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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         It was, for Heston Blumenthal, a ‘eureka’ moment… 
         

         As he learned the art of cooking, he loved to read books about the culinary world. They fired his imagination and fuelled his ambition. He would spend hours poring over their words and pictures, learning the tricks of the trade. The lives of the chefs depicted in their pages seemed to him to be extraordinarily glamorous. These almost mythical men combined a working life of cooking and experimenting in the kitchen with a decadent leisure lifestyle in such exotic locations as the south of France. He would build his own library of cooking-related books, not just straightforward recipe titles, though there would be plenty of them. When he got older he would also read tomes about the principles behind food and its preparation, but the book that first captured his imagination was called On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen and he came across this when he was 19 years old. Written by American food guru Harold McGee, the book was bursting with knowledge and enthusiasm for the art of cookery. Heston bought it the year it was first published – 1986 – and found that, in every sense, it spoke his language. Here was a scientific approach to food and cooking, although that was initially secondary to his connection with McGee’s manifesto. It was when Heston turned to page 115 of the book that his heart really raced and his mind truly became enlivened. McGee wrote that, contrary to wisdom accepted since the middle of the 19th century, searing a meat does not seal it. This might not seem significant to the layman, but to the cooking world this was a revolutionary pronouncement. The entire culinary world had believed without question that searing sealed a meat, effectively creating a shell around it. Yet here was McGee trampling all over that received wisdom.
         
 
         Blumenthal’s mind was blown by this news. For years, he had pursued a scientific approach to food, an approach that McGee swore by too. However, the realisation that the unquestionable truth was not actually true prompted Blumenthal to fundamentally change his approach towards cuisine. It was not the detail of searing that made such an impact, more what the principle could mean for the rest of cooking. A list of other written-in-stone cooking principles flashed through his mind. How many of them might be on closer, clear-minded inspection open to serious debate too?
         
 
         He thought and began to wonder whether the accepted approach for so many principles and ideas of cooking had held back his predecessors. How much higher could he rise, now that he had adopted a very basic, but utterly fundamental principle which would be summed up in two words: question everything.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Heston Blumenthal is a master of combining contrasting flavours in his dishes to wonderful effect. Indeed, his entire approach is ruled by a pleasing paradox: he is an eccentric with a love of dishes that are named as if they have lofty pretensions, yet, amid his tireless experimentation and use of expensive ingredients, he always retains the common touch. As he pointed out in his book In Search of Perfection, ‘For many of us, the perfect meal won’t be some fancy restaurant food.’ He goes on to explain that the desert island dish most people would nominate would be something homely. Likewise, the dishes most requested as a last meal by the condemned men of death row are usually things such as burger and fries, egg and bacon or ice cream – everyday dishes, rather than gastronomic luxuries or complex-tasting menus. When we look at some of Blumenthal’s most outlandish dishes – bacon and egg ice cream, snail porridge and the like – we see that he is combining gastronomic excellence with just these sorts of familiar comfort-food bases.
         
 
         Indeed, given the theatre with which he serves many of his dishes – iPods playing the sounds of the sea are provided alongside a seafood dish, cakes have ‘orgasms’ on the plate by firing out white chocolate mousse when the diner cuts in – it is clear that Blumenthal is not only aiming his food at those for whom a £100+ meal is an everyday norm. Rather, his target audience include those among us who have to save up for a really special treat and want to savour every moment and mouthful. Blumenthal understands these people because back in his twenties he was one of them. Indeed, despite being financially far better off these days, he remains one of them.
 
         Away from his working life, Heston Blumenthal enjoys the simple foods of the world as much as he does the more extravagant ones. Although he finds it hard to eat regularly with his family due to the immense demands of his job, when he does, he insists that they eat down-to-earth grub.
 
         Each Sunday at 5pm, the family sit down to a traditional Sunday roast and on Monday evening it is always a curry, often ordered in from his local takeaway. When he wants to eat out, it is far from unheard of to see him at a Pizza Express restaurant or even queuing up at the doner kebab van in Marlow, the Berkshire town where he lives. ‘There’s nothing wrong with kebab,’ he says, ‘apart from the fat it contains.’ With the occasional exception, he sees his indulgences not at the table, but in the kitchen. ‘My biggest indulgence is work,’ he says.
 
         But this ordinary home life should not detract at all from the magical results of Blumenthal’s hours of work and experimentation in his development kitchen in Bray. The very names of his dishes are dazzling enough – to eat them is always a multi-sensory, unforgettable experience. Seemingly without any effort, he gives the impression that there is no end to his abilities. As one journalist wrote of Blumenthal, ‘He could probably make you a cloud sandwich if you asked. Or a blancmange made of numbers. He can do anything, basically.’
         
 
         To the casual observer, he might seem like a vision from futuristic culinary fantasy, but there is only once place that Blumenthal would journey to if he were given a time-travel machine: the past. To say Blumenthal is a nostalgic man is something of an understatement. So much of his work involves him trying to recapture childhood memories. Food for him takes him back to a time of reassurance; smells, flavours and even the sound and appearance of food are for him strongly evocative.
 
         All of this has led to Blumenthal being compared to numerous figures. A regular person that he is compared to is Willy Wonka, of Roald Dahl’s classic for children Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Wonka is a genius recluse and eccentric character who runs a magical chocolate factory which makes exciting treats such as Everlasting Gobstoppers and Whipple-Scrumptious Fudgemallow Delight.
         
 
         However, as we shall see, the childhood novel that most speaks to him is Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, a story he frequently alludes to. There is indeed something of the childhood scientist about the way he goes about his experimentation. Here is evidence of a man who is truly joyful in his work. For where do any of us go in our minds when we are happiest but to our childhood?
         
 
         Blumenthal is a man who is at play as he works. What an enviable position to be in! Even when he explains why he crops his hair, he takes the conversation back several decades. ‘Have you seen the Hair Bear Bunch from the 1970s?’ he asks. ‘The truth is I have the biggest mop of red hair; it’s like strapping a doormat to my head. I could have a ginger afro – the truth is out!’
         
 
         He is a humble man despite his enormous success and fame. When he went to Buckingham Palace to receive an OBE from the Queen in 2006, he was standing next to fashion designer Ozwald Boateng, who was also about to be gonged. Blumenthal regarded those alongside them, including those devoted to their community and people who had worked on behalf of ethnic minorities. He turned to the fashion designer and said, ‘There are all these people who’ve done amazing charity work and then there’s me who’s getting a gong for chopping a few onions and you who’s getting one for a bit of sewing.’
 
         He wasn’t convinced Boateng appreciated the point, but nonetheless the comment shows how Blumenthal remains a modest man. Not that he is playing down the significance of his honour. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ he added. ‘I’m not giving my OBE up for anyone. That was one of the proudest moments of my life. What I was really saying was that we were there for doing something self-indulgent, something we love doing. I felt a lack of worthiness at the time. But I’ve got it and I’m not giving it back!’
         
 
         Again, we return to the joy of Blumenthal’s work. The stereotype that those who cook are often sad people does not apply here. ‘Dining should be a thing of pleasure, enrichment and stimulation. It should excite, charm and challenge, but above all it should be fun,’ he has said, adding with boyish enthusiasm and one of those nods to Alice that he considers his work to be akin to ‘popping down the rabbit-hole of culinary history’.
         
 
         And yet, despite his common touch, Blumenthal would not deny that the way he goes about his work is frequently very fussy and outlandish. He feels that all his complicated efforts are always sensible and justified, however. ‘Sometimes people have suggested to me that life’s too short for the kind of lengths to which I go to create a recipe. But if it results in something delicious, stimulating and surprising, if it turns a meal into an event, a piece of real pleasure, then surely it’s worth it?’
 
         It’s hard to argue with him. In the final analysis, he lives by the maxim of American chef Julia Child, who says: ‘Non-cooks think it’s silly to invest two hours’ work in two minutes’ enjoyment; but, if cooking is evanescent, well, so is the ballet.’
         
 
         There are, of course, limits to the eccentricity he would introduce at The Fat Duck. He recalled, for instance, a sanitary lesson he learned during an encounter in Holland. ‘This scientist wanted to demonstrate how saliva bonds to fat and protein molecules, so he gave me a spoonful of custard then, when I’d swallowed it, stuck a tampon in my mouth for a while. Then I had a second spoonful of custard and it tasted much richer. It’s all about how you can make custard seem more creamy with a dry mouth. It’s interesting stuff, but I’m not going to start serving Fat Duck customers with Tampax before they eat.’ A very wise decision, though one suspects that, if anyone could pull off a tampon with their dish, Blumenthal would be the man.
         
 
         His ascent has come during an era of culinary renaissance in Britain. As our media has both reflected and driven our increased interest in food, the standing of the chef has risen in public esteem. However, this forms another interesting paradox: as the rise of ready-meals, takeaways and the microwave ovens amid increasingly hectic lifestyles mean that we the public cook less proper meals, so does our interest in famous chefs rise. There is an aspirational dimension to this: as a character in Monica Ali’s novel In the Kitchen says, the less we cook, the more we want to watch them cook instead. They have become like rock stars or movie actors.
         
 
         Jamie Oliver, Gordon Ramsay, Raymond Blanc, Ainsley Harriott and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall form the premier league in the crowded genre of the professional chef, where they are joined by a resurgent Delia Smith. It was an area of standing room only but Blumenthal brought something new with his geeky, boyish ways. Where he fits in among them can best be seen by the egg. Delia Smith showed us how to boil an egg on television, Ainsley Harriott would dance around it, Jamie Oliver would preach about it and Gordon Ramsay would swear at it. Blumenthal, meanwhile, showed us how to use it to make liquid nitrogen-cooked egg and bacon ice cream.
         
 
         He loves his work and that is, ultimately, his charm and his fortune. Since opening The Fat Duck restaurant he has been full of enthusiasm for his profession. ‘I’ve only once got into the car in the morning thinking, I don’t wanna go to work, and I think that’s a really lucky thing,’ he has said. In summing himself up, he conjures up another contrast: ‘I’m a geezer with a childlike inquisitiveness.’
 
         He is the world’s most brilliant master chef. Here is his story.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE
 
            THE KARATE KID

         
 
         To paraphrase an old football billboard advertisement, 1966 was an eventful year for England: the national football team won the World Cup, Harold Wilson’s Labour Party won the general election, The Beatles released their acclaimed album Revolver – celebrating the release by declaring themselves ‘bigger than Jesus’ – the Kray twins shot a rival; and, on 27 May, Heston Blumenthal was born in West London. (Blumenthal is not the only British celebrity chef to arrive on this date, a certain Jamie Oliver was born on the same day, just nine years later.)
         
 
         Blumenthal grew up in the Shepherds Bush district of West London with his parents Stephen and Celia and his sister. This is not a part of the world hugely associated with cuisine and dining. True, it has its fair share of restaurants but the leisure activities most associated with Shepherds Bush are football, theatre, live music and television. The local team, Queens Park Rangers, play their home games at nearby Loftus Road. (Blumenthal himself is a confirmed Arsenal fan, visiting the Emirates Stadium a couple of times a season. He once went into business with a Gunners’ legend.)
         
 
         Venues such as the Bush Theatre put on great plays and concerts, the Shepherds Bush Empire is a hot live music venue and the BBC has many offices and studios in the area. Therefore, it is more likely that the celebrity side of Blumenthal, rather than the chef side, was awakened by his experiences growing up in Shepherds Bush.
 
         But, as far as food is concerned, there has long been a South African flavour to the area. Some street names in Shepherds Bush hark towards the country, and the area used to be home to a venue called the South African Pavilion. Nowadays, the distinctive accent of the region can be heard in the area, as part of the general influx of its inhabitants into West London.
 
         Although Heston Blumenthal’s father, Stephen, had an English background, he was born in Zimbabwe and raised in South Africa. The family returned to England as apartheid began to cause increasing conflict, but they would still holiday in South Africa when Blumenthal was growing up. There were some early food experiences for him on those trips, such as the meaty delights of boerewors (spicy sausages) and tasty, juicy steaks. He was fascinated by the flavours and textures of these foods.
         
 
         It is only natural to look for clues in the early years of someone for the person they became. However, for Blumenthal, being a cook was not an ambition that he forged particularly early in life. Instead, he originally wanted to be an inventor. This stemmed from a story he wrote at school at the age of seven. ‘I wrote a story about a spaceship that could go anywhere in the universe, even to Ireland,’ he remembered. As far as the Emerald Isle? That’s some spaceship, Heston. However, his ambition to become an inventor has not gone entirely unrealised, for Heston has been at the cutting edge of cooking, rather than one who follows either the pack or the rules. So it can be said that he realised his ambition, but in the kitchen rather than in hops across the Irish sea in a spaceship. Well, it’s not a bad second prize, is it?
         
 
         Not that he is lacking in memories of food as a kid, as we have already seen. Blumenthal is now a famous chef, not least due to the numerous television programmes he has presented. He was inspired from an early age to combine food and broadcasting when his imagination was captured by one of the earliest cooking personalities, Graham Kerr.
 
         Born in 1934, Kerr was one of the earliest celebrity chefs in the UK, although his profile was first raised as a result of a trip to New Zealand. He emigrated down under in 1958 to work as a culinary consultant to the armed forces. One day, he appeared on television to demonstrate how to cook an omelette. He charmed the viewers and he was soon offered a regular spot on Australian television. He also contributed recipes to the pages of glossy magazines and published his own book – Entertaining With Kerr.
         
 
         Then, in 1969, Kerr moved to Canada where he presented a show called The Galloping Gourmet. It was named after a book he co-authored with wine bod Len Evans, based on a jolly jaunt the pair made across the globe. However, in the television show of the same name, it really was all about Kerr. He would leap around the set, crack jokes and neck gulps of wine as he cooked. More than anything else, the programme is perhaps best remembered for the fact that Kerr used large amounts of butter, cream and other high-cholesterol ingredients. He was devil-may-care and often said to his guests of these fattening factors, ‘Madame, you could go outside and get run over by a bus and just think what you would have missed!’ It was all good fun and The Galloping Gourmet earned himself two Emmy nominations in the process, as well as young Heston Blumenthal’s continued admiration.
         
 
         Two events in Kerr’s life radically changed his outlook. Firstly, in 1971, he was involved in a serious car crash that left him paralysed for a while. Then his wife suffered a stroke and a heart attack. The Kerr that returned to the television screens after these setbacks was a changed man. More serious than the carefree cook of before, he would include a quote from the Bible as part of his shows. And the high-fat recipes were history as well. Instead, he produced dishes which he dubbed Minimax – the name formed from ‘minimum’ amount of fat and the ‘maximum’ amount of flavour and texture. Kerr’s shows grabbed the attention of Blumenthal as he grew up watching television in the family home in West London, in the shadows of the BBC headquarters. One of his earliest memories of watching the box was of Kerr ‘standing back as he shook a flaming pan while the audience cheered’.
 
         
             

         
 
         There was also plenty of cooking at home. Heston’s mother has always cooked a great coq au vin, and many of his childhood food memories revolve around the Christian festive season. Heston considers himself Jewish, yet agnostic. He has always celebrated Christmas, for instance. ‘Childhood memories are key to my cooking,’ he has said. ‘And, of course, many of the most vivid childhood memories are of Christmas.’ It is a season full of scents and smells, particularly for the ultra-sensorially aware Blumenthal, who would later draw upon them as inspiration for a flaming sorbet dish. ‘When I was a kid, we used to go to my uncle’s house in London. I remember being cold and walking into his warm house as he had a big open log fire. The heat and light and the crackling sound of the fire mixed with the smell of his oak-panelled room, his tobacco and the whisky by his leather chair always bring Christmases of my childhood strongly to my thoughts.’
         
 
         As we will see, he had a wake-up call one Christmas as an adult, which made him determined to try harder on his relationship with his own children. He says that the key to a good Christmas dinner is ‘organisation and to remember you are not just doing it for other people but for yourself as well. You’ve got to enjoy it or there’s no point. And cut down on the number of dishes you serve. Do fewer things well.’ Of his nightmare Christmas guests, he says they would be vegans. ‘I completely understand vegetarianism, and there are some wonderful pleasures in eating food that doesn’t involve meat and fish. But Christmas is an occasion when people come together friends, family for social interaction around the table, and when you decide you’re not going to eat the meat or fish, then surely you get no enjoyment from that, and, well, I just think you shouldn’t be there.’
         
 
         His mother’s favourite dishes included warming fare such as Hungarian goulash and Coronation chicken. Heston’s first memory of cooking himself was when he camped in the back garden of the family home and cooked a sausage over a fire. He burned it but was proud of his first cooking experience. He had cooked it, he explains, so to him it tasted marvellous. A burned sausage is not something that is likely to appear on the tasting menu of The Fat Duck any time soon, but he did return to the open-air cooking of sausages on his BBC television programme In Search of Perfection in later years.
         
 
         Two culinary childhood memories that are firmly implanted in Heston’s mind are being ticked off royally for breaking the seal on a pressure cooker that was boiling some chicken broth. The floor in their flat was uneven and, when the young Heston jumped up and down as his mother was cooking yet another dish in the pressure cooker, the vibrations could cause the valve of the cooker to fly off. This would be immediately followed by a blast of escaping steam, much to his excitement.
 
         A more harmonious memory is that of his impatience waiting to be able to eat newly prepared cheesecake. It took a day for the cake to set and Heston would become extremely enthusiastic at the prospect and impatient to eat it. He also remembers sometimes seeing an avocado pear in the fridge, an exotic ingredient for a home in that decade. How things have changed: nowadays an avocado pear would be one of the least surprising items in a Blumenthal kitchen.
         
 
         He is keen to not overplay the part that the preparation of food played in his early years. ‘Although my mother was a very good cook, my childhood memories were not woven with gastronomic experiences,’ he insisted. ‘I didn’t spend hours beside her, stoning cherries or peeling potatoes. Food nostalgia for my generation was quite heavily influenced by synthetic flavours such as strawberry Angel Delight.’ Not that he was a fan of Angel Delight alone. Indeed, the treat he truly delighted in appears to have been ice cream.
 
         ‘When I was young we went to Par Sands in Cornwall,’ he recalled in the Guardian. It was a culinary experience in a whole range of ways. ‘My old man used olive oil as suntan lotion; we’d eat Shippam’s meat-paste sandwiches and ice cream for pudding. It was always a fight to eat the ice cream, licking the top so it didn’t fall all over your fingers, sucking the remainder out of the bottom. I remember picnics by the coast, with floral tables that collapsed as we battled the elements. Through it all, ice cream was our beacon of hope.’ A sweet-tasting lighthouse, perhaps. This was the 1970s and so the ice cream range was not as exotic as it is today. ‘Back then, of course, it was either Neapolitan ice cream or these nuclear orange blocks wrapped in cardboard,’ he recalled. There was none of your Ben & Jerry’s and Häagen-Dazs back then.
         
 
         But it was not just his father who shaped Heston’s love of ice cream and nor was Cornwall the only place he ate it. Back in West London, he would partake of it with some gusto. ‘Every Saturday morning, my grandmother would take my sister and I to her favourite haunt: Church Street market, off Edgware Road,’ he told the Guardian. For the young Heston, traipsing round the antique and junk stores was hard work. However, there was always a treat at the end to make up for it. ‘On the way back, my grandmother would treat the pair of us to a tub of vanilla ice cream … Just the thought of the contents of that carton made the couple of minutes that it took to walk home before devouring it seem like an age.’ The shop they bought the ice creams from was called the Regent Snack Bar, run by a family from Sicily. It had a pistachio-green interior and a symbolic ice cream cone above its entry.
         
 
         Blumenthal vividly recalls that a man dressed in a white coat would fill the ice cream orders. Heston’s favourite order was vanilla ice cream with a hint of coffee. He always imagined that this combination was achieved by simply mixing a tiny amount of coffee into a vanilla base. However, as he began to experiment later in life in the hope of reproducing this childhood favourite, he found he could not get it right. So he tracked down the man in the white coat, now working in Chiswick, and discovered that the method was a lot less subtle than that. The man simply combined 50 per cent vanilla ice cream and 50 per cent coffee ice cream. All the same, an ice cream fan had been born.
 
         Blumenthal still remembers hearing the tune of the ice-cream van and the hurried process that followed to make sure they were out on the street with their money in time to buy a 99 complete with chocolate flake before the van motored off to its next stopping point. Evocative stuff, and Heston to this day associates the tinkle of the ice cream van with summer alongside other memories such as wasps and lawnmowers. He also ate ice cream at the local cinema he attended regularly on Saturday mornings where he would enjoy a tub during the interval midway through that week’s choice of movie. Who could have guessed then what headline-grabbing innovations he would bring to ice cream – among many other foods – in later years?
         
 
         On long trips across the country, the family would sometimes stop at motorway service stations. There, he first experienced the joys of Little Chef restaurants that were to become such a famous part of his career many decades on. As a kid, he loved the entire Little Chef experience. ‘You could get fishfingers … in the actual shape of fish,’ he recalled. ‘Bliss. And the traffic-light lollipop with which they sent you on your way was the crowning glory of many a 1970s childhood.’ These vivid memories and the warmth with which they are delivered show just how much of an impact, and a positive one at that, Little Chef had on him.
 
         His family also sometimes ate at the Berni Inn chain. Founded in 1955 as a one-off in Bristol, it soon opened branches across the country. There, discerning diners were introduced to the wonders of steak dishes, prawn cocktails and Black Forest Gateau. ‘You’re better off at Berni,’ ran the advertising slogan. ‘We’re famous for our steaks,’ said another. The chain soon became something of a joke, particularly among food snobs. TV comedy character Alan Partridge once asked a fictional French chef guest on his show, ‘Now, you are known as the top chef in your field. You’ve only got one restaurant; Berni Inn has thousands: jealous?’ Straight-talking chef Gordon Ramsay remembers visiting a Berni Inn restaurant in the early 1980s. He summed it up in one word: ‘Hideous’.
         
 
         Blumenthal also recalls sampling steaks at the home of a Portuguese friend – although the most memorable part of the sampling was through his nose. His friend’s mother would often fry steaks, and the smell that emanated from the kitchen always captured Heston’s imagination. He describes it as akin to the scenes from those classic television advertisements for Bisto gravy, in which the cartoon children hold their noses up high to savour the distinctive odour of the brand.
 
         No Berni Inn restaurant experience back then was complete without a Black Forest Gateau, but Heston would try to pick off just the chocolate part, as he found the gateau experience in its entirety a considerable letdown. He still wonders whether anyone really enjoyed them and later set out to investigate the dish as an adult.
 
         Only on special occasions would the Blumenthal clan normally venture elsewhere. For instance, they would sometimes have picnics in Windsor Great Park, in the shadow of the magnificent castle. A 5,000-acre affair that dates from the 13th century, it is a popular attraction for the people not only from Berkshire – where Blumenthal would later live and work – but also from West London and beyond.
 
         In addition to the al fresco Windsor treats, every year on his birthday, Heston’s parents would take him to eat out. They would normally go to the Lee Ho Fook Chinese restaurant on Queensway, West London. Young Heston was always excited by these visits and basked in the sensory overload of the restaurant’s exotic cooking smells, the sight of the prepared ducks hanging in the window and, of course, the challenge of eating with chopsticks. It was an exciting experience for a kid in the 1970s when such Eastern wonders were still a rarity. Indeed, when his friends came for dinner, Heston would worry that their pallets would be unable to cope with dishes as out of the ordinary as the Coronation chicken and goulash that his mother served them. She sometimes cooked spaghetti Bolognese, too. He recalls that she believed – as did most people back then – that Bolognese sauce was in essence no different to that of shepherd’s pie or chilli con carne. He would find mushrooms and peas in his mother’s version of the former. These were simple times for most domestic kitchens.
         
 
         Another birthday experience for young Heston came at a fish and chips restaurant. Norfolk Place, near Paddington Station, housed a fine such establishment back then called Micky’s Fish Bar, which remains open to this day. Heston’s father sometimes called in on his journey home from work and picked up food for the family. They would douse them in Sarson’s vinegar and eat them straight from the paper they had been wrapped in. Heston would burrow down to the bottom of the paper to find any last bits of fish, batter and chips that might have been hidden in a corner. One year, on his birthday, Heston’s father allowed him to go in and order the food himself. He was mesmerised by the noises, colours and smells of Micky’s Fish Bar. Again, this was a childhood memory he returned to professionally later in life, when he sought to perfect the dish on his BBC television series.
 
         He recalls that British restaurants in this era were unimaginative. London’s eateries focused on safe-bet dishes like chicken kiev and duck a l’orange. The restaurants’ interiors were often on the gaudy side, with flock wallpaper a feature of not just Indian restaurants but of all nationalities. No wonder, he argues, that restaurant scenes soon became a rich mine of comedy for British sitcom writers.
         
 
         Throughout the 1970s, comedy was often to be found in scenes of uncomfortable meals shared in dowdy restaurants. Heston loved these sorts of classic British comedy shows, and still does to this day, for their accurate portrayal of the gastronomic scene in England in that period. As he points out, one of the more imaginative creations of the restaurant scene in the 1970s was the ‘chicken in a basket’ – a dish thought to have originated in a Cotswolds pub in the 1960s, in which a chicken would be served on a bed of fried chips in a wicker basket. Another favourite for the teenage Heston was the pizza. With typically adolescent fervour, he used to load them with as many toppings as possible, everything from artichokes to pepperoni. He would sometimes eat pizzas at his local cinema as he watched films, though he was not over impressed by the dense, smelly fare served up by most pizzerias of the period.
 
         
             

         
 
         Early culinary attempts by Blumenthal himself, back home in his own kitchen, were imaginative enough for a young lad. One day he attempted to make the ultimate sandwich, containing every favourite ingredient of his: jelly, jam, Nutella and peanut butter spreads and hundreds-and-thousands.   The result was interesting, presumably sending the youngster into a sugar rush of immense proportions, followed by a considerable crash.
         
 
         In a rather psychological interview later in life, Heston spoke somewhat sombrely about his formative years, saying that, of late, he had ‘started thinking a lot more about my upbringing which on the surface was a great childhood. But it’s amazing how your actions – even when you think they’re fine – can be subconsciously damaging.’
 
         But he was physically active as a youngster, taking up karate and kick-boxing. Soon he was practising these martial arts for up to ten hours and began to enter competitions across the UK. This was no passing fancy, it was a pastime he took very seriously and into which he threw his enormous ambition, energy and discipline. Here was a way to channel his energy and anger as a teenager. He thrashed around on the mats and something about the experience spoke to him – it was a mixture of adrenalin and discipline, focus and aggression. It was a noble art and one at which he did fairly well.
 
         He took his classes in Buckinghamshire where the family had by this stage moved. ‘There were a load of Wycombe hard-nuts down there, potentially quite dangerous people, but I was the youngest person and the moment they saw I wanted to learn they took me under their wing and it was a really great feeling of camaraderie,’ he recalls fondly. However, as he reached the middle of his teenage years, his back problems were becoming increasingly serious. ‘By the time I was 15, I was having regular sessions with an osteopath to try to resolve the problem,’ he remembered. The metal plate that had been inserted into his back was not all bad news. When he filmed a television show for the BBC, it meant he could justifiably ask someone else to perform a difficult task, as we shall see.
         
 
         Meanwhile, at school, Heston was a studious and hardworking boy. He was attending the John Hampden Grammar School in High Wycombe. Based in Marlow Hill, opposite a sports centre, it is a boys’ school with a fine reputation. He also spent time at Latymer Upper School in Hammersmith, West London, another well-renowned school, which includes model Lily Cole, comedian Mel Smith and actor Hugh Grant among its alumni.
 
         Blumenthal would happily work hard on a Friday evening getting his homework done, and his focus was rewarded: he got six O-Level passes. Then he joined the sixth form and became rather distracted, resulting in just the one A-Level pass – in art. Even that pass came, he said, as a result of ‘fortuitous revision the night before’. But he was intrigued by the paintings Ascending and Descending and Belvedere by Dutch artist MC Escher.
         
 
         He was not a young man lacking in curiosity, as we shall see. However, he did not go on to university and nor was he encouraged to by his parents. His father, who studied architecture and did a furniture-restoration course, put no pressure on him. Looking back, Heston now feels that he would have liked to study psychology or history. In fact, he maintains an interest in psychology to this day, but, for all his interest in history, a family holiday was about to give Blumenthal something to get excited about in his future…
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
 
            I WAS GOING TO 
SMACK HIM ONE
            

         
 
         It was to be a family holiday that changed 16-year-old Heston Blumenthal’s life. The year was 1982 and the destination was France. His father was doing well in his business so the family travelled across the sea for a special holiday which would include an epochal experience for their son. The Blumenthals had lunch at a Provençal three-star restaurant called L’Oustau de Baumaniere.
         
 
         ‘That was it,’ he recalled. ‘Gastronomy was for me.’ L’Oustau de Baumaniere was fun and stylish. He has since described eating there and his experience as akin to love at first sight. He certainly recalls the details of that visit with the sort of precision that people recall meeting the love of their life for the first time. Afternoon was blending into evening as the family car took the snaking path to the restaurant. No wonder, thought young Blumenthal, that it was named after the underworld – a literal translation of the area’s name, Val d’Enfer, being ‘valley of hell’. The cliffs and caves gave it a rather purgatorial edge. They parked and Blumenthal noted the surroundings once more. He had the feeling he was about to experience something new and unique.
         
 
         They ate outside and he found the experience to be akin to theatre, with both the staff and the diners key players in the drama. He remembers the moustache of the restaurant owner, the smell of the lavender in the air and the presence of a helipad. It was all worlds apart from a West London Berni Inn!
 
         The restaurant was run by a man called Raymond Thuilier. Born in Chambery, Savoie, on 11 January 1897, Thuilier, the chef and owner of the restaurant, was a colourful character, who revolutionised French cuisine in the 20th century. Thuilier’s father died when he was just three years old and the boy grew up watching his mother cook at a restaurant. When he grew up, he served in the army and then turned to insurance sales. Having made a decent packet through the latter pursuit, in 1941, he bought a ruined farmhouse in the French village of Les Baux. He spent five years lovingly restoring the property to its former glory and then paved the floor. The seats were adorned with Gobelin tapestry. In 1954, he won three Michelin stars.
 
         He died at the age of 96 in the summer of 1993. As his obituary in the Independent newspaper said, ‘As a cook, Raymond Thuilier was firmly of the school of Point: a completely clean kitchen and fine, fresh ingredients every day, from identifiable and dependable sources. Apart from these basic tenets, he had no truck with the nouvelle cuisine of the 1970s and 1980s.’ For instance, when the Queen visited in 1972, he served her a sea bass en croute with a prawn sauce and a baron of lamb.
         
 
         He also believed firmly in the importance of the surroundings in which a meal was consumed. ‘It is not only what is on the plate that matters,’ Thuilier said in 1990. ‘It is the environment, the welcome. A grand Bordeaux in a bad glass is no longer a grand Bordeaux.’ This element of his approach is one that Blumenthal passionately subscribes to.
 
         Thuilier was a charismatic man. An American journalist described him as a ‘jovial, mustachioed Frenchman who looked as if he’d just heard some good news about himself’. One day, a diner at his restaurant complained that his green beans were not fresh enough. On hearing this news, Thuilier was furious. He stormed off and then returned to the table with a huge box of beans which he threw over the diner’s table. ‘Get out of my restaurant and don’t ever come here again,’ he screamed at the aghast guest. It’s hard to imagine Blumenthal ever responding to criticism in such a way, despite his well-publicised issues with anger and the words of one of his Fat Duck waiters who said he wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of his boss.
 
         Having dined at Thuilier’s famous restaurant, Heston’s life was changed forever. He was enthused by the experience and developed an obsession with food. He bought the Michelin Guide and the GaultMillau, two revered books of the world that Thuilier lived in. Now, back home in England, Heston could recall his experience at Les Baux and dream of more time in that world.
         
 
          The Michelin Guide holds an almost biblical authority over restaurants. Put together from the reports of full-time expert inspectors who anonymously visit restaurants, it is a work of obsession for the benefit of those dedicated to the pursuit of fine dining. Restaurants would be judged on five main criteria: the quality of the products; the mastery of flavour and cooking; the ‘personality’ of the cuisine; value for money; and consistency between visits. This last criterion is key to the Michelin experience. If inspectors were impressed by a restaurant, they would revisit many times to see if the establishment was able to maintain the standards.
         
 
         Within the pages of the Guide over which Heston lovingly pored, restaurants were judged and assessed using a series of symbols that have become legendary in the industry. The fork and knives symbol ranges from one to five marks depending on quality of food; then there are the grapes to represent wine and a red or black symbol which indicates whether or not the restaurant has a view.
         
 
         The Michelin Guide had a very different character to Heston’s other main source of information at the time, the GaultMillau. First published in 1965, it had been founded by leading French restaurant critics Henri Gault and Christian Millau. And, although it was as authoritative as the Michelin Guide, it had more of an element of fun to it. Restaurants were assessed with marks out of 20 and they wouldn’t even get to feature in the book unless they scored at least ten. Points were awarded purely on the quality of the food rather than other elements such as service, décor and so on. While the two founders were in control, no restaurant was ever awarded the full 20 marks. And yet, as Heston discovered, the book thought nothing of awarding a high score to a restaurant alongside a review of that restaurant that was extremely critical on many points. It’s safe to say that the GaultMillau, for all its authority, did not take itself as seriously as the Michelin Guide. That said, its prose was more evocative. And back in England young Heston became obsessed with the two books and the world that they covered with such authority and expertise. He enjoyed comparing the way that the two publications would each review the same restaurant.
         
 
         Nouvelle cuisine is, perhaps by definition, a term that has been redefined many times. In the 18th century, French chefs such as Vincent La Chapelle laid claim to it and, in the following century, Georges Auguste Escoffier was again credited with being responsible for a nouvelle cuisine. However, it was Gault and Millau who are most widely associated with the trend which was heralded by British magazine Harpers & Queen in 1975. Gone were the complications and large menus of previous chefs, and instead there was attention to detail, delicacy and a renewed focus on how food was presented to the diner.
         
 
         Fresh food was the order of the day, with light flavourings and subtlety all round, in refreshing contrast to the rich and fattening food which had gone before. Not that it was an entirely French trend. It looked overseas for inspiration, with the Japanese styles of food presentation providing one key source of influence. The Californian health-conscious way of cooking was also to make its mark on the world of nouvelle cuisine. It was a modern, inventive, eclectic and experimental revolution. No wonder it so captured the imagination of the young Blumenthal.
         
 
         As his love of the world of food increased, so did his appetite for the books that were published on the subject. When he discovered a new chef in the Michelin Guide or GaultMillau, he would obsessively research their work elsewhere. If they had a recipe book of their own, he had to have it; it was as simple as that. The cookery books transported him to a different world. The glamour, tastes and smells of the restaurants they described enchanted him, as did the drama and excitement of the venues themselves. The fact that he could have a little bit of that world in his own home, by studying these recipe books and trying their dishes out in his kitchen was very exciting. He collected books by chefs such as Alain Chapel, Fredy Girardet and Joël Robuchon, big-name French chefs, whose recipes he confidently attempted. He did not lack respect for them, but nor was he short of confidence as he embarked on this new passion.
         
 
         He was particularly fond of the work of Alain Chapel, whose work was lauded by the GaultMillau: ‘A meal at Chapel’s restaurant was like a symphony.’ Born in Lyon in 1937, Chapel learned the trade under his father who ran a bistro. The young man also spent time working in food stores, where he learned about different ingredients in detail. He also trained Fernand Point, often credited as the father of modern French cuisine, at his restaurant La Pyramide. Chapel then took over the family bistro and earned it its first Michelin star in 1967. Within seven years, he had three of them.
         
 
         Heston studied the recipe book published by Chapel and made feverish notes in the margins of the pages. The book was in French and he would attempt to decipher Chapel’s extravagant recipe instructions with the aid of a French-English dictionary. Heston’s appetite for the written word is voracious. He rates The Encyclopaedia of Practical Cookery vols I and II, edited by Theodore Francis Garrett, as among his favourite culinary titles.
         
 
         Blumenthal also enjoyed upmarket books with higher production values and glossiness than cookbooks. In his own high-quality tome The Big Fat Duck Cookbook, Heston recalls having read such publications as Master Chefs of Europe, The Great Chefs of France and The Gourmet’s Tour de France. These books included sumptuous photographs of food and restaurants from the continental European streets. He particularly enjoyed the blow-by-blow descriptions of everyday life in restaurants.
         
 
         The chefs, he discovered, would find all manner of fun ways to relax between their shifts. Some would go scuba diving, others would drive up and down the coastline of the south of France and some would turn to art. Their lifestyle seemed as romantic and tempting as he could imagine. Over and over he read these chapters, feeling more and more drawn to culinary elegance. The celebrity of these French stars appealed to him too. It seemed to be a joyful existence. These men were being paid not just to cook but to create, to innovate. In the process, they were enjoying playboy-style lives in France and becoming famous to boot. At first, it was more the trappings of their work that captured his imagination, rather than the intricacies of the cooking itself. He fancied a piece of that. Of course, being attracted to such a glamorous existence is hardly rare among teenage boys. He was so excited and could not wait to progress.
         
 
         As soon as he turned 17, Blumenthal took driving lessons, like many young people, seeking the liberation and opportunities that having a car can bring. With Heston, there was a practical dimension as well as the general yearning for such freedom. With his own transport, he would be able to drive to faraway food stores and suppliers.
 
         And so that was exactly what he did. Once he had passed his test, he would hop in his car and drive to wherever the best food could be bought. A particular favourite was a butcher’s in Oxfordshire. There, he writes in The Big Fat Duck Cookbook, he would purchase a host of meat pieces to be taken straight home where they would become part of his latest concoction. Having spent weekday evenings reading about the recipes of his favourite chefs, he would hit the family kitchen at the weekend to try his hand at a few of the dishes.
         
 
         He also developed a love of sherry in his twenties, and this too came during a trip to Oxfordshire. ‘[That was] where I also made my first and probably only great wine investment – a case of 1989 Chateau Le Pin for £330. Here I first tried a single Almacenista Amontillado from Lustau and realised sherry was something other than your aunt’s tipple of choice, served in dodgy schooners at Christmas.’ An enduring love was born there and then. ‘I love sherry,’ he has said since. ‘There are so many to choose from, so I can’t say I have a favourite, but at Christmas a Palo Cortado is fantastic. The process of making it is quite confusing, but it starts out as a different kind of sherry altogether: Amontillado. Then, for a slightly mysterious reason, a tiny amount of the Amontillado changes and develops into Palo Cortado. It’s all about the yeasts in the juices.’ He has since used sherry in some inventive ways.
         
 
         Back then, Blumenthal would cook for the family whenever he could, because this meant his parents would fund his expenses for a meal. They were impressed with what their son served up, and ‘hired’ him to do the cooking for more than one of their own dinner parties. There, the friends of his parents would become the first members of the public to taste the food of Heston Blumenthal. Unlike diners at The Fat Duck, they did not have to hand over £130 for the privilege. Even at this tender age, Heston was not following the teenage clichés of knocking up a good spaghetti Bolognese for his parents to coo and clap over. No, Heston was already experimenting and innovating. When, during his weekday reading, he would get an idea for something unconventional to try, he was excited for the weekend when he could turn the family kitchen into a culinary laboratory. Heston has remained at great pains to describe himself as ‘self-taught’. Well, it was in these hazy weekends of his late-teenage years that his education began in earnest. He worked hard and methodically.
 
         To supplement the practical experimental lessons he undertook at the weekend, he had all those weekday evenings that he spent studying. It was this that he drew upon as his primary source and he reflected upon what he had learned and drew conclusions. It was in every sense a course of education. That feverish last-minute revision which gained him his solitary A-Level was a thing of the past. Heston’s studying of these books might have taken place in the evenings, but it was far from rushed and cursory. These books were becoming an obsession for him. It was just that the teacher and the student were both the same person: Heston Blumenthal. But he was soon to take a whole step up in his culinary education.
         
 
         At the age of 18, Blumenthal began to look further than himself for his learning. That summer, after he left school, he began to search for a formal apprenticeship in a kitchen, and he applied to many establishments. It was the classic ‘numbers game’ approach – writing to as many as possible and seeing who got back to him.
 
         In The Big Fat Duck Cookbook, he estimates that he wrote to ‘20 or so’ various establishments. However, it has been suggested elsewhere that he wrote to as many as 40. Likewise, the number of places that replied varies according to different accounts, but is thought to be no more than three at the most. What is agreed is that he only received one positive reply. It came from Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, run by Raymond Blanc.
         
 
         Blanc was born in Besancon in eastern France, not far from Burgundy. His mother Maman Blanc was a fine cook and lovingly served up superb, tasty and healthy meals to her family. When Blanc moved to England, his own career truly took off. He began work at the Rose Revived restaurant as a junior. Then, one day, the head chef was ill and Blanc seized his chance, taking over for the day. He quickly impressed. By 1977, Blanc and his wife had opened their first establishment together – Les Quat’Saisons in Oxford. It had been a huge financial risk to open the restaurant, but it quickly paid off. It won the Egon Ronay Restaurant of the Year and Michelin stars among other awards and distinctions. Four years after opening their first restaurant, they opened a bakery, also in Oxford, called Maison Blanc. Again, it quickly became a hugely successful establishment.
         
 
         In 1984, he opened Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons in Oxfordshire, which quickly was awarded two Michelin stars. ‘His house is as beautiful as a tale of Lewis Carroll,’ commented food critic Gilles Pudlowski. It was this establishment that gave Heston the one positive reply from all the applications he sent out to restaurants. Such a poor response rate might have seemed disappointing in one sense, but, lacking any concrete experience or qualifications, Heston was never going to have fared much better. Indeed, the fact that such a prestigious restaurant, run by a rising star chef, was the one that said yes should have been encouraging rather than disappointing.
 
         Over the years, Blanc has helped to nurture and launch the talent of a host of chefs who are now famous, respected names in their own right, including Marco Pierre White, Martin Burge, Michael Caines and Bruno Loubet. He has also guided new faces into food trade success on his BBC television show The Restaurant, in which contestants compete in pairs, whether couples, siblings, parent and child or sometimes friends. How much of a role would he have in helping the fledgling talent of Heston?
         
 
         A short one, as it turned out.
 
         On his first day at Le Manoir, Heston was led into the kitchen and introduced to a huge mound of green beans. He would have to chop the top and bottom off them all. He would later be given another pile of vegetables to chop, trim or peel. Then he would be asked to gut fish or remove the feathers from foul. He had expected to be given some unglamorous tasks but was disappointed all the same. He was hoping to receive more of a rounded apprenticeship, perhaps being involved in the preparation of some dishes from start to finish. He hoped for more responsibility, too. Nowadays, Heston accepts that his expectations back then were unreasonable. He would not give a rookie free rein in his own establishments’ kitchens and knows that it was silly of him to expect it at Le Manoir. His impatience quickly contributed to a confrontation with another of the kitchen staff, which saw Heston break with protocol and come to the brink of violence. However, it also led to a great alliance for him.
 
         ‘Some bloke was having a go at me one day and, not knowing the etiquette, I threatened to smack him one,’ Blumenthal recalled in the Guardian. ‘I heard this voice shout out, “Don’t stay over there. Come over here by me.”’ That voice came from the mouth of Marco Pierre White, a useful ally and a chef who remains a compadre to this day. The pair had different personalities but also have plenty in common. He reappears quite regularly in Heston’s story.
         
 
         However, it soon became clear to Heston that an apprenticeship at Le Manoir was not going to be suitable for him. His ambition and lack of patience meant he was not suited to the slow, gradual and steady education offered by a formal apprenticeship. Displaying the sort of energy and single-mindedness that have dominated his remarkable rise to the top of his profession, he decided to call it a day at Le Manoir. He had been given a week’s probation as a precursor to his apprenticeship proper, and, although he knew he could learn much if he stayed on, he decided not to continue when his probation was up. Here was the legacy of those two solitary years, teaching himself the tricks of the trade in his parents’ kitchen and poring over the cookbooks in his bedroom. He had become a maverick with ambition, and wanted to fulfil his dreams his way – and fast. This was not going to be possible at Le Manoir so, despite being offered a full apprenticeship, he turned it down and went it alone once again. This had not been a decision he took lightly. He searched his soul before coming to the conclusion, asking himself whether it might actually be hard work and commitment that he was fleeing, but ultimately decided to follow his instincts and went off to tread his own path.
         
 
         He wonders now whether an apprenticeship at a less prestigious kitchen might have seen him hang around longer. ‘Going to the Manoir with Raymond Blanc spurred me on, but it spurred me on to go in a different direction,’ he told the Guardian. ‘Maybe if I’d gone to a smaller kitchen and I was a bigger cog in a smaller wheel, I wouldn’t have felt the need to go down my own path and maybe I wouldn’t have ended up this way.’
         
 
         Possibly. Given his energy, ambition and maverick nature, it seems unlikely that Heston could have been straitjacketed into going down the conventional route for long. Either way, Le Manoir’s loss was the world’s gain ultimately. The manner of Heston’s leaving was unusual, but set him on the path that led to glory and riches. All he has ever wanted to do, all he ever wants to do, is to wake up in the morning wanting to go to work. It is an aim that has served him well.
 
         
             

         
 
         A step taken by Heston’s parents had simultaneously made a contribution to the development of the masterchef. The Blumenthals had purchased an apartment south of Montpellier in a town called La Motte du Couchant and, the following year, Heston and his parents travelled there and he turned the trip into a culinary exploration. It became an annual tradition for Heston to stay there and live out the dreams he had developed when reading those cookbooks back in his London bedroom. The Blumenthals would drive to the port in England, hop on the ferry to France and drive to their holiday home. There, his adventure would await him. His passion was large, the extent of his energy and curiosity colossal. Heston would travel around the country visiting restaurants, wholesalers and other establishments. He would note how things worked and ask questions, and he was forever taking mental notes. When he got home to England, he would have new ideas, new experiments and a renewed motivation.
         
 
         And he found new books, too. For it was now that Heston increased his collection of culinary tomes. As he studiously absorbed their words, he found one that spoke his language. As we have seen, Harold McGee’s On Food And Cooking: The Science And Lore Of The Kitchen transformed Heston’s career. McGee is seen as the father of modern science and his disciples are widespread. When On Food… was first published in 1986, it was warmly received by the critics. ‘Read this wondrous tome,’ the Evening Standard urged its readers. The Mail on Sunday was equally enthusiastic: ‘The business – more than you want to know about anything edible.’
         
 
         Writing in The Times Literary Supplement, Paul Levy was similarly impressed. ‘There has been no book like this since Alan Davidson’s Oxford Companion to Food,’ he wrote, ‘and there a few books so comprehensive, perspicuous or gracefully written on any subject. It is no exaggeration to call it a masterpiece.’ Christopher Hirst of the Independent chipped in with his own praise: ‘For the price of a meal, you’ll get a lifetime’s nutrition,’ he wrote.
         
 
         Those reviews guaranteed McGee a loyal and large army of readers, Heston among them. In fact, he later picked On Food… as his book of shipwrecked choice when he was on the BBC Radio 4 show Desert Island Discs.
         
 
         He first bought On Food… soon after its publication and lapped up what he found in its pages. As we have seen, the ‘question everything’ principle that Heston is now so famous for solidified in his mind as he read the book. Now, he feels that this principle should have been obvious without McGee’s intervention. Yet it was only after the American author had pointed it out that it changed the world of cooking – not least in Heston’s kitchen. A metaphorical banner was unveiled across it. It was not that he threw the rule book out of the window, more that he no longer lived by it without question. He had always been a curious, experimental chef but now he felt emboldened to test out more. ‘I would try doing a dish 30 different ways,’ he told The Times. ‘With ice cream, I would analyse why you need eggs, why it needs to be whipped, what is the optimum consistency. Inquisitiveness was a key feature.’
         
 
         Another key moment in his self-teaching came when he studied Nicholas Kurti’s lecture, The Physicist in the Kitchen. A Hungarian-born physicist who lived in Oxford, Kurti had enjoyed a colourful life. He had to flee antisemitism on a number of occasions and then worked on the Manhattan Project to build and test the first atomic bomb. In his spare time, Kurti loved to cook and his interest in all things culinary eventually led to his marrying his work passion (physics) and his hobby (food) into the aforementioned lecture to the Royal Society in 1969 which stunned audiences. He used a microwave oven – still a new phenomena at this time – to make interesting dishes in interesting ways. He made meringue in a vacuum chamber, cooked sausages by connecting them to a car battery and produced a reverse-baked Alaska – hot inside, cold outside – cooked in the microwave oven. He also suggested other revolutionary techniques, including syringes to inject rum into mince pies and the use of the proteolytic enzymes in fresh pineapple juice to tenderise meats. The audience was aghast.
         
 
         Kurti was an eminently quotable man. During the famous lecture, he said, ‘The invention of a new dish is of greater importance to the happiness of mankind than the discovery of a new star.’ Another much-quoted statement made by Kurti during the lecture, and one which struck a chord with Heston, was: ‘It is a sad reflection on our civilisation that, while we measure the temperature in the atmosphere of Venus, we do not know what goes on inside our soufflés.’
 
         This was music to Heston’s ears, and he was transfixed by the sort of eccentric recipes and methods that Kurti espoused. Here, once more, was culinary innovation and Heston was devouring every last morsel. To this day, he refers back to the seminal lecture in interviews and other conversations.
 
         
             

         
 
         As his teens gave way to his twenties, Blumenthal met the woman who was to become his wife, a nurse called Zanna. His future career would only have been hinted at to her from the time they first met. ‘When I was 18, 19, 20 and first met my wife, I’d spend as much money as others spent on clothes on a meal,’ he said.
 
         All the same, as he has stated many times since, he was not a chef when they first met and therefore the sacrifices that they would subsequently have to make came as news to her. She was supportive to him throughout, though, as we shall see. At home, he occasionally lets her cook but admits that he is terrified by how frantically she chops vegetables. ‘“That really scares me,’ I tell her. “You’re going to take the end of your fingers off. Pull your fingers in.” My wife will probably say I do interfere but I think I’m pretty good.’
         
 
         Another thing that became obvious to her in time was that Blumenthal had issues with anger. One key incident stands out in both their memories. They were living with Blumenthal’s parents, and a man knocked on the door and began to threaten his father over a dispute concerning property. This would be enormously distressing for anybody, although not everyone would respond in the way that Blumenthal did.
 
         ‘This guy is shouting through the door saying, “I’m going to break your kneecaps,” and my son started crying and I was, “I’m not having this,”’ he recalled in an interview with The Times. ‘So I walked out the room and unlocked the cupboard.’ He then pulled a gun out of the cupboard, ‘an old Beretta with half-a-dozen cartridges. I just walked back to the door and pulled the trigger. I completely lost it. That was scary – it wasn’t an adrenalin rush. Everything slowed down. My wife pulled me back, the gun went up.’
         
 
         The drama was not over. He ran to his car and continued to chase the men. He had surrendered the gun to his wife by this point but was still armed – this time with a meat cleaver. Astonishingly, the story concluded peacefully. Blumenthal found the men in the car park of the local pub and took them back to his parents’ home to resolve the issue over a cup of tea. ‘We had a chat,’ he said. ‘It got sorted. No harm done, but it was the biggest wake-up call I could have had.’
 
         However, Blumenthal’s eruption – and its potentially tragic results – had shaken Zanna. ‘It was just getting worse and worse and worse,’ he admits now. ‘It’s a long story but she probably stopped me being jailed twice – actually pulled me back … What was really worrying about the shotgun thing was how calm I felt throughout it all. I felt fantastic. It felt fantastic. Powerful. I thought I could rule the world. That’s what scared me most, not that I had the capacity to do that, but that I actually enjoyed doing it. It wasn’t a one-off, either. There were other incidents where my wife had to pull me back. I remember her saying, “I saw your eyes change.” When I got like that, something altered in me. It was almost as if I put myself in a meditative state, I was so relaxed. I knew that, if I didn’t get help, I was going to get myself into serious trouble.’
         
 
         He continues, ‘It was awful but it’s easier to talk about now because I’ve absolutely dealt with it. But it went on for five or six years. What was dangerous was the aggression was going down and the more cold, calculated feeling was getting stronger. It was an uncontrollable feeling and when it starts to feel… good… when that feeling starts to feel really good, it’s not good news. What’s bizarre is there’s a difference between being aggressive and starting to feel good about anger and violence. Zanna read about cranial osteopathy and it just gave me the impetus, although it might have been psychosomatic, to do something about it.’
 
         According to the Sutherland Society, which promotes cranial osteopathy, the technique is ‘a refined and subtle type of osteopathic treatment that encourages the release of stresses and tensions throughout the body, including the head. It is a gentle yet extremely effective approach and may be used in a wide range of conditions for people of all ages, from birth to old age.’
         
 
         Blumenthal had gone to anger therapy after the aforementioned increase in his rage began to also show itself at work. ‘There’s a point when the service is controlling you, you’re not controlling the service. I had a really bad temper. Staff stayed for just a few months.’
 
         But the turning point came after several instances of road rage. ‘I remember coming into Bray one day, chasing a car in front of me,’ he said. ‘The driver wouldn’t stop, so I actually had the door of my car open, and was driving and hooting and screaming at him to stop.’ He concedes, ‘It was slightly psychotic behaviour, so I had to do something about it. It’s not as if I don’t have a temper. I have a temper that’s there, but I’ve dealt with it. I am so calm now. I don’t think I’ve raised my voice in the kitchen for seven years. When I look back, I think, God, did I really behave like that? At work, there’s no excuse for humiliating somebody physically, mentally. If someone has messed up and you bawl them out in public, that can’t do them any good.’
 
         It was only later on that he truly grasped what sort of person he had been prior to the treatment and the improvement in his mood. He recalled a day when he, his wife and kids heard a neighbour screaming at his own female partner ‘really aggressively’. Blumenthal’s wife said to the kids: ‘Oh my God, imagine being married to that!’ and Jack turned round and said, ‘You were.’
 
         Blumenthal: ‘Zanna came into the kitchen and said, “You’ll never guess what Jack’s just said.” And that was just out of the blue.’
         
 
         In contrast to many of his fellow cooks, Blumenthal is now a calm man, not least when at work. There is no screaming and shouting for him. ‘Other chefs have quite a peaceful life away from work and encounter bedlam in the kitchen. For me, it’s the other way round. When I’m in the kitchen, it’s peace and quiet.’
 
         Of the treatment he underwent, he agrees that it is similar in a sense to how babies are treated. ‘That’s exactly why my wife thought of it,’ he said, laughing. ‘Babies cry a lot and it works by relaxing them. It relaxed me and it was a gradual process of controlling the anger. I had a bad temper on me. Now I haven’t raised my voice in eight years. Maybe it should have been a psychiatrist, but, at the time, that was enough to help me get a nugget of control on it. From there it was just a case of thinking it all through. Every time I wanted to lose the plot, I had to think, I can control this. The upshot is, I don’t remember the last time I lost my temper in the kitchen.’
 
         That said, in the early days of The Fat Duck, the enormity of the challenge ahead of him, and the financial risks he had taken to make it, would put him right on the edge at times. ‘It was a situation where I had bitten off more than I could chew and I wasn’t in control,’ he remembered.
 
         An interviewer once asked him whether he’d ever been so angry that he wanted to kill anyone. ‘Ughhh… yessss,’ he replied, but was keen to emphasise that it was not an urge he had ever acted on. ‘No, no, no,’ he added.
         
 
         But The Fat Duck was still in Heston’s future. Before he got to Bray, he took a string of far less glamorous jobs in order to make ends meet. One of these was as a ‘repo man’, he says, which means a debt collector. ‘I was all right at it, actually; it was only companies. I had an interesting altercation in Dudley. It was an Indian who denied he owed the money. He then made a call and half-a-dozen of his mates turned up. I gave up with the meagre wage I was on.’ He was also an accountant for some time, but he eventually decided it was time to give cooking a go professionally.
         
 
         To this end, he took a brief restaurant-management course at Leiths School of Food and Wine in Wendell Road, in London. He also did a three-week stint at Canteen, run by Marco Pierre White. Celebrity chef White had opened the premises in 1992, along with actor Michael Caine and London restaurant operator Claudio Pulze. Set in Chelsea Harbour in West London, it has since won Michelin stars. It had 250 covers and was such a busy establishment that, when the printer which was used for orders stopped spitting out paper for longer than a few moments, everybody assumed it had broken rather than there weren’t any customers.
 
         This was a perfect learning ground for Blumenthal who was immediately shown just how much pressure there can be on a restaurant kitchen. He had to hit the ground running and he was taken aback by how busy it was on his first day. Then, on his second day, he was working on some cod crust dough when he lost control of what he was doing. The result was that many kilos of the dough were fired around the kitchen, much to the embarrassment of the new boy. All the same, he was learning fast, absorbing knowledge just as his dishes absorbed tastes. Within a couple more days he felt at ease in the Canteen kitchen, and could identify what the latest order was just by listening to the sound of the printer hammering out a different rhythm for each dish, not unlike Morse Code.
         
 
         He was ready to go it alone and, thanks to a recent purchase, he had just the venue for his first professional solitary venture…
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