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            INTRODUCTION: CAN YOU SEE THE REAL ME, DOCTOR?

         
 
         I unwrapped a thick cut of grass-fed, organically reared fillet of beef, seasoned it, put it into a hot pan and fried it in a mixture of organic butter and olive oil for three minutes on each side. As the kitchen filled with the smell of caramelised meat my digestive juices ached for the coming feast.
         
 
         I let it rest for five minutes and then cut into it. It was perfectly medium rare. Rich, tender and intensely savoury, I relished the juicy meat and the delicious, elemental combination of fat and blood.
         
 
         It was mind-blowingly flavourful; a complete meal in itself that seemed to occupy all my taste buds and senses.
 
         Just two weeks ago this would have been the least likely thing I might have done because two weeks ago I was still a vegetarian. I’d been a vegetarian for twenty-six years. I liked being a vegetarian. It was, quite literally, who I was. For most of those years I’d actually been a vegan, eschewing all animal-derived foods. Oh yeah, that’s right. One of those.
         
 
         Don’t worry, this isn’t a book about vegetarianism. No dreadlocks or earnest lectures about animal rights here. Sod that. There are more important issues to consider, more specifically what is and isn’t healthy eating, and how we got to this twenty-first century state of paranoia over what’s best to put into our meat-hole. The thing is, I wasn’t just a non-meat eater, I was Mr Wholefood: brown rice, healthy vegetable oils, lentils, beans, tofu, nuts, fruit and vegetables. All the stuff the doctors now tell you to eat, well, I started hoovering that all up way back in the mid 1980s when it had only just become part of the ‘healthy’ eating advice and when very few outside of the small community of hairy, bearded, dope-smoking, wholefood-eating New-Agers had even heard of it.
         
 
         So for twenty-six years I ate no cholesterol, no animal fats and ate polyunsaturated and wholegrain everything. Go to your local surgery and hand over my food diary and they’d give you a gold star. Your medical man or woman with the stethoscope and that nodding-without-really-listening, slightly condescending attitude, has been advising everyone to base their diet on starchy foods, eat a lot less saturated fat, a lot less animal fat, a lot less cholesterol, a lot less sugar and a lot less red meat for years. It’s virtually a religion now.
         
 
         Look at the Eat Well plate on the NHS website and you’ll see the official propaganda all based around these basic principles.
 
         I really was a walking advert for healthy eating. You couldn’t eat more of the good stuff and less of the bad stuff than me. If there was a competition for healthy eating, I’d have won hands down – and I was told as much by doctors and nutritionists year after year.
 
         All well and good, but there was trouble in paradise. I was ill. Really ill. And I’d been ill for the majority of those twenty-six years.
         
 
         For years I had lived with what would come to be known as IBS: Irritable Bowel Syndrome. Starting back in 1993 as a vague feeling of digestive discomfort, it escalated to the point where every meal would leave me feeling like I had lead weights in my gut, my belly bloated and distended and my digestive tract in revolt in the most dramatic and unpleasant way. If you had a cruel sense of humour, you could say I was a dirty protest waiting to happen.
         
 
         I’d test the sewage system’s capacity by passing out vast slurries of burning effluent which left me feeling sweaty and exhausted. This would happen up to seven or eight times a day during the worst period. It was like this to a greater or lesser degree after every meal, every day, every month, every year, on and on and on for seventeen years. Yeah, how d’ya like me now?
 
         What’s more, slowly but surely, year after year, I kept putting weight on until I was clinically obese. I peaked in 2008 at fourteen and a half stone, which, for a 5 foot 10 inch tall, medium-build lad, is a lot of blubber to wear. Not big enough to make a freak show but big enough to be very unhealthy. I waddled around, sweating and short of breath when required to do anything slightly physical. I had always been an active sort of bloke. Not exactly sporty – I’m hardly the alpha male type who relishes that kind of masculine bonding. My idea of fun is not holding another man’s scrotum in a rugby scrum under the pretence it is a sport. Nonetheless, I was a frequent hiker, walker and swimmer, or at least I had been until the weight began to wrap its fatty tentacles around me.
 
         The bad news didn’t stop at being fat. By the time I was forty, I had very, very high cholesterol: a Christ-that-will-kill-you-early reading of 9.2. As my dad had keeled over with a heart attack aged sixty-five, I was put on the new statin drug Atorvastatin. Forty milligrams a day for the rest of my life. Welcome to decrepitude, Johnny. Because it wasn’t just the IBS and the sky-high cholesterol; in many other ways I was slowly falling apart. The healthy eating thing wasn’t working out well at all. I was suffering from chronic acid reflux; I was always tired and needed to take half an hour naps every afternoon. I suffered from headaches almost every day. I ate paracetamol and Rennies like they were sweets and, oh yeah, my eyesight was failing as well.
         
 
         Jesus Christ, I thought, how the feck did this happen? It wasn’t as if I was an old bloke. I had the low sugar, low-fat, high-fibre, carb-rich, wholegrain, vegetable-based diet that all the health advice had recommended with increasing fervour over the years. I should have been healthy, shouldn’t I? Yes, I bloody well should have been but the fact was I had started to fall apart in my early thirties and by my mid forties I was, what the medical establishment would call, totally knackered, son.
 
         And then, suddenly, it all changed when I stuffed my face with some good old fashioned meaty, beaty, big and bouncy products of slaughter, dripping in blood. Bye bye Mr Soya, hello dead sentient creatures.
 
         Twenty-four hours after eating meat all my IBS symptoms had gone! Bloody hell. What was this new voodoo? Had eating animal flesh lifted some sort of hex that had been put on me?
         
 
         As I began eating meat, I stopped eating high-load carbohydrates such as potatoes and wheat. I cut out all vegetable oils except olive, ate lots of lard, beef dripping, butter, cream and full-fat milk. I ate the fat on chops, the fat on meat, chicken skin, crackling on pork; I ate red meat four or five times a week. Basically I ate a lot of everything that we’re told not to eat at all, or only in strict moderation.
         
 
         In some aspects, it was a diet that my grandparents, born at the end of the nineteenth century, would have known was nutritious and healthy, not because they had been told so by their doctors, by New-Age diet gurus, by freaky-looking people in white coats on the telly or by any other hysterical media outlet, but because they knew previous generations had thrived on it and that they thrived on it themselves.
         
 
         Today a diet full of saturated fat, red meat, cream and full-fat milk is considered to be a heart attack waiting to happen. Does that come with a defibrillator? Ha ha bloody ha. It is not recommended at all, indeed, my and your doctors will tell you not to indulge in that type of diet. I’ve been amazed and disgusted. I’ve wanted to scream in their faces, ‘Can you see the real me, doctor?’ Partly because I love The Who but mainly because when it came to medical attention, I ran into a brick wall for seventeen years. They had no solutions to my ill health but they still tell me my solution is wrong. This simple and 100 per cent effective remedy was not in any way what the doctor ordered, indeed, the doctor hadn’t ordered anything. The doctor hadn’t had a bloody clue what to do about it and had pretty much given up. Well done. Thank you and good night. Well, bollocks to them and their idiot ideas because the effect of this new, old-fashioned diet was virtually instant and amazing.
         
 
         After suffering for seventeen years I could scarcely believe it. But the good news didn’t stop there. As the weeks and months progressed, I began to physically change. I got leaner, dropped a lot of body fat and became stronger and fitter. Every aspect of my health and well-being was changed for the better. I felt amazingly energised. It was as though I was suddenly a much younger man.
 
         This was great and weird all at the same time. You get used to how you feel. You don’t expect it to change, not for the better anyway. We all seem to be conditioned to believe that life is a journey of slow and inevitable decline until you keel over into your grave, a beaten and exhausted crust of the man you used to be.
 
         But it wasn’t just a physical change. For no accountable reason other than the change of diet, I found myself more relaxed and unstressed, despite running my own business in the teeth of a difficult recession and an unrelenting workload. I was more able to deal with everything; more emotionally even and calm. I even coped with the usually stressful business of finding and moving to a new home.
         
 
         And it didn’t stop there. I developed an increased mental sharpness. Names that had escaped me previously came to mind immediately, I pulled words out of my vocabulary with ease. All aspects of my mental acuity were improved. During the initial period, I finished the final draft of, and published, my first book, We Ate All the Pies: How Football Swallowed Britain Whole, which went on to be long-listed for the prestigious William Hill Sports Book of the Year 2010 award.
         
 
         This was not mere coincidence; I was simply better at everything I did. For years I had been one of those forgetful people in their forties and I put it down to old age. In fact I had put a lot of the degeneration in my physicality down to increasing age: blurry eyesight, the pain in my knees, the stiff joints when getting out of bed, the buzzing headaches, the mid-afternoon weariness – I wrote it all off as due to my age or maybe due to a skinful the night before. I thought it was just how things were; this was what getting older was like. I was wrong. This is what getting older was like on this ‘healthy’ diet.
 
         But get this: I have now actually stopped wearing glasses for reading because my eyesight improved so much when I changed my diet. Headaches have gone away, never to return – I’ve not had a single headache in twenty months. Even my libido has increased exponentially. I suddenly started to become aware of a priapic rush of blood, apropos of nothing, the way I did when I was eighteen. It literally felt like being young again, like coming back to life. What the hell was going on?
         
 
         I was bloody furious with myself for sticking to a diet that made me ill, and with the medical authorities for their years of ineptitude and inability to help when a simple dietary change was all that was needed. I began to wonder how and why the healthy eating advice had become so dogmatic and had been pushed down our throats so often for so long.
 
         So on behalf of every other poor sod who has been crucified with one affliction or another on the cross of this modern dystopian dietary vision of healthy eating, I wanted to get to the truth about food and diet. Since I am thriving in every possible way on a diet I am told isn’t healthy for me, it seems to me that at the very least this one-size-fits-all, healthy eating advice is simply inappropriate for some (or many) of us and that this could well be the reason there are so many health issues around food and diet in the twenty-first century, when thirty or more years ago there simply were not.
         
 
         At a time of healthy eating information overload, at a time of unprecedented availability of food, we are nonetheless utterly messed up when it comes to how and what to eat. So many people are on a diet, off a diet, wondering about a diet, trying to lose weight, trying to stop bloating, indigestion, acid reflux, trying to get more energy, sleep better or just walk up the street without getting out of breath. Throw in feelings of guilt and paranoia and you’ve got a cauldron of what I like to call fuckedupiness.
         
 
         This is no way to live, is it? It’s bloody insane. A couple of generations ago we worried about having enough food, now we worry about eating too much. It’s not a good journey to have made.
 
         I’m not some sort of food guru, I don’t wear a white coat, I won’t be asking you to shit in a jar so I can tell what’s wrong with you and I’m sure as hell not a doctor. I’m just a guy who always wanted to do the right thing – the right thing for me, the right thing for everyone and everything else. The right thing for the planet, even. Ironically, although I never wanted to hurt anyone or anything, I ended up hurting myself badly, day after day.
         
 
         We may not realise it but our diets have radically changed in the last thirty years and so has our health. It’s glaringly obvious that things have gone badly wrong. The stats on things such as Type 2 diabetes, obesity, food intolerances, allergies and many other degenerative diseases show that we are getting fatter and more ill – both physically and mentally.
 
         Could these healthy eating guidelines, and the diet and lifestyle it encourages us to follow, be the main cause of all the problems? Someone in power should be asking this question but the taboos around health on such issues as saturated fat, five fruit and veg a day and too much red meat have become an orthodoxy that no one wants to challenge. Well I’m an ornery sod and that’s why I’m here.
 
         We stand on the verge of the next generation living shorter, less healthy, less content lives than the previous one and it has happened on the watch of what we might call the ‘healthy eating brigade’. Worse still, despite increased wealth, our well-being appears to have deteriorated too, by which I mean our sense of contentment and happiness with our physical and mental condition. We are eating healthier and getting more unhappy and more ill in ways we never used to get ill. But regardless of this our individual needs have been ignored for this one-size-fits-all notion of healthy living. It is my contention that this advice is simply inappropriate for many people; indeed, it is making people ill. It helped make me ill. It is also my view that much of what passes for healthy eating advice is little more than supposition, equivocal research and twisted interpretation.
         
 
         Had I continued to believe the healthy eating propaganda I would still be very ill, so I hope the story I’m about to tell helps shed light on your own situation and perhaps inspires you to think differently about what you feed yourself, and makes you look at how you arrived at the food choices that you make every day.
 
         This book is about how you can get stuck in a rut with your attitude to what you eat. It’s about how we’ve been taken away from a down-to-earth, sensible, sane view of what is wholesome food and replaced it with a hysterical, paranoid, downright sick attitude – a sick attitude which the medical and governmental establishment have colluded on and continue to encourage with a mixture of rigid dogma, ignorance and guesswork, all the while under the influence of vested interest lobbying.
 
         The Meat Fix isn’t a pompous lifestyle or diet book written by some weirdo who doesn’t live in the real world or some sod who wears bleedin’ leg warmers and a leotard. Trust me, I look rubbish in a leotard. I’m damned if I’m going to just sit back and accept what has happened to me. For so long I was just killing myself to live. But not anymore.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            HUNGRY FREAKS, DADDY

         
 
         I seem to have crammed a lot of life into these first fifty years. Sometimes it seems as if I’ve lived three or four different lives concurrently. When I look back on it I can hear Dylan singing, ‘I was so much older then, I’m younger than that now’ and that’s exactly how it feels.
         
 
         This is what happens when early in life you are sure you don’t want kids, don’t want a career, don’t want a mortgage, don’t want to wear a suit and don’t want to have a boss. This is what happens when you take more notice of Jack Kerouac, Deep Purple, Allen Ginsberg and the Grateful Dead than you do of your parents or careers advisors.
         
 
         So looking back on it all to try and discover how and why I ended up making the food decisions that led me so far away from good health and so far down the toilet is like peering down the wrong end of a telescope. The past seems a long way away now. Yet it is often your childhood years that end up setting in stone your adult life choices, either by endorsement or, as in my case, by rebellion.
         
 
         Considering it turned out to be such a major decision, ceasing to eat meat in 1984 was not something I sweated on for long, though vegetarianism had barely even been on my social or cultural radar until that point. In common with most people at that time, I had no idea what was or wasn’t considered to be healthy eating, nor was I even curious as to what it might or might not be. We were not so paranoid about it back in the 1970s and early 1980s. Life was tougher. People were on strike all the time, there were power cuts, red vinyl 7-inch singles, punk rock and brightly coloured leg warmers to distract people from worrying about such matters. People who did fret about healthy eating were thought of as fussy. Very few people were fat, so no one thought food was a problem, unless you couldn’t get enough, or if the chip shop ran out of battered sausages on a Friday night in which case we got very, very annoyed and would threaten to abuse the greasy, lank-haired chip shop workers with a bottle of non-brewed condiment until they put some more in the fryer.
         
 
         I’m a 1960s kid, born in 1961, brought up in Hull in East Yorkshire until I was eight and then on Teesside until 1979, when I left home. I had modestly socially aspirant, Tory-voting, working-class parents who had been born into what we would now consider to be grinding poverty in Hull in the 1920s and 1930s, sleeping three or four kids to a bed in back-to-back terraced houses. They spent their childhood huddled around a cup of hot gravel and were grateful for it, and then, just when they’d grown up, the Luftwaffe began bombing them. There was no career advice, no bloody gap year, no finding yourself backpacking around Thailand. They went to work aged fourteen. No choice, no nowt. Bring some money in, kid, and when you’re done, could you just nip over the Channel and give Adolf a right kicking, there’s a good chap.
         
 
         As children in the 1960s, my older brother Keith and I inherited a diet from our parents that had changed little since those childhood days. We had a bit more to eat in quantity than they did as children of the depression, and perhaps a little more variety, but what we did eat was very traditional, very basic and repetitive. So repetitive that we had the same meals on the same days of each week for years and years. If it’s Monday it must be rissoles in onion gravy. Tuesday was sausage and mash; Wednesday, mince or stew. Thursday, lamb chops or liver. Friday, shepherd’s pie, Saturday, fish and chips; Sunday, roast beef or chicken. Week after week, year after year, probably just as my mother’s mother had done since the turn of the century.
         
 
         Compared to the cornucopia of foods available to us today, we had very little deviation from these basics. Of course, as kids we just accepted this state of affairs as normal; this was the way of life for many people like us at the time. Nothing unusual.
 
         Portions were small but we always had three square meals a day. I never left the table hungry but rarely did I leave it full. From an early age, virtually my only stated ambition in life was to have more chips on my plate. I was certain that once I had become a man, I would pile my plate so damn high with fried potatoes that I wouldn’t be able to see over the top of them if I climbed a ladder while wearing stilts. This seemed to be as much as anyone could want out of life.
 
         Similarly we were limited to one slice of cake, two biscuits or a single scone at a meal. When fruit was bought we were not allowed to eat it right away. It had to last the week. ‘Don’t go eating that,’ Mam would say as she put a couple of apples and oranges into the fruit bowl. Frugality was a way of life; overeating almost an impossibility.
 
         At Christmas, after a relatively big feast, my tummy actually hurt and it never hurt at any other time of year. It was a Christmas-only experience. This food poverty wasn’t because we were the poorest of families or the most frugal; it was just how it was for most people. Food was relatively more expensive and there was no money to load the cupboards until they groaned under the weight.
 
         Before going to school our breakfast was almost always eggs and bacon and fried bread. Dinner was meat with potatoes and two vegetables, tea was something with chips. Supper was cereal or toast. This went on for eighteen long, long years. To say it was a conservative food upbringing would be an understatement but the food regime was pretty spartan, especially when we were young.
         
 
         Again, in contrast to today, by and large we ate fresh vegetables that were in season because, sensibly, no one thought of importing green beans from Kenya or kumquats from Upper Volta, or wherever. We had root crops, leafy greens and potatoes and, later, frozen peas. That was it, apart from tins of veg such as carrots, peas and, weirdly, mushrooms. Why does anyone buy tinned button mushrooms? They’re like mini-testicles in a tin. Not that I know what tiny tinned bollocks look like. Does anyone?
         
 
         Tomatoes were also canned and only served with a fry up at breakfast. Fresh tomatoes were a summer salad luxury as were any fruit other than apples and pears. Yeah, yeah I know this sounds like a story of grinding poverty but it really isn’t. It’s just how life was for most of us. Such hairy wonders as kiwi fruit or the dimpled leatheriness of passion fruits were not just not an option, they were unheard of and would most certainly have looked to us like an alien fruit that would have grown on a polystyrene tree on one of those dodgy sets in the original Star Trek.
         
 
         It wasn’t just that a wide variety of foodstuffs were not available, it was also very much the case that any kind of alternative diet or regime to our day-to-day food world of brown and beige misery was simply not considered. While some of the more bohemian elements of society might have flirted with eastern-inspired vegetarian ways after smoking dope at university and while there were books suggesting you might want to eat a diet based on cabbages or egg whites or deep-fried socks, these simply had no common currency among the working and lower-middle classes of my youth. Rather, they were considered (if considered at all) as part of a lunatic fringe who had, as my gran would have put it, ‘gone all weird on those drug things’. Perhaps subconsciously I absorbed this notion and resolved to give it a try when I got older and had also got all weird on those drug things too. It was the nearest I’ve ever got to a career.
         
 
         I realise this sounds like I’m talking about the 1860s not the 1960s, but that just shows how massively food culture and food expectations have altered in the last fifty years for most of us and also how much more wealthy society as a whole is, at least when measured by the amount of stuff bought.
 
         Unlike today, until the early 1970s we ate relatively little heavily processed food and what processed food we did eat had existed since before the First World War, such as Spam, chopped ham, baked beans, digestive biscuits, corn flakes, tins of Heinz tomato soup and Carnation Evaporated Milk. These were virtually the only ‘pre-made’ food we had apart from bread, which was always Mother’s Pride, a weird, sticky-white bread that you could roll up into balls and flick at each other. It was an industrially produced product that was bleached bright white and had such little nutrition in it that by law it had to have various vitamins added to it. Those laws remain in place today. We didn’t question the point of eating something so lacking in goodness that it had to have stuff added to it in order to make it nutritious. I don’t think many people do, not even now.
 
         All our food as kids was cooked from scratch. There were no TV dinners or pre-prepared meals to heat up and, indeed, had there been so, many housewives (because ‘real’ 1970s men didn’t cook) would have considered it cheating to use them – indeed my gran thought that only a lazy and neglectful mother would have anything to do with modern convenience foods such as frozen fish fingers. She was hard-line about such matters. You made your own food, you knitted your own jumpers, hats and socks. Buying them was a cop out, a cheat, a dereliction of duty. She saw this in the same way we might see having 250 pairs of shoes to choose from today as an excess of consumption and self-indulgence gone wild. I grew up thinking this was mad. Today, I totally understand it.
         
 
         Like almost all people of their class and generation, my parents, like theirs before them, all thought the traditional English diet was wholesome and that, by contrast, foreign food was ‘muck’. Quite sure of this, they based this idea on very little actual knowledge or experience but a lot of bigotry and conjecture.
 
         If there is one word to sum up my childhood food it would be bland. Bland food was trusted by my parents, spicy or strong tasting food was, by contrast, for untrustworthy foreigners and thus to be worried about. This conservative attitude was rife in society at the time, at least among the working class anyway.
 
         Garlic, despite being as British as roast beef, was despised and utterly rejected as an unwanted foreign interloper. Whenever it cropped up on a cookery TV programme, they would sneer with undisguised contempt as though the chef was recommending using dog piss for gravy. They considered garlic to be French – whom they still despised for their poor effort in resisting the Nazis twenty-five years earlier. Yes, they really did. Everyone did. Forgive and forget? You must be bloody joking. Again, this was commonplace. When relations would come around, the thick-armed, big-bosomed Yorkshire or Teesside matriarch of every family would sneer at the TV as a young Delia Smith made garlic mayonnaise. ‘Not that bloody garlic stuff again! It makes me feel sick,’ they would say with a potent mixture of Yorkshire disgust and maternal indignation.
         
 
         They all also associated garlic with Indian cooking and they hated that. They looked upon the Indian restaurants, which had begun to spring up even in Teesside by the early 1970s, with disdain even while a younger generation started to embrace them, loading up on hot curry as part of a night on the drink. It wasn’t society’s finest hour as the poor sods whose lot it was to serve gangs of pissed northerners were often treated with a mixture of racism and curiosity, like some exotic exhibit.
 
         Whichever part of the Asian sub-continent the cuisine actually hailed from, it was always, always labelled by my parents and their ilk as ‘that muck’ and usually muck made with locally sourced dead cats (the dogs were the preserve of the Chinese, of course). The smell of curry cooking was not something to get you salivating; it was the odour of the unclean and was frightening to them, especially my mother. I think she saw it, in some vein, as a threat to her way of life.
 
         They had a national, if not a racial, stereotype for every citizen of the world and it was to these sensibilities that much of 1970s situation comedy was aimed. The Chinese and Japanese were cruel; the Italians cowardly; hating the Germans was a given even without mentioning the evil-smelling sauerkraut; Scandinavians ate unpleasant fish, spent too much time in saunas (‘What’s wrong with a good wash?’) and had loose morals, especially au pairs. No one had ever met or even seen an au pair, or even knew quite what an au pair did, but somehow, by some sort of sexual osmosis, you knew they were all shaggers.
         
 
         Americans and Australians were crude, pig-ignorant and ill-mannered. Spanish and Portuguese lazy and possibly criminal. Anyone from the Asian subcontinent was lumped together as unclean and prone to eating their pets; anyone from anywhere in Africa was lazy and still uncivilised unless the British had occupied their country, in which case they were ungrateful for the improvements we had brought; of course the whole of the Middle East was full of dangerous lunatics who had been driven mad from eating hot, garlicky and spicy food. I am not exaggerating; this was drip-fed to me as a kid. Only South America escaped this national and racial stereotyping. For some reason they couldn’t come up with anything bad to say about people from places such as Chile, Bolivia or Brazil, nor anything good come to that. Mind, they did like that pan pipe muzak that became popular in the late 1970s. This was about as culturally progressive as life got.
         
 
         Now, you might think this meant they were all card-carrying fascists but that’s not true at all really. They were certainly racist by modern standards but wouldn’t have dreamed of being anything other than very polite and civil to anyone they met from another country or race, and they would never have anything to do with the type of people who gravitated toward the emerging National Front movement. They would have been far too strident and rough for them. My mam especially would have seen them as ‘common’ and far too like the people they’d grown up around and had wanted to climb the social ladder to escape. It was never political, it was always cultural. But nonetheless, it stopped them stepping outside of their prescribed cultural boundaries when it came to food or anything else for that matter.
         
 
         They didn’t hate foreigners really, they were just insecure and frightened of the different cultures they brought with them, which isn’t surprising when you consider their background. I’m sure most people of the world who have known little outside of their own culture would be defensive when people from elsewhere move in around them, and there is no more central element to any culture than its food. People get defensive about it, no matter where they’re from. Try telling an Italian that pasta lacks nutrition and makes you fat. They don’t like it and may try to insert a large bottle of olive oil into you.
         
 
         It might seem bizarre to think something as commonplace as pizza was actually a distant, exotic, foreign food to us but it was. I didn’t have my first pizza until the mid 1980s, by which time I was a college-educated kid with a degree in English and History. Yeah, how sophisticated was I? I was more familiar with Pizzaro, Pirandello and PFM than I was with pizza and pasta.
         
 
         Our only exposure to pasta was via tins of Heinz spaghetti. How bizarre is having spaghetti on toast – a staple meal in the 1970s – being essentially wheat served on wheat? It’s like having a sandwich and putting bread in as the filling! This has always bothered me.
 
         As soon as more fancy processed food arrived on the shelves in the mid 1970s, we lapped it up at the first opportunity, hoovering down all manner of powdered, dried, frozen, weird plastic stuff. Such things as a Vesta Chow Mein were more like a by-product of the chemical industry and looked and tasted like that too. But luckily, growing up on Teesside in the shadow of the chemical industry gives you a taste for such things and I craved them, probably because they were loaded with monosodium glutamate and, for all I know, nuclear waste material from Sellafield, then called good old-fashioned Windscale.
         
 
         Like all kids of that generation, we were incredibly active the whole time, possibly because we consumed vast amounts of sugar. It was non-stop. Sugar on cereal, in tea, in cakes and buns and biscuits at every meal, in the never ending river of jam served on bread for tea and from the local sweet shop in the form of all manner of irresistible cheap sweets.
         
 
         I bloody loved cheap sweets and consequently I was an excitable, some might say damn annoying child, frequently running around the walls, making odd screeching sounds and constantly prattling away in a stream of noises and made-up words. I always was a bit manic and very, very excitable. This was put down to just being my nature but was actually almost certainly due to the sugar and the colourings that sweets and pop were dyed to make them bright colours. I recall Cresta, a strange can of pop, advertised by a very cool polar bear who told us, ‘It’s frothy, man.’ Indeed it was. Then again so was the local river and that was because of the concoction of effluent and chemicals that was pumped directly into it. There were parallels. Cresta was odd. The green one was lime, red strawberry, purple blackcurrant, but all tasted vaguely similar and yet indescribable, like nothing that had ever existed in nature. It was sweet but kind of bitter and left you a little nauseous and with a sore throat afterwards. In no universe other than 1970s Britain could this be construed as a good thing; soft drinks should not agitate your tonsils and leave you feeling as though you’ve been maced by the riot police, but we knocked the stuff back all summer long.
         
 
         I think after a childhood of beige foods, the brilliant colours of the mid and late 1970s artificial food and drink were bound to be appealing because you’ve got to remember that for all that the 1960s are swinging in the history books, in Hull and on Teesside they were not. For most of this period, life really was much more like the pre-war make-do-and-mend world than a temple to far-out and groovy 1960s coolness. The only acid in our life was acetic – vinegar. On chips. Malt, of course. We’d never heard of cider vinegar. Like garlic and bread, cider and vinegar were two words that simply didn’t belong together. A trip meant a day out in Darlington, not a psychedelic union with the godhead, not unless he or she was visiting Darlington at the time, anyway.
         
 
         Our house was a temple to thrift. Mam would keep drawers full of small bits of string and sheets of brown paper, ironed paper bags, wax paper, drawing pins, small pots of glue, paper clips and brown rubber bands – all kept ‘just in case’. Just in case of what? Who knows? It was a way of life; a kind of mantra to the infinite possibilities of existence which might, just might, mean that in nine years’ time the brown paper bag you had ironed, yes ironed, and put away, might be needed. It was like a protection against the uncertain tides of life. If you had enough odd bits of string, knicker elastic, bottle tops or rubber washers in a drawer, then you could cope with whatever surprises life had in store right up to, but not including, nuclear war.
         
 
         Nothing was ever thrown out. The idea of throwing away, say, a jam jar, would have been laughed at because a clean, used jam jar had a whole lifetime of work ahead of it in our house from holding turps, pens, tadpoles, flour, paint or being filled with petrol and used as a bomb if rioting broke out.
 
         You didn’t throw away a resource like that! Old shirts were torn up and used as dusters, old trousers put away for use in the garden until they were threadbare at which point they were filled with newspaper and sacrificed like some modern-day Wicker Man on the 5 November bonfire going down in a blaze of glory after a lifetime of use.
         
 
         If we’d just had a bonfire, when clothes finally became unwearable and exhausted we would give them to the rag-and-bone man who would come around with a cart each week. In return we’d get a balloon and consider this rather fantastic. It’s funny how, when your expectations are low, such small things can seem so exciting.
         
 
         In hindsight this all sounds very worthy – an early form of downsizing perhaps – but the truth was we just had sod all, even though we can’t have been the worst off family because my dad, controversially, was the first in his family to get a white collar job working for British Rail, which was seen as rampant social climbing and by the more left wing in our ranks as a rejection of his roots, which indeed it was. As those roots were little more than living in a hole in the ground huddled under a tarpaulin, it was perfectly understandable.
 
         So my food culture was inevitably set in these relatively spartan years. This was what I thought food was. For all I knew, everyone else in the UK ate like this too. We were not exposed to any other way of life at all. We had no notion at all about what was healthy and what was not.
 
         The meat we ate was usually mince, cheap cuts and the organ meats about which we were not squeamish in the slightest; indeed, liver and onions was one of the few very tasty meals we had.
 
         We rarely ate fish except from the chip shop and the occasional tin of salmon (only for Sunday tea), tuna and pilchards. We also rarely ate pork or gammon. There was nothing exotic like venison, duck or game nor any sort of steak. That was only for eating in a Berni Inn, never at home.
         
 
         The Berni Inn was a very 1970s institution, even though they survived until the mid 1990s. Ours in Stockton was at the top of the High Street and was generally considered to be a ‘smoothie’ pub. This just meant that the punters didn’t wear jeans, favouring the large billowing, three button high-waisted Oxford bags that were so popular in the mid 1970s. And they went to discos too. And danced. This was not rock ’n’ roll.
 
         It was supposed to be more classy than your average boozer. This view was based on the fact it was open-plan and had fitted carpets throughout which, at least in the north, was thought of as posh, modern interior design. This was because most pubs were typically either a couple of small, smoky, grubby rooms or one cavernous, brightly lit, plaster-walled altar to drinking. Only the lounge of a pub was carpeted and, as a man, you only used it on Sunday afternoons or when trying to impress a future father-in-law with your sophisticated, monied ways because beer was often a penny or two more expensive in the lounge. You didn’t get a carpet and a few horse brasses for nowt y’knaw! So the Berni seemed lush and decadent by comparison. Some older, hardline geezers considered it far too lavish and thus an insult to your northern masculinity. Too much comfort and soft furnishings was, well, homo-bloody-sexual.
         
 
         There were frequent fights inside and outside the Berni because, for some reason, the smoothies were always keen on punching each other after ten pints of Harp lager. One night, as a young under-age drinker, hoping to appear older and more sophisticated, my friend and I went in. But what to drink in this red, orange and brown plastic paradise? We usually supped the local bitter, Cameron’s Strongarm, but we were now in The Berni; surely we should be drinking something more classy. We looked at the menu on the side of the bar and there at the bottom it said ‘Angostura Bitters 10p’. Blimey, we thought, that’s a cheap pint and it must be a foreign beer. Imported. Very classy. We’ll have two pints of that.
 
         ‘Er … two pints of Angostura Bitters please mate,’ I said with as much confidence as a 16-year-old boy who looks twelve years old could muster. To our horror the bloke behind the bar roared out in laughter. ‘George, George, come here,’ he called to his co-worker, ‘these lads want a pint of Angostura Bitters, shall we give it to them?’ George also roared with laughter. We were by now puce with embarrassment though we didn’t know why.
         
 
         The barman put a bottle on the bar counter in front of us, ‘That’s your Angostura Bitters son, it’s to go in cocktails you daft lad. Now, pint of Harp is it?’
 
         Well, how were we to know? Anyway, as well as being a pub for men with well-trimmed sideburns and 36-inch flared trousers to drink in, it was also a restaurant.
 
         That being said, it wasn’t a proper restaurant really and that was exactly why it was so very popular with the working and lower middle classes. More accurately it was a pub that did food. This might seem unexceptional now but back in the 1970s it was a brilliant, stellar new concept.
 
         It offered the chance for a meal out but without any of the intimidation a meal at a proper restaurant held. There’d be no wine waiters or French menus listing foods you’d never heard of. No worrying about which was the fish knife and whether it was OK to ask for tomato sauce. And you could drink pints of beer with your dinner.
 
         All of these worries, in common with many millions from their background, kept my parents away from restaurants pretty much for their whole lives. The exception they made was for the Berni. Admittedly, this was only used once every couple of years but if a meal out was necessary, it would happen in the Berni.
 
         So it was that when I passed my O-Levels, I was taken there as a reward. It wasn’t the kind of reward I actually wanted but I didn’t want to appear ungrateful.
 
         The Berni menu never changed. It was always a prawn cocktail for starter, steak and chips for your main, and Black Forest gateau for pudding. Now, you have to remember that a prawn cocktail was fabulously upmarket for us. It contained avocado which we simply never saw in the green grocers and it contained prawns which were also, for some reason, thought to be posh. But crucially, it was drenched in a mixture of salad cream and tomato sauce, which was romantically called rose sauce and took away the unfamiliar taste of the avocado and prawns. So your prawn cocktail was simultaneously both posh, modern and yet comfortingly familiar. And you ate it with a spoon. No bloody weird cutlery needed. Excellent.
         
 
         The steak was a T-bone. The waiter asked my dad how we wanted ours cooked because this was a decision that men made. Who knows why? Like everyone in the 1970s he said ‘well done’ because the idea that your meat might ooze blood was thought wrong, dirty even. It wasn’t cooked properly. It was under-done. But I was so naive at first I assumed asking for a steak well done meant well cooked, done to a decent standard. It seemed to make sense.
         
 
         So it arrived burnt, dry and tough and you expected it to be like that. However, if it was slightly less burnt, dry and tough than the meat you usually ate at home, which it was, then it still seemed as though you were living high on the hog. And it came with chips, so it all seemed like a slightly better version of ‘normal’ food.
 
         The cake you had for pudding was usually smothered in some sort of synthetic cream out of a can. Out of a can! Very posh. Any fool could pour some simple, honest cream; you had to be a genius to get it in a can under high pressure so it squirted out. This was progress. It felt like you were eating in the space age. The Berni menu was considered the best of all worlds: familiar but slightly more posh than home-cooked food.
 
         However, as good as the food was, eating out with your parents when neither you nor they are used to eating out was a tense, fraught occasion. While the Berni Inn setting reduced the chances for some social faux pas involving obscure vegetables or unfamiliar cutlery, you were still in public and thus couldn’t drop food down your shirt, chew with your mouth open or belch loudly. This was a considerable inhibition. Plus the pressure to talk was also almost unbearable. I always felt as though you were supposed to look like you were having a good time and were a happy family, so you’d sit there sweating bullets, manically trying to think of something to say and not get into an argument.
         
 
         There was a palpable sense of relief when it was all done, the bill paid and we could walk out of the door. Going home was definitely the best bit of going out to eat.
 
         Given our relatively frugal menu as kids it’s no surprise that, like almost all kids at the time, I grew up without an ounce of fat on me despite eating an undoubtedly high-fat diet. Even starting an early drinking career aged fifteen and a half didn’t seem to put much weight on me.
 
         In hindsight, this really interests me. In the 1960s and 1970s, in my experience, almost no one ate a low-fat diet in the working or lower-middle classes. In fact, the working class who were short of money and food, actively sought out fat for nutrition. We ate suet puddings every week, we ate the fat on our chops because almost all the chop was fat. We ate fish and chips deep-fried in lard, or better still, beef dripping. Our bacon and eggs were also fried in lard. Indeed, we ate something home-made called Lardy Cake which was a basic cake often presented with custard on. Milk was full fat. I’m not sure if skimmed milk even existed in the 1960s. We ate full fat cheese – only cheddar cheese of course – or occasionally in moments of high adventure, some Cheshire. And we ate eggs every day.
 
         So by modern standards we ate a very high-fat diet, no doubt about it – and it was a high-saturated-fat diet – but neither of us kids were anything other than skinny and so were the vast majority of adults. We also ate tonnes of sugar but our bodies didn’t lay it down as fat the way it seems to on kids today. A high-fat diet didn’t make us fat, contrary to what we might be told today about such things. This wasn’t just me, it was 98 per cent of kids from all social classes. The chubster was a very rare exception and, consequently, somewhat picked upon by the nastier children, presumably driven to such rage by a cocktail of food additives, sugar and sniffing their mother’s lighter fuel. Or was that just me? It’s not that everyone was emaciated, you sometimes saw chunkier older women and older blokes with a beer gut but they were in far less numbers than today. People in their twenties, thirties and forties were almost never fat. It was a genuinely rare condition.
         
 
         I would have loved to sit in front of a computer for eight hours a day; it would have suited my mentality perfectly to lose myself in some role-playing game in a fictional world. As that wasn’t an option I’d disappear with friends all day to what seemed remote parts of Stockton during summer holidays, walking miles and miles and miles. Hard to recall now but cars were much less prevalent, even into the mid 1970s. I rarely got lifts anywhere, instead you walked. If you wanted to go somewhere that was under five or six miles away you always walked unless it was terrible weather and then you’d maybe get the bus. Even at sixteen and seventeen I’d walk three or four miles into town to go drinking. I was on the move the whole time. Indolence was not part of life. It couldn’t be. You’d never have done anything otherwise.
 
         So food and lifestyle-wise that was how I arrived at being an adult in 1979, eager to leave home behind. I had little experience or knowledge of food, little cooking skill and a very under-developed palate. Growing up in the north east of England in the 1970s you simply didn’t ever meet a vegetarian, nor were you exposed to the whole idea of non-meat eating as a philosophy. I simply don’t think it ever crossed anyone’s mind to be vegetarian. No one knew a vegetarian, nor had ever heard of one, let alone a vegan. Even Paul McCartney kept it quiet for a while. I certainly wouldn’t have ever imagined myself embracing such a lifestyle a few years hence. I’m not even sure I had heard of it as a potential lifestyle. It certainly wasn’t the sort of thing a Teesside teenager did, not even a sensitive boy with a fondness for beat poetry and over-amplified guitar solos. If you’d asked anyone about it, they’d have thought it very weird and almost certainly bad for you. What would you eat? Grass?
         
 
         The main focus of attention was on having enough to eat. No one worried much how it was grown, what it was or even where it came from, which is presumably why I wasn’t in the least bit squeamish about dead animals’ corpses in the butchers or anywhere else for that matter.
 
         My grandad Fred kept a rusty old water butt full of blood from the slaughterhouse by the back door of his council house in Castleford and it fascinated me from an early age. I recall being very sensible and practical about it. I knew it was animal blood and I knew it was good for his garden, so I didn’t recoil from it; rather, it seemed somehow special.
 
         ‘Show us the blood Fred!’ I’d excitedly demand when we went to visit and he’d lift off the old dustbin lid that covered the butt and there underneath was a dark black-purple, thick-looking liquid with an oily skin on top, to which flies had got stuck and drowned.
 
         Does anyone except a serial killer have a barrel of blood in their garden anymore? Is it even legal? Surely there’s some sort of health and safety legislation that prevents you having red corpuscles in your garden.
         
 
         Castleford in West Yorkshire was a mining town. Fred worked down the pit his whole life and had the rattle in his lungs to prove it. Like many miners he grew all his own vegetables in the back garden. He used the blood as a fertiliser, dipping a rusty watering can into the dark viscous liquid, diluting it with some water and pouring it onto seedlings and such. Then he’d scatter ground-up animal bones and rake it into the soil; again these had come from the local slaughterhouse.
         
 
         He also caught rabbits. I don’t know where he caught them in the middle of Castleford but there was often a couple hanging up in the back kitchen. It was much needed free food. Getting things for nothing was an art form the old bugger was very good at, which was just as well because he and my gran had very little money. He’d follow the rag-and-bone man, who pulled a cart with a horse just like Steptoe and Son at least into the late 1960s, carrying a zinc bucket and shovel waiting for the horse to open its bowels. In fact the sound of horses’ hooves on the road would always send him sprinting to get his bucket because there was competition for horse manure. If he didn’t get to it first, someone else would get the golden nuggets. It was perfect for the garden of course and, again, free of charge.
         
 
         Again, this now sounds like some bucolic, sepia-tinted Victorian scene, but it was commonplace just forty years ago. I say that like forty years is nothing but it’s gone by sodding quickly.
 
         It wasn’t just through visiting him that I was exposed to bloody matters. Until the mid 1970s at least, everyone bought meat from a butcher because supermarkets were few and far between and the days of sanitised, frozen, boxed or packed-up meat cuts were still some years away. So there was no escaping the reality of butchery. This was a good thing. It meant there was no hiding from the reality. No dressing it up. No pretending it wasn’t a corpse. It didn’t bother us.
         
 
         The butchers my mam used in Hull had sawdust on the floor. The odour of the place was a distinctive mixture of pungent pine dust and the rich-scented animal blood. There hanging on the wall were the carcasses of pigs, massive shoulders of beef, chickens hanging by their legs and occasionally a pheasant or rabbit. They would cut you a piece of the animal of your choice right there and then. There was no messing around, no being sensitive to vegetarians or small children’s delicate sensibilities or to the squeamish meat eater. It was wrapped in newspaper and you took it home, the blood sometimes soaking through the waxed paper it was put in before being wrapped in the Hull Mail or the Evening Gazette. We accepted it as a normal way of life and it never upset me nor made me think of being a non-meat eater. Now I wish I never had. I had inherited a perfectly sensible attitude to such matters which had served people very well since the dawn of time.
         
 
         When I left home for college in Newcastle I really enjoyed shopping for myself and being responsible for my own food. It never once intimidated me, I never missed home, never missed Mam’s cooking. Well, who can miss rubbery, overcooked bacon and egg flans?
         
 
         I was mad keen to be independent, get away from the conservatism of home life and embrace a more bohemian existence that would essentially involve a lot of sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll, though if I could have had the sex and the rock ’n’ roll, I was quite prepared to do without the drugs. I’d go food shopping in the Grainger Market, a fantastic old indoor market in the centre of Newcastle which housed lots of butchers along with fruit and veg, sweets, haberdashers, clothes and even an old Marks and Spencer Penny Bazaar dating back to the turn of the century.
         
 
         The Grainger Market is a Grade I Listed Building, built in 1835 when it was considered to be Europe’s finest and most spacious indoor market. By 1979 it was still largely unchanged and was a great place to buy cheap meat, suitable for the student on a budget. This was basic stuff. No corporate branding, no fancy packaging, all the prices were written in felt-tip on wipe clean plastic signs or bits of paper. They were all family businesses and many had been there for several generations.
         
 
         Again, this was naked butchery in all its slaughtered glory. Dead animals hanging up everywhere. Still I wasn’t persuaded that being vegetarian was a suitable response to all the bloody corpses. It didn’t even occur to me because, in common with most people, I was not inquisitive about, had no idea about and received no instruction on what was or wasn’t a healthy diet from any medical professional at any point in my first twenty-one years of life. Healthy eating wasn’t quite the obsession in popular culture that it is today.
 
         It’s also worth remembering that there were no programmes on TV about such matters, no doctors on the sofa of morning TV programmes. There was little in the press about it either or at least not to the extent it is today. There was some broad agreement that smoking was probably bad for you, though many dissented from that view on the basis that if it was so bad how come their grandad had smoked all his life and was ninety-one years old? But the reduction of smoking among the population had been reducing the heart attack rate for the previous fifteen years.
 
         In the absence of formal education on such matters, what to eat was mainly just handed down through the generations. It certainly wasn’t taught to us at school. Indeed, as a male of the species, I was not allowed to even do domestic science at school in case it turned me into a girl or perhaps a raging homosexual. In an incredible piece of 1970s sexism only girls could learn how to cook, though I doubt this included any information on what food was good and what bad. My partner (I hate the word partner but what word can you use after thirty-one unmarried years together?) Dawn tells me her lessons in ‘Cookery and Sewing’ involved learning about good housekeeping, managing your weekly budget, how to bake a cake and how to perform a good enough blow job to stop your husband abandoning you in favour of the estate bike.
         
 
         Health in relation to food simply wasn’t on the regular person’s agenda in that era. The one and only time this was even talked about in our house was one day around the summer of 1975. I was fourteen and was having a Sunday ‘run out’ in the car to Roseberry Topping, a wonky-shaped hill outside of Teesside that was a popular place for a walk, during which my mam told me that my now fat dad had ‘a weak heart’ and had been told to lose weight.
         
 
         I asked how he was going to do that and she said the doctor had told him to cut down on potatoes and bread. It was typical of the repressed emotional nature of my family that this was never ever mentioned again, but the attempted reduction of carbohydrate in his diet must have been a temporary effort because he continued to gain weight and I don’t remember his portion of starch being markedly smaller and it was certainly never absent. I don’t think this heart condition was necessarily attributed to diet, more it was considered simply ‘weak’ as though this was an innate physical problem which being overweight would merely aggravate.
 
         Ironically, my dad was lean for most of his life – I look at photos of him in the army during the war and he’s all muscle and no fat and in his wedding photos in 1955 he’s just the same. In holiday snaps of us in Bournemouth in 1971, he was nearly fifty and just starting to put some fat on his bones. Between the early 1970s and late 1970s this all changed. Suddenly he gained weight, putting on a big belly. This corresponded to an increase in his wages as he moved through the middle-management ranks. He wasn’t a drinker at all but he did love eating and he was increasingly office-bound. He was only about five foot six so the weight sat heavy on him.
         
 
         Significantly, in the 1970s we got slightly more wealthy and food got a little cheaper. I wouldn’t really have known we were better off were it not for the new three-piece suite that turned up one day as well as the new colour telly. By today’s standard of opulence this was nothing, but in our world of relative impoverishment it was huge. He also got a company car, a mustard-coloured Austin 1100 with freezing in the winter, skin-melting in the summer, plastic seats
 
         With this up-tick in money came an increase in his sugar and carbohydrate consumption as Mam bought more cakes and confectionery instead of home-baking. It also meant we ate far more ‘shop-bought’ food. She also stopped using lard in the chip pan and used Spry Crisp and Dry from the mid 1970s instead. My gran, her mother, wasn’t pleased. She thought vegetable oil was a modern fad. She liked lard and beef dripping and said oil made chips greasy and almost inedible. Mam clearly liked using the oil precisely because of this. She saw it as modern, as moving on.
 
         Dad never did any exercise and now drove everywhere. This all starts to sound like a typical twenty-first century lifestyle now doesn’t it? More processed food, more sugar, more vegetable fat and a day spent behind a desk and a wheel. His physical response was to bloat up quickly. By the late 1970s he had a sizeable belly and had the familiar apple shape so common today.
         
 
         Obviously, I didn’t know it at the time but when I left home in 1979 he was just eight years from death by a massive heart attack aged just sixty-five. Lights out.
 
         It fell to me to go to the old family house where he had lived on his own and clear it out after his death. Now that was spooky. Everything was left as it was when he made his last trip from the kitchen to the settee on which he expired, a settee that still had police sheet and yellow tape across it saying ‘Warning: Biohazard’. Yikes.
 
         ‘What comes out of you when you die?’ I asked Dawn who was, thankfully, with me. Being a Geordie and thus made of stern stuff she fearlessly lifted the police covering and peered under.
 
         ‘Looks like a bit of blood, doesn’t smell of anything worse,’ she said, bravely sniffing the air. The indentation from where he’d sat at the fatal moment was still evident. Right there and then it made me realise that for most of us that is just about all we leave behind.
 
         We come and we go. Just another life in the fathomless billions of existences that there have been and will be.
 
         We think we’re so special, so great, we humans, but that’s all we are, an indentation on the cushion of existence. As odd as it might sound, I found that quite comforting and still do. Once you grasp the fact that we are little more than a speck of dust that comes and goes in the blinking of the cosmic eye, then it deflates the hubris and pomposity so innate to our species. Maybe if we could keep that in mind, we’d stop beating the crap out of each other and spend our short lives in more peace and harmony. Or maybe it just isn’t in our headbanger monkey DNA to do that.
 
         When I started eating meat again, this experience at the house came back to me very powerfully. I realised that by being a vegetarian I had got away from this essential understanding of our place in the scheme of things and had tried to elevate myself outside of our place as animals in the cycle of life and death as though we were excluded from the wheel of existence somehow. That what I had chosen to do by being a vegetarian was, at core, deeply unnatural, despite the fact that for the whole time I didn’t eat meat I would have argued the exact opposite was true.
         
 
         My mother, though divorced from him for a few years prior to his death, survived him but was never well and hadn’t been so since the mid 1970s, though exactly what was wrong was never really discussed. I think it started with what Gran would have called ‘downstairs trouble’ and developed into mental difficulties.
 
         She remained a committed smoker all her life and in the early 1980s developed severe paranoid schizophrenia for which she eventually received ECT treatment. That seemed to wipe away who she had been and replaced it with a calmer but blanker person. When I began to research my own diet and how it had affected me, I began to wonder just how what my parents had eaten, especially in the mid 1970s to early 1980s, had affected their subsequent medical conditions.
 
         There is no divorcing what we consume from how we are both physically and mentally. Later, in Dawn’s worst symptoms of hypothyroidism and depression caused by twenty-six years of soya rich diet, which includes a kind of mental fragility and inability to cope with stress of any kind, I recognised in her some of the same symptoms I saw in the early stages of Mother’s mental deterioration. Fortunately Dawn, through twenty-first century research, was able to learn what had happened and begin recovery. Crucially she wasn’t reliant on the narrow, flawed view of a single doctor. In the 1970s and 1980s, there were only strong narcs and brain frying electricity, rather tragically.
         
 
         So there I was in September 1979, newly installed in Newcastle Poly’s self-catering halls of residence, on my own at last, with few basic cooking skills. I could fry a few pieces of meat, I could make spaghetti bolognese and I was a dab hand at putting Marmite onto Ryvitas. Of course, away from home for the first time, food takes a back seat to everything else.
 
         A chip shop on Percy Street, dubbed The Hairy Pie, was food central for me. It was run by a hirsute Middle-Eastern gentleman who presumably shed the hairs that clung so tenaciously to the chips and pies. At such times in life, even if it should be, nutrition is not important at all, whereas getting laid and drinking very much is. Even if nutrition had been important I’m not exactly sure where I would have obtained any information about diet from.
         
 
         It was while at college in my first year that I pulled Dawn. She was the primo rock chick of my year and was among those who counted themselves in the long-haired rock ’n’ roll fraternity – quite a sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll style catch. My Geordie mate Tony looked on from afar one night and said to me approvingly, ‘There goes young Dawn … they reckon she gans, like.’ And he was right.
 
         Our meeting revolved around Thin Lizzy, who were playing Newcastle City Hall that night. Dawn was going to see them, while I had failed to get tickets and was going to see ex-Thin Lizzy man Brian Robertson’s new band, Wild Horses, who were playing the Poly Ballroom. So it was that we met up later that night as Wild Horses bashed out their under-appreciated rock ’n’ roll. Standing right in front of us was Thin Lizzy head honcho Phil Lynott, presumably perusing his old guitarist’s new work. To try and impress Dawn I said I’d get her an autograph of the great man of whom she was a big fan. I coolly strode up to Phillo with pen and paper and requested his signature to which he replied, with a degree of Celtic lyricism, ‘Fuck off.’ I slunk back a beaten man.
         
 
         But the Nicholson charm is a stain that is hard to wash off, like blood or chip fat perhaps. We’ve been together for thirty-one years now, never bothering to get married. We could never quite see the point of it. Like Joni said, ‘We don’t need no piece of paper from city hall.’
 
         Within a couple of years, under the influence of John Seymour’s seminal book The Complete Book of Self-Sufficiency, we were living in the north of Scotland on the Black Isle. We’d rented a small cottage with a bit of land and were organically growing all our own fruit and veg and generally being hippies, dude. It was like we’d retired aged twenty-two. This was all well before Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall and his River Cottage trip. He was still at Oxford when we were doing this and of course he had lots of money, or at least the ability to borrow lots of money. Dirty northern toerags like us never had such luxuries. Not that I’m bitter. Much.
         
 
         This was all well before most people had even heard of producing food organically. Those that had disparagingly called it growing by ‘muck and magic’ as opposed to growing using delicious, toxic hardcore chemicals. Funny how this and the wholegrain, wholefood outlook that went with it both started out as very left-field, weirdo hippy/green bits of philosophy and became, within twenty years, regular and quite mainstream.
         
 
         Within a year we had become around 75 per cent self-sufficient during the summer, growing and storing all our own veg and fruit. There wasn’t enough land for us to keep animals but we did have six hens that lived in a hen house painted with a rainbow, inevitably. This was actually the converted innards of a twin-wheel transit van, which we had turned into a kind of caravanette while living in Walker in a brief flirtation with being a crusty – not that we called them that at the time, this was just before the crusty movement really started. We ended up selling the van to some gypsies without ever having lived in it, stripping out its contents and recycling the hardboard lining as a hen house. Of course. Who hasn’t done that?
         
 
         Then one day a hen became egg-bound. This happens quite often and the poor lass went downhill fast. She was suffering and the other hens, in a decidedly un-sisterly manner, started picking on her, pecking out her feathers. No amount of exhortation for them to leave her alone worked. They were severely uncool hens, picking on the weak one among them with the gimlet eye of a vicious spinster in an old people’s home. We made the decision to wring her neck – it was for the best, she was clearly on the way out and not to do so would make her suffer longer.
 
         This turned out to be tougher to do than we had imagined. Firstly, I was too much of a wuss to do it. Death is a short word but is a big thing to impose on a living creature. I held her under my arm, her quick breaths making her soft, feathery chest rise and fall. She was warm and very obviously alive. Hens are not bright creatures, they have almost no brains and are set up to do a few things: scratch, peck and lay eggs, primarily. As anyone who has seen hens dust-bathing will testify, they are clearly sentient creatures who feel pleasure and pain and, sadly, pain was what I was about to inflict on her.
         
 
         I was supposed to be trying to follow John Seymour’s instructions on how to dispatch a bird. I stood and rehearsed it in my mind. But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Suddenly having the power of life and death over this lovely living creature seemed too great a burden. Who was I to play God with this bird’s life? Then again, she was going to be dead soon enough and destined to die a painful death too, so who was I to let that happen?
         
 
         Dawn’s more robust Geordieness took over and she took her and gave her an almighty yank; pull away from you and twist, that was the manoeuvre. Only for some reason it didn’t work. She pulled away and twisted and the neck distended and went floppy but Henny Penny was still very much alive. Oops. Now we had a bird wandering around with a half-broken, floppy neck. I have to say, hens being phlegmatic creatures who seem to quickly accept their lot in life, she seemed remarkably unstressed by this turn of events and tried to peck as usual but as she could no longer support her own head this proved impossible and it just dragged on the floor, which in turn made her unbalanced and fall over. Oh dear. It was funny and yet appalling.
         
 
         This made us panic. What had we done? Why wouldn’t she die? We stared at her hoping she’d miraculously expire. But she didn’t. I picked up the axe that I used to chop wooden logs with, reasoning this was as good a way as any of ending things. However, it wasn’t very sharp and we both feared a headless chicken running around spouting blood.
 
         So Dawn picked her up again, put her under her arm, gripped the neck firmly and proceeded to yank and wring the poor creature’s neck so fiercely and furiously for such a long time that she stripped all the feathers and skin off the neck, pulling and pulling and pulling until the bird was finally lifeless. She gave up life without a sound, as you would if a massive animal was pulling at your neck for five minutes.
 
         What a bloody relief. For a moment I had feared we had an immortal chicken on our hands that would forever haunt us with her long floppy neck.
 
         We then plucked her, gutted her and boiled her. There was nothing on her at all after being ill and even the cat, who loved chicken and indeed any meat of any sort, wouldn’t eat her. An inglorious end really.
         
 
         This whole process was emotionally draining and more than a little upsetting even though, in among the panicking, we couldn’t help laugh at the ludicrous nature of it all. If we were like this with a hen what would we be like with a big, intelligent, rebellious and reluctant-to-be-killed mammal like a pig? It really brought home to us what eating meat really meant. Life and death.
 
         We began to seriously doubt that killing our own animals was for us after all.
 
         Suddenly, eating meat began to seem like a massive self-indulgence when there was plenty of other food available. We couldn’t kill it ourselves so why should we ask someone else to do the dirty work? So we made what turned out to be a big decision. Not that we thought it was that big at the time. We just thought, quite casually, it’d probably be for the best if we didn’t eat meat any more if we couldn’t grow and slaughter it ourselves. It seemed a fairly reasonable position. It also seemed logical that if we were not going to eat meat, we should also not eat dairy produce, as the dairy industry was just as much a part of the slaughter industry. So, vegan it is then. Ok, let’s bloody well do it.
         
 
         So on 13 January 1984 we had our last meat, a couple of slices of bacon and drew a line in the sand. No more slaughter. It felt great. It was exciting. A brave new world.
         
 
         As soon as we had made the decision, we never looked back. It was never a case of ‘cheating’ or even missing it in any way whatsoever; quite the opposite. It meant that we quickly learned how to cook with a whole host of different and unusual foods that were previously totally alien to us. That was really stimulating, so much so that it felt as though stopping eating meat rather than narrowing our diet had actually liberated us to learn about, and eat, a wide range of new exciting foods such as chickpeas! Yes, chickpeas! Well, you’ve got to remember that such things were not available in most supermarkets at the time. They were weird and unheard of to all but the wholefood brigade and the middle-class gourmand.
         
 
         At the same time that we embarked on this lifestyle change, governments from USA to Europe were now recommending that people cut down on eating animal fats, cholesterol and red meat in favour of more starchy foods, fruit and vegetables, and wholegrains. The new healthy eating advice was all over newspapers and magazines. This sounded very much like a hippy, wholefood, almost vegetarian diet. It sounded like our diet. At least it did to our ears.
         
 
         The whole ‘healthy eating’ wave was breaking; eating animals wasn’t just morally wrong, it was also bad for you. ‘Yes!’ we thought. Get in! Buy one lifestyle and get another healthy one free. It all made sense and it was modern and fashionable, even.
 
         Once we had established this as a way of life, we really loved it. As a vegan you are top of the moral food tree – or so you think, anyway. You are a big notch above mere vegetarians and the vegetarians know it. So vegans win. No one will admit this but there is no argument. Being vegetarian is really a bit wimpy. Being vegan is hardcore and, at least on one level, morally defensible and consistent. Being a vegetarian is a cop out. You can’t on the one hand say you are against the death of animals for food and eat cheese and milk that comes from the dairy industry which kills and has to kill thousands of animals every day.
         
 
         To the more militant vegan, the vegetarian is little better than the meat eater: someone too weak to give up animal products; too enslaved to the killing machine. Vegans really shouldn’t be lumped in with vegetarians because they’re often very different in their motivations and principles.
         
 
         By the end of the 1980s, mainstream food retailers started to embrace the vegetarian pound. You could buy dried vege-burger mixes, made from soya and some unholy flavourings, from most supermarkets. I vividly remember discovering soya milk in the Co-op in Anfield Plain in County Durham, as unpretentious and working class a place as you could find anywhere, and thinking, ‘Bloody hell, we’re winning.’ The mainstream was coming on board.
         
 
         By the early 1990s, all the healthy eating advice was now unified in emphasising the importance of eating lots of vegetables, polyunsaturated fats and avoiding the evil of cholesterol. Our own view of our diet was one of private but smug righteousness. This takes me some courage to admit today because who really wants to confess to being a smug bastard? But we were because it had all swung our way. We were doing it right.
 
         Meat seemed even more like yesterday’s thing than it had in 1984; an old-fashioned notion, clung to by those who were simply out of touch with the new thinking. By the late 1980s, surveys were coming out saying that at least half of the population of the UK were trying to cut down their red meat intake. In the five years since we’d quit meat, this seemed a huge ‘advance’. The salmonella in eggs issue and the scandal of BSE only further endorsed our choice.
 
         In the early 1990s we fled these shores for the sunshine and sea of California, living in Laguna Beach, right on the beach. We’d had a few trips to the west coast and loved the sun, sea, sand and classic rock lifestyle. It appealed to our old hippy instincts to some degree but it was also far more progressive in its attitude to our eating requirements There was a long existing community of veggie and vegan establishments to whom you didn’t have to explain your weird beliefs nor did you have to ask if the chips were fried in lard or vegetable oil. Being vegan was one of the lesser freaky lifestyle choices in fact. People understood. It was also the case that many people in California were hugely concerned about healthy eating, which, de facto, led restaurants to have options we could enjoy. On top of that there was classic rock radio, three hundred days of sunshine a year, cold beers and a swimming pool. Having grown up in the old north of England it felt like we’d died and gone to heaven. Endless date palms arcing up to an infinite blue sky. Teesside it wasn’t.
         
 
         For restless, rootless people like us, to live among other restless, rootless people was as near to having an extended family that either of us had. You felt as though you were among your own people, people who shared your values and outlook on life. Even though it attracted plenty of flaky dippy hippies who were too far out for our working-class northern nature, we still saw this as better and more fun than the old-fashioned meat-heads. I’d sit on the rocks watching the sun melt into the liquid mercury of the Pacific Ocean as some local girl did what she called ‘ballet dancing to the music of the ocean’ but which to me looked more like a form of random epilepsy. I just fucking loved the madness of it all. Those crazy SoCal kids.
         
 
         One of the first occasions I realised that our food life was going to be different in Southern California was when we first arrived in LA and we were staying in a cheap motel on Sunset Boulevard. Just along from the Sunset Motel was the considerably more grand hotel, The Mondrian, where we could afford breakfast but not a room. We strolled early one morning and from somewhere out of the LA ether came the sound of Nils Lofgren singing ‘Moon Tears’ from the Night After Night live album, a favourite of mine. Wow, this really is a rock ’n’ roll town I thought, as we were shown out on to a terrace which faced out across the low rise, palm tree strewn city. It sprawled west towards the sea, punctuated in the distance by some of the tall downtown office blocks. An early morning haze of heat and pollution made everything shimmer like maybe it wasn’t actually real at all.
         
 
         We had just sat down when into my peripheral vision strode a tall, rather thick set man who looked familiar. He was carrying an old vinyl Johnny Cash album under his arm. He turned and looked across to where we were seated. It was Peter Buck, guitarist for R.E.M., who at the time were riding high with their career defining album Automatic for The People. Cool.
         
 
         Hey, it’s LA. Of course you’re having breakfast alongside one of the most prominent rock ’n’ roll musicians of the time. The second shock of the morning came when I opened the menu and saw it featured a tofu and vegetable ‘scramble.’ This might not seem much in 2011, but back then it was amazing that anywhere outside of a worthy vegetarian cafe would even think of serving such a thing. It was as though it was a normal part of life. Wow. At last we were being catered for and it felt good.
 
         For that whole year we enjoyed the coolest of lifestyles and food was very much part of it. That remained the case every time we subsequently spent time on the west coast. One time we’d taken a trip up the Pacific Coast Highway and stopped off in Ventura, a posh little town just north of LA, finding a vegan restaurant we’d heard about.
 
         We walked into this fantastic little wooden, flat board, green haven. It was staffed, as such places in California almost always are, by good-looking twenty-somethings in loose fitting non-sexist clothing. It seemed so relaxed and hip, with a mixture of upscale ethnic decoration and green foliage. Just lovely and very different from the frugal, stripped bare, wholefood, vegan establishment you might find in the UK which all too often for our liking took a hair-shirt approach to everything.
         
 
         We went north to San Francisco where we went to a brilliant vegetarian, organic restaurant called The Millennium on Geary Street. It was upscale and as posh as you like. Tablecloths and everything.
 
         We enjoyed an exquisite five-course meal which was everything such food wasn’t in the UK. Light, subtly spiced and very original. It was such a hip place to eat in. It made being a non-meat eater so cool.
 
         In San Luis Obispo we went to a place called Santa Veggie, which was a Chinese restaurant that had a vegan menu. This was like nothing we’d ever tasted. Essentially they used meat substitutes to recreate all manner of dishes that would normally be meat. It was incredible eating an eel made out of … well, who knows, a mixture of various seaweeds and soya I think. This was part of a Buddhist Chinese tradition and was quite mind-blowing, so different, so not the sort of thing we’d been brought up with. It felt like progress in every sense of the word.
         
 
         Hell, you could even get soya lattes in Starbucks before Starbucks was even heard of over here.
 
         It is such positive experiences that bind you to your cultural choices. There was no doubt at all that we considered we had made not just the healthy or morally correct choice but also the cool choice too. California confirmed that and I’m sure that many who come to the lifestyle today also feel like the same.
 
         We had our first taste of soya bacon on the west coast. You could grill this stuff until it was crispy and it was delicious. It was the start of a decade of fast food soya products. Previously, you were pretty much restricted to dry burger mixes to which you added water. They were OK but tasted a bit like mashed up cardboard. Eventually a range of burgers and sausages started to become available that were much more like the real thing.
         
 
         So we ate lots of soya burgers and sausages and roasts. We totally loved them. They were often flavoured with MSG and were just about the most contrived, processed foodstuff you could wish to encounter. They sounded very healthy and we thought they were – remember, they have no cholesterol and less fat than meat.
 
         We continued to guzzle litres and litres of soya milk every week as well as lots of pulses, wholewheat, brown rice, soya oil and vegetables. Oh we were so bloody healthy it’d make you sick, ironically enough considering what happened later.
 
         As the 1990s went on and we returned to the UK, food got, in real terms, cheaper and cheaper, so despite the fact that we were almost always skint, we could still afford to buy more and more food. Every supermarket was now stocking some sort of veggie/vegan sausages, burger, mince and even ‘fish’ cakes. We hadn’t considered giving up the veggie lifestyle. Not once. As the years went on it became ‘healthier’ and more accepted as being very good for you. So much so that I doubt any medical professional would now suggest otherwise. They’d come around to our way of thinking. We had won.
 
         But the very moment we should have been celebrating the mainstream’s acceptance of some of the ideas we had held as truth for nearly thirty years, was the very moment we realised that our way of thinking had been utterly misguided, deluded and stubbornly destructive.
         
 
         That choice to stop eating meat made so long ago, born out of a rebellion against my upbringing, psychedelic drugs and a counter-culture sensibility, had messed us up badly.
 
         I was fat, exhausted, had very high cholesterol and was suffering from crippling IBS. I was falling apart and heading into middle age feeling well past my best and it was, frankly, bloody depressing.
         
 
         Your lesson here is that oldest of adages, get it printed on a T-shirt, hell, I’ll even print it on a T-shirt for you: Never Trust a Hippy.
 
         We had been wrong and it was time to do something about it.
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