down to Caffè Nero, entering and buying a second espresso. For cover I also select a honey bio-yoghurt, an orange juice, a blueberry muffin and something called a ‘brunch pot’, which sounds like a dubious sexual practice but is, in fact, ‘creamy half-fat Greek-style yoghurt with blueberry compote and crunchy muesli with dried cranberries’, or so the label assures me. 

‘Will you have this here?’ asks the charming Slovak girl by the register, and I moan, ‘Sure, I think I’m going to stay for ever – I can’t go home,’ which is all by way of further cover, because there I am, in the ox-blood-painted interior of Caffè Nero, underneath its sophisticated pseudo-Milanese pinpoint spotlights, eyeballing a weird arrangement of woody stems, decorticated dried tangerine skins and artichokes (what’s that about?) while sipping a Starbucks coffee! Surely such a profanation is tantamount to pissing on the Kaaba, or committing B&E at the Vatican then eating a saintly relict, and yet . . . and yet . . . nothing happens. The Starbucks espresso is still hot, and it has that distinctively watery, sourly-flat taste I always associate with the chain. But what of the Caffè Nero espresso, coddled in its china eggcup? Yes . . . yes . . . it’s definitely fuller, and rounder . . . and definitively . . . better. 

What a relief! My breast swells once more with loyalty, but I rein in my impulse to down the whole shot – I’ve already had my customary four at home before the school run and if I carry on my thoughts will spill from my buzzed-up bonce like polystyrene pellets from a slashed sag-bag. Even so, as I plough through my yoghurts and pop Nurofen with slugs of OJ, I find myself salaciously eyeing the other customers, who are, almost to a woman, what I understand – from surreptitious glances at the magazines my local newsagent, Mohandra, shelves above the New Statesman – to be MILFs and cougars. 

Blimey! Who’d’ve imagined a mid-morning chain coffee shop to be such a sensual mosh pit? Is it just me or is there an actual hormonal haze wreathing the counter? When one of them comes across to pat the terrier, who’s lying on my lap, I nearly leap out of my chair. I can barely read the screed on the board, which is just as well because when I put on my glasses the blur resolves into: ‘super thick and finished with whipped cream and Belgian chocolate’. While as for the sign over the muffins – ‘Don’t Squeeze Me Until I’m Yours’ – there ought to be a law against it. Or perhaps a law in support of it, because, I now realize, having come into Caffè Nero to test my loyalty, I’ve instead assayed my fidelity. I should definitely get out less.

Browns


I’ve been trekking round the country with No. 1 daughter in order to vet universities. I suppose this is only the fitting precursor to the kind of consumer rational-choice that will power tertiary educational provision – and its concomitant improvement – in years to come, but by golly it seems strange. In my day you simply went to university, without any preamble – or rather, you didn’t, since about only three people matriculated each year. 

I very much liked the look of Birmingham University – unpretentious, unstuffy, good solid campus, splendid bijou art gallery and an excellent line-up of fast-food stalls in the main quad; one was serving ostrich burgers, there was a Thai noodle bar, and at another a fellow was offering North African falafels and tabouleh salad. I opted for this, and it was easily the best meal I’ve had so far this year – for an outlay of £4.50. When I got home I waxed enthusiastic, and Mrs S said: Oh, yes, the entire street-food thing is huge now, it’s a real alternative culinary culture – very vibrant, full of innovation.’

Another big change then – and perhaps one to bemoan, given that eating copious quantities of junk food is an important part of the traditional university experience, along with rampant promiscuity, barracking Sir Keith Joseph, teasing Terry Eagleton – oops! I’m time-slipping again, but is it any surprise? Even though there were a fraction of the available outlets thirty-odd years ago, I still managed to eat so much McRubbish and so many cheapo Chinese takeaways in my second year at university that I developed an allergic reaction to monosodium glutamate, which saw me waking at 3 a.m. every night bathed in cold sweat. Happy days.

Miss Borrower liked Brum fine, but seemed more taken by Leeds. I, of course, embarrass her by the very fact of my existence, although I managed to make things still more cringeworthy by querying the student ambassador who was showing us round three times, after she’d told us that we were standing on top of a basement zone containing three nightclubs, the largest of which had a capacity of 5,000. 

But, really, while I absolutely accept that da kidz are going to get pissed, stoned and otherwise incapacitated at ‘uni’ (as they so nauseatingly refer to it), there seems no good reason why this should be institutionalized. Surely there’s something deeply counterintuitive about the same establishment that’s aiming to build brain muscle taking such an active part in wasting it. In my day a hot night out was going to see P. F. Strawson lecture on Kant’s Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten – after having dropped the obligatory tetragrammaton blotter: LSD soaked into small squares of paper with the name of God in Hebrew written all over them. True, there wasn’t much dancing involved, but we certainly grasped the full force of the Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy’s celebrated work The Bounds of Sense. 

I wanted to check out the food on campus at Leeds – Christ knows there was enough of it, from teensy sushi bars to vast cafeterias – but Miss 9k nixed this. Strolling down the hill, we spotted a branch of Browns occupying a cavernous former bank building (or so I judged from the profusion of granite and porphyry). Ah, Browns! When I was at university there were only two or three of these ‘all-day brasseries’ dishing up posh burgers and ribs in an ambience concocted from blond wood, bentwood chairs and spider plants. Now there are nineteen of them, with at least six strategically located close to Russell Group universities. Yes, it seems fair to say that, since time out of mind (1973), an elite education in this country has been associated with their signature dish of steak, mushroom and Guinness pie.

There’s nothing wrong with that, and despite the somewhat atrophied Sunday meals I had at Browns – on the rare occasions that one or other of my parents chipped up to see me – I still have fond memories of the chain. Indeed, what’s not to like about such comfort food as meatballs and pasta, or steak? True, nowadays there are such oddities as chorizo and wasabi incorporated into the menu – but then no one ever said globalization would be without its downside. Browns founder Jeremy Mogford has long since sold out to the Bass chain, but I like to think the high standards of employee care that he instituted remain integral. Certainly, the well-spoken young chap who served us in Leeds had nothing but nice things to say about his job and admitted ruefully that he’d been ‘in apron’ at Browns for over three years. Given the current unemployment levels he’d be wise to stay there – after all, there’re probably twenty or thirty ludicrously over-qualified graduates just waiting to take his place.

It’s a knowledge-based economy all right, and I for one fully embrace it. I see no irony in the government lending my kids thousands of pounds so they can gain an arts degree, then end up hefting broad bean, pea and courgette risotto around superannuated financial institutions. But then, as I think I mentioned, I have long since transcended the bounds of sense.

Airline Food


It is a truth universally acknowledged that all airline food aspires to the condition of potato dauphinoise – or possibly Irish stew. Any given dish may start out its life in the great catering kampongs of Gate Gourmet being fluffed, beaten and otherwise teased into a variety of shapes, but by the time it’s been wadded into foil trays, covered, stacked, chilled, loaded then lifted off into the tame grey yonder it will have compressed into layers of a slightly undercooked, whitish-root-vegetable consistency, interspersed with a reassuringly beige juice.

I say reassuring, because airline food is all about comfort – nothing else. Unlike other meals, its taste is not in any way a function of the ingredients or the molecular changes effected by the introduction of heat (what the dull and sublunary call ‘cooking’), but solely a product of the diner’s own anxiety. The airlines know this full well, which is why they dish up a lot of food in many dinky little portions, and why almost all of those portions so closely resemble sedative potato dauphinoise – or anxiolytic Irish stew. The nervy flyer, wedged in between John Grisham fans and contemplating a death that for sheer, quotidian pathos – Died in that air crash, you say? On her way to a city break in Tallinn? Blimey, what a pointless way to go – is only equalled by slipping in the shower stall on a cake of Imperial Leather, will reach joyfully for the proffered tray because, after all, if you’re eating you must be alive, no?

All of this, dear reader, flickered through my mind as the British Airways Airbus 320 grumble-bumped over the tarmac of Kiev’s Borispol Airport. Visibility was meagre, rain was lashing the plane window and the wind speed was probably some ghastly rate of knots – all in all it was Polish-President-killing weather, and I was in pole position to experience it. I’d had a hefty dinner the night before in a themed ‘Soviet Era’ restaurant, where I was served – get this! – with chicken kiev by a waitress in knee-length flared black skirt and white lace apron. My Ukrainian hosts, who I’d asked to order for me, couldn’t understand why I roared with laughter when the butter-stuffed fowl was plonked in front of me – and I had to go into a long, halting explanation that took in the 1970s, Abigail’s Party, the Winter of Discontent, blah, blah, blah . . . Then, bleak dawn found me in the restaurant of my upscale hotel woefully contemplating a buffet of Romanov extravagance, everything from sushi to custom-made omelette and back again was on offer, when all I wanted was a slice of toast and a glass of orange juice. However, it was a flat fee of 320 hryvnia – and at those prices I wasn’t about to be short-changed.

So, as the plane strained aloft there was I, caffeinated to the gills and with an unpleasantly distended belly. I was also still stuck in my seventies reverie, and mulling over the awful truth that, if the flight was diverted then crashed on to a mountain range, mine would be the buttocks the other passengers would make a beeline for, plying their 50-millimetre-long nail clippers. This was why, when the BA trolley-dolly came back after take-off and offered me hors d’oeuvres, I naturally said yes. Yes to scary roundels of white bread topped with scary roundels of cream cheese scattered with a few limp chives, and yes to the cutlery wrapped in its linen winding sheet, and yes to the main course of pork, which turned out to be greyish nodules of same, accompanied by peas, carrots and – yes! – potato dauphinoise.

Mm, yummy, I thought as I chowed down. People are so snotty about airline food – but this stuff is really great. And on I munched, reflecting on how there was something existentially lovely about the two Ritz crackers wrapped in cling film that accompanied wedges of Cheddar and Cheshire cheese. Yes, I ate it all, every last crumb – even the scary-looking dessert: a spongy cake sitting in a pool of cream that looked as if it had lost control of its own bowels. I ate it all – and ate it with relish – and then I finished off with one, two, three more cups of superfine British Airways coffee. I also fell in love with the steward: I pictured our civil partnership ceremony at Camden Registry Office in Judd Street, and his Ealing flat that I moved into. On his lay-overs he would bring me back many scores of airline meals he’d filched, and so I would grow morbidly obese on oh-so-comforting potato dauphinoise. So fat, indeed, that I’d begin to resemble an Airbus 320 . . .

This was better than the cannibalism daymare I’d had during take off, but we were now dallying down over London and it was time for me to face the facts: I was alive, I had survived, I’d eaten three huge meals in the space of twelve hours and I now had suitably punitive indigestion. An army may well march on its stomach, but for a civilian to fly on his has to be a strategic mistake.

Paul


I make some apology for writing about the Paul chain of French bakeries this week – some, but not much. After all, the first Paul opened in Britain only eleven years ago, and while there are only thirty-nine outlets to date – all of them confined to London – given the gathering speed of their territorial acquisition, you can confidently expect to have a Paul on most high streets within another decade or two. The Blair government famously argued for the liberalization of the licensing laws on the grounds that this would facilitate a change in our national drinking pattern. No longer would we be northern horn-heads, knocking down pint after short until we went berserk (or at any rate berT-shirt), instead we would sip vins de pays at sidewalk cafés while gently tinkering with our boules. 

But how could major thinkers such as James Purnell have failed to anticipate this development? That instead of taking French cafés as our model, we would instead seize upon their bakeries. If anything characterized the Blair years it was a huge appetite for speciality breads; we began the 1990s a nation besotted with Ridley Scott’s atmospheric Hovis adverts and stuffed full of Mother’s Pride, and we ended the decade deftly dipping focaccia in olive oil, our hot heads wrapped in Egyptian flat-bread. Still, what did we expect, since the entire socio-cultural tendency of New Labour was to pick a staple – healthcare, education, armed forces – and then deftly elevate it to the status of a luxury. There is an inexorable justice to the way this laid us open to an invasion by the baguette-wielding French.

In la belle France, Paul is regarded rather derisively. It may be une maison de qualité, fondée en 1889, but since it’s the largest chain bakery in the land it only has the cachet of our own beloved Greggs. My French teacher, Arlette, would often refer derisively to the branch of Paul on High Holborn next to the language school where she was valiantly attempting to inculcate me with the grammar of Montaigne, the vocabulary of Sainte-Beuve and the speech rhythms of Baudelaire. So often did she employ patisseries and coffee-style drinks from Paul as examples in our conversations that I began to conceive of Paul as an individual, picturing him in my mind’s eye thus: a dapper type with waxed moustaches, sporting a lightly checked suit and sitting in a fake Empire saloon – reclaimed wood panelling, chandeliers, etc. – awaiting the arrival of some pseudo salonnières. Ça va, Paul?, I found myself saying involuntarily, when I popped in to get a coffee for Arlette and me on my way to our lessons.

Still, however much we can deride Paul for his – I mean its – French finish; the branches kitted out either as above, or, worse still, in cod-rustic-bakery style – all beams, bricks and basketry – the fact remains: Paul is the French Greggs! That’s how advanced French gastronomy is in comparison to our own bicarbonated isle. Instead of a sausage roll there’s chaud saucisse (complete with béchamel sauce, Emmental cheese and pain ancien); in lieu of a polystyrene cup full of tepid tomato soup there flows a wide variety of soupes du jour; and where Greggs might tempt us with a mere iced bun, Paul enacts a full seduction with his grand macaron framboise, a tid-bit of such extreme sweetness that I suspect it may well be more than 100 per cent refined sugar.

So, the other afternoon, feeling that life was altogether de trop, and finding myself limping through the subterranean concourse of London Bridge station, I didn’t hesitate to stop off at a dinky little branch of Paul for a tourte aux légumes followed by a tarte aux abricots. Wow! I thought to myself, as I staggered towards a table laden down with boxes labelled ‘Paul’ in their distinctively neoclassical and austere typeface, this is a lot of pastry. And it was – about the most I’d eaten at one sitting in around a decade. Still, I made short work of it, lifting the heavy wedges to my slavering mouth and groaning in much the same way Slavoj Žižek does when serving at tennis. (I know this because I once had the good fortune to be included in a mixed-doubles match with the Slovenian critical theorist and the Cheeky Girls.) 

There’s a lot to choose from when it comes to contemporary fast food – within sight of my table at Paul, London Bridge, there were branches of the following: Banger Bros, the Bagel Factory, Cranberry, a South African-themed delicatessen called – get this – The Savanna, and a Cards Galore. I suppose some readers might object that Cards Galore isn’t, as such, a food outlet, but since I’d never consider buying a card from there to actually give to someone, eating them seems a reasonable course of action. What I’m trying to get across is that, until Paul has secured market saturation, elbowing out Greggs and even taking down Subway, it will remain the thinking man’s – and woman’s – bakery. Actually, apart from me, there were only femmes d’un certain âge at my Paul – at least, I thought this was the case until the longish dyed-blonde coiffure at the next table turned to expose the careworn features of . . . the former secretary of state for culture, media and, um, sport.

Yo! Sushi


There are fifty-nine branches of Yo! Sushi in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, so this is clearly a threat worth paying attention to. Of course, when Scotland secedes it may well take its Yo! Sushis with it; the alternative, that they be expelled from the country to form a latter-day Antonine Wall of conveyor belts bearing tuna maki is a strange – although not altogether displeasing – possibility. After all, the resistance of Scotland’s premier to a foreign cuisine one of whose chief components is a raw preparation of his near homonym would be entirely understandable. 

Not that there’s anything that Japanese about Yo! Sushi. For a start, I don’t imagine that any self-respecting Japanese person has ever said ‘Yo!’ in their life; such a fatuous exclamation runs utterly counter to a culture that prides itself on a disciplined and meditative conformity. Banzai! Sushi, I concede, is a remote possibility for a Japanese restaurant chain – but Yo! Never. No, Yo! Sushi is the brainchild of some clever Brit who sold out to a big corporate years ago, and who now enjoys his moneyed reclusion – I imagine – listening to old Steely Dan albums and raising epigones. (Although how it’s possible to sink lower than opening a series of sushi joints I find it hard to conceive.)

Indeed, it’s equally difficult to imagine what cultural nexus Yo! Sushi really belongs within, any more than one could easily analyse the semiotics of, for example, Hey! Cottage Pie, or Whoops! Sorghum. The interiors of the restaurants feature lurid orange paint-jobs, curvilinear vinyl booths straight out of 2001 (the movie and the year), functionalist ducts trumpeting down on the diners and, of course, the famous conveyor belts. 

Let me get this straight: I love the conveyor belts at Yo! Sushi, just as I adore any food-delivery system that incorporates the automated. To sit at the counter in Yo! Sushi picking colour-coded dish after dish from the cheerful rattling segments of the conveyor belt, and to watch that belt wend its way past the diners then loop back into the exposed food preparation area, where another dish is added . . . Well, this is some kind of crazy bliss. The first time I visited Yo! Sushi I said to my dining companion: ‘I haven’t had so much fun since my childhood, when I would often spend mealtimes at my grandparents’ with my head stuck inside the dumb waiter.’ Nowadays they’d probably call this paedophilia.

I love the conveyor belts at Yo! Sushi – love them rather more, I suspect, than the food they convey. Not that there’s anything bad about the sushi rolls, sushi nigiri, sashimi, etc., etc. that they churn out at Yo!, but the sheer fact of it arriving on a conveyor belt sadly militates against the credo of freshness otherwise promoted by having the kitchen on view. It makes the eating experience curiously confusing – like one of those optical illusions where the shorter line is actually longer; there you sit, watching your tid-bit being assembled right in front of you, yet by the time it’s made its way around the periphery of the counter you’ve become convinced that, because it’s on an assembly line, it must be stale factory food.

Once – in the Yo! Sushi at Paddington Station – I was so discombobulated by these countervailing gastronomic currents that I tried to eat the conveyor belt instead of the food on it. The management immediately called the police and I was detained. I mean, as a campaigning journalist one expects to get arrested from time to time in the pursuit of one’s beliefs – but to be banged up by the transport police for eating a conveyor belt, the shame of it! Still, it hasn’t put me off Yo! and I’m glad of that, because the other evening in Brighton I took No. 1 son along to his local branch and we actually had a rather tasty repast. Why? Well, I think ordering mostly off the hot menu helped, that way avoiding the conflict between preparation and conveyance. I also took full advantage of the Yo! deal whereby, if you order green tea or miso soup, you can have unlimited refills. There’s something about a grossly distended belly, like one of those happy pseudo-Buddhas, that makes it impossible to think ill of the world.

There were these factors, and there was my golden boy! First fruit of my loins! A budding historian studying at Asa Briggs’s old university, it was a pleasure to sit with him beside the trundling conveyor belt of bogus futurism and discuss the rumbling tumbrels of the recent past. Golden Boy, being something of a rightist, took the view that the extra-judicial killing of Osama bin Laden was wholly acceptable, while I demurred, pointing out that he didn’t pilot any of the 9/11 planes, and that, far from being a hierarchical command structure – like the US Army – al Qa’eda was more in the manner of a franchise: you approach them with you death-dealing idea, and they provide funding, expertise and branding.

‘Sort of like a restaurant chain,’ GB mused, ‘like al Sushi . . . or possibly Yo! Qa’eda.’
 
Birds Eye


Birds Eye sold £7.5 million’s worth of their Traditional Chicken Dinner last accounting year – and as it’s made in the Republic of Ireland with imported chicken breast, ‘homestyle’ gravy, potatoes and garden vegetables I can understand why. True, it’s not exactly what I’d call ‘hearty’, but the chicken tastes fine and, while Birds Eye cannot vouch 100 per cent for the bonelessness of any given foreign breast, mine was reassuringly pliant – and even had a stippling of recognizable skin. The roast potatoes were firm little nuggets, the stuffing – shaped like a pellet of solid fuel – worked for me, and although the gravy was pretty insipid the carrots and peas swam friskily in its brown slop, and when I bit down on them they were surprisingly al dente. I can say with some certainty that I have paid five times as much for a chicken dinner in a restaurant – while enjoying it five times less and having to wait five times as long for it. The only cooking required here was an eight-minute spin in the microwave. 

Yet when I triumphantly bore my Birds Eye Traditional Chicken Dinner home from Mohandra’s convenience store Mrs Self was fairly dismissive, saying, ‘Oh, you’re going to eat a TV dinner, are you?’ Mohandra himself, when I queried the £3.90 price tag – there were other frozen roast dinners in the gondola costing less than two quid – observed that: ‘You pay for the brand.’ Both of them implied by looks and raised eyebrows that I was engaging in unspeakably infra dig behaviour. And yet . . . and yet, what could be realer than a Birds Eye Traditional Chicken dinner? 

Patented in the late 1920s by Clarence Birdseye, the quick-freezing method whereby food is pressed between cold metal plates while bathed in super-cooled air has become the staple food-processing technique of our era. As the quern was to an earlier age, laboriously grinding grain into flour, so the marvellous machinery of the multinational food combines effortlessly to mill our sustenance into easily transported and stored units. Birdseye himself was quite a character, perfecting his method while ice fishing with the Inuit of Labrador in –40° temperatures. That frozen food should have allowed for a colossal expansion of the volume of exploitable resources in the world, and so undoubtedly assisted in the destruction of the Inuits’ own traditional lifestyle, is hardly Birdseye’s fault – unintended consequences of actions that seemed perfectly all right at the time are all around us. I’m one myself.

No, quick-freezing food has to be seen as the fourth agricultural revolution, which followed in a direct line from Mesopotamian domestication, through crop-rotation and the synthetic production of nitrogen fertilizers unto our own benighted decade. No! I was not having a TV dinner – I never eat in front of the television. (Mostly, it must be admitted, because applying a knife and fork to something in my lap always makes me think of the sequence in that film La Dernière Femme where Gérard Depardieu cuts his penis off with an electric carving knife.) No! I ate my Birds Eye Traditional Chicken Dinner in the traditional way: at the kitchen table alongside my children, who were tucking into fancy Waitrose chicken goujons with boiled new potatoes, lamb’s lettuce and fresh carrot batons. 

To begin with the kids showed some interest in my novel menu choice, and we all marvelled at the non-standard shape of the compartments in the plastic tray (something like cedillas), but they soon veered off on to other subjects of little interest to me – string theory, Boulez versus Stockhausen, the deciphering of Minoan Linear B – leaving me to wonder how they might have fared if press-ganged and sent to sea with Captain Birdseye, an advertising personification of such legendary effectiveness that a nationwide poll once established him as the best-known sailor in the realm after Captain Cook. 

I have to say the continued plain sailing of Captain Birdseye and his fishy fingers in the current miasma of paedophile obsession is something of a mystery to me. I mean, you don’t have to be that paranoid to find a white-bearded fellow in a yachting cap and white ducks who likes hanging around with a ‘crew’ of pre-teens slightly suspicious; still, I assume he’s been CRB-checked – so that’s OK. Nor can my enthusiasm for the Birdseye Traditional Chicken Dinner altogether blind me to the human costs of that form of corporate cuisine, whereby one fat enterprise chows down on another.

In 2006 Unilever sold the business to that sinister form of words ‘a UK-based private equity group’. This one’s called Permira, which sounds to me like a neologism coined out of pudenda and permafrost – and possibly a rather suitable one. Back in 2005 Unilever closed the Grimsby factory where fishy fingers had been made since 1929, with a loss of 650 jobs. There’s no suggestion that Permira is contemplating any further factory closures, although when I called the Birdseye press office to ask for sales figures they did seem a little . . . wary. So, I thought I’d do my bit for the recovery and urge all New Statesman readers to stay in this week and eat a Traditional Chicken Dinner – and none of your home-cooked muck, mind: make it a Birds Eye.

EAT


A friend of this column urges me to eat at EAT, a sandwich bar with ninety-odd branches nationwide – although the bulk of them are concentrated in the City of London. What is it with the City and the sandwich? I thought our economic ruination had been predicated on ever more complex – and spurious – calculations of risk in relation to borrowing, but on examining the ratio of eateries to office space, it turns out that at any given time the bulk of traders, quants and wonks must be out to lunch. If this were some fanciful repast in a private room at the Savoy, where they drank vintage Kristal and snorted cocaine from the navels of Balinese lady-boys, it would be understandable, but squandering the nation’s capital on healthy soups and Wensleydale cheese sandwiches . . .! Well, it’s more Wallace and Gromit than Gordon Gecko.

My informant told me that the sandwiches at EAT were way better than those at Pret a Manger, its obvious competitor. (Indeed, wherever you see a Pret you tend to find an EAT nearby, sidling up on the other outlet as if intent on chomping it to the ground.) But still I demurred because the EAT branding is straightforwardly repellent, suggesting as it does a world in which all vital human undertakings are reduced to one-word imperatives: WALK! EAT! SHIT! Indeed, I seldom clap eyes on a branch of EAT without recalling a graffito I once saw on the wall of a supermarket parking lot in Yate that read, ‘WORK, CONSUME, DIE’.

There’s this trauma, and there’s also a scene in the Alex Cox film Repo Man in which a character walks into a supermarket to find its shelves lined with the ultimate generic packaging: boxes labelled ‘FOOD’, cans of ‘DRINK’ and freezer bags full of ‘MEAT’. What both this conceit and EAT point the way towards is the understanding that capitalism is so polymorphous it can readily absorb communism and then regurgitate it (or should I say, REGURGITATE it) as a form of marketing. You can see this phenomenon played out architecturally in the close convergence between interwar municipal architecture in Britain and the Soviet Union, or even personified by Slavoj Žižek.

Žižek certainly looks as if he enjoys EATing quite as much as he does DIALECTICS, but I didn’t find the portly pop academic in the branch where I lunched the other day, which happened to be across the road from the London School of Economics. The rumour is that the LSE is going to be one of the first universities to go private when the Browne recommendations on higher education are transmogrified into frighteningly ineffective legislation. If so, the spinning remains of the LSE’s founders, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, could probably be used to power another ninety branches of EAT.

One thing EAT did offer me was a real queue; I’m so accustomed to eating at home, alone, that it’s quite a revelation when I find myself standing alongside OTHER CONSUMERS, one holding a ‘Christmas Sandwich’, a second porting a box full of ‘Vegetarian Sushi’, a third hazarding ‘Spicy Chicken Noodles’. I asked the harried-looking woman behind the counter for the day’s special, the Chicken Laksa Soup, which was advertised as being ‘a very big soup’. Big for whom, I wondered idly, David Haye? Or Slavoj Žižek? I also chose the aforementioned Wensleydale and Apricot Chutney sandwich and a small plastic bottle of APPLE JUICE.

Actually, the food at EAT did look disarmingly tasty – sandwiches with fillings as diverse as tuna and pastrami, interestingly polyvalent salads, and even hot pies – steak and Stilton, parsnip and chestnut – served with mash and gravy. Steady, boy, I chided myself as I waited for my soup, this is how it starts: one minute you’re admiring the selection of food in EAT, the next you’re asset-stripping developing-world health providers or running a private security contractor in a war zone. For a reality check I asked my server what she earned: ‘Minimum wage, right?’ But she only grunted and bent to her ladling.

Seated at a blond-wood table on a beige leatherette cube I slurped the broth while reading my napkin: ‘We use seasonal food so our food changes with the seasons.’ Quite so. The woman beside me was reading a piece in the Sun headed: ‘4 Kids Taken into Care for Being Fat’, so naturally I went off into a reverie in which Iain Duncan Smith took all the nation’s obese into ‘CARE’, feeding them only on mangel-wurzels and swedes until the bond market recognized our acute fiscal rectitude. And, of course, musing on the markets brought me back to earth with a jolt: while I was at the counter £7.80 seemed a perfectly reasonable price for soup, sandwich and juice – but now they were thoughtlessly gone I thought, Hm, some people have to live on that sum for a fortnight . . . and then my eyes slid right to where the woman’s newspaper now shouted: ‘KILLER MUM GAVE SON DOMESTOS’.

Work, consume, die . . . it’s the only dialectic really worth paying attention to, I think. So I slid off my pouf and went next door to Pret for a coffee.
 
Terminus du Nord


I meet Jean-François Kleiner for lunch at the Terminus du Nord, opposite the Gare du Nord in Paris. Jean-François, who is himself an accomplished and innovative writer, has been translating my books into French for eighteen years now – and peerless work it is too, taking my flocculent verbiage and skilfully shearing it into beautifully coiffed French. Back in the day, I always felt he looked at me much as Salieri does at the puerile and scatological Mozart in Amadeus: i.e. as if he couldn’t quite believe he was spending his time on works produced by such an idiot. Still, as we’ve grown older together I detect a certain mellowing.

The Terminus du Nord was, Jean-François tells me, a traditional buffet de la gare, of the type that used to be found at every French station of note, but nowadays it has undergone the kind of refurbishment and homogenization that our world won’t be done with until we’re all sitting buck-naked on a mound of smoking rubble, slobbering on a radioactive Turkey Twizzler while humming a lullaby in Mandarin. The Terminus is now, he thinks, part of a chain of about ten restaurants throughout Paris, and while the steaks are still grilled on the spot the more complex dishes are made in a central kitchen and couriered out daily.

Still, be all that as it may, the interior and ambience of the Terminuses are entirely real even in their fakery – if you see what I mean. After all, Paris is a relatively small city that receives some 43 million visitors every year, so almost everything in the centre has a staged feel. The Terminus is therefore archetypal, what with its clusters of frosted-glass globular lampshades, its savage napery, its mirrored pillars, mirrored walls, brass rails, tiled floors, leather banquettes and waiters whose combination of éclat and arrogance would put the average warlord to shame. Jean-François says the interior retains its style moderne feel, and the murals of young blazered, boatered and moustachioed men seem to date from 1925, when it first opened, while the coffering of the ceiling suggests – to me at least – the outline of a train carriage.

Neither of us feels that hungry – which rather begs the question of why we’re lunching at all, instead of hanging around on the pavement smoking – so we do that reluctant luncher thing of skipping the entrée and both ordering the same dish: Risotto bio Carnoroli aux Noix de Saint-Jacques et Cèpes Coulis de Portmarron. Basically, this is five big scallops with some gooey rice and a sauce made – Jean-François assures me – from unusual pumpkins. The little bolus of food is almost lost in its big dish, but once we manage to tap our way across the yards of crockery rim it’s perfectly tasty. We drink Perrier and Jean-François also has a glass of Chablis. 

Despite it being twelve years now since I’ve drunk alcohol, Jean-François still finds my abstinence utterly bizarre: ‘I can’t understand drinking to get drunk,’ he explains, ‘that’s not the way we French drink wine – when I have a glass of wine I’m imbibing the region where it comes from. If I want a beaker full of the warm south I choose something from Provence; if I want to taste the myth of France I sup on a big Burgundy like a Romanée-Conti; and if I want the very douceur de la vie to wash over my palate I will opt for a sweet wine from the Loire – such as a Coteaux du Layon – because its very aroma will summon up the specific honeyed light quality of that region.’

Indeed. I sit there thinking about how, at best, when an English person drinks wine she’s sucking up a social class rather than a pays – let alone La Bretagne Profonde. Really, if British wine-bibbers were being honest, instead of asking for a dry white they’d request a provincial petit-bourgeois and have done with it. As for me, over a decade of being like unto a conduit for mineral waters of all sorts – filtered through volcanic rock, chalk, limestone, siphoned by sisterhoods and carbonated by Carthusians – has left me profoundly politically altered. I’ve begun – understandably, I feel – to have a certain effervescent sympathy for the Vichy regime. Together with another teetotal friend I recently conducted a water tasting, and after working our way through enough fluid to leech the amino acids from our brains and send us spark-a-loco, we concluded that the wide-braces City traders of the 1980s had it right: Perrier is the acme of sophistication. You can make of this what you will.

And on that note the Assortment de trois fromages avec salade vert est arrivé. Jean-François is dismissive: ‘So boring,’ he mutters, ‘a Brie, a Saint-Nectaire and that . . .’ the troisième he doesn’t bother to name, merely poking it contemptuously with his knife. If rennet could look humiliated I’m sure this sad little wedge would. Still, I’m not disconsolate: after all, I’m not in the business of consuming culture, but rather of reading off culture from consumption, and on that basis lunch has been a real success.
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