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INTRODUCTION

I am a food writer. Writing about food is what I do – and have done, ever since I left the River Cafe in Hammersmith. That’s kind of where, and when, it all began.

I say ‘left’. Technically I was fired. It was August 1989, and I had been working there as a sous chef since the beginning of the year. I was having the time of my life, cooking with Rose and Ruth and Sam and Theo, learning all the time about the very best ingredients, about what good meat looks like, and what a box of good tomatoes smells like (intoxicating is the answer – if they don’t make you feel ever so slightly queasy, then they are not up to scratch). I was shown how to bone out and ‘butterfly’ a leg of lamb; how to prepare a squid by pulling out all its milky innards and cutting off the tentacles just in front of its giant, all-seeing eyes; and how to clean a calf’s brains, by holding them under a trickling cold tap, peeling off the fine sticky membrane, and running my fingers through the soft crevices to flush out little traces of congealed blood, and the odd tiny shard of fractured skull. This became my favourite job and whenever I had a hangover (which was often) I imagined performing the same cleansing ritual to my own throbbing brain.

Rumours had begun to circulate that someone from the kitchen was going to be ‘let go’. Despite being the most popular restaurant in London at the time – as in, hardest at which to get a table – it appeared the business was not prospering. In the restaurant trade the correlation between popularity and profit is not, as I have since had explained to me on numerous occasions, remotely straightforward. It’s all about margins. These, the accountants had explained to Rose and Ruthie, would have to be increased. Since the restaurant was full every lunch and dinner, since the menu prices were already causing sharp intakes of breath among the diners, not to say lively comment in the press, and since the chef-proprietresses were not prepared to compromise on the quality of the ingredients, the obvious area for cutbacks was staff. The word got out – one from the kitchen and two from front of house were for the chop.

It’s hard to explain just how sure I was that the unfortunate sous chef whose release was imminent was not going to be me. It couldn’t be me. I was just too thoroughly tuned in to what the River Cafe was about. I sniffed the herbs more often, and with louder enthusiasm, than any of the other chefs. I tasted the dishes I was preparing – and those of the other chefs – not once, but several times, arguing (as I still do) that you can’t tell if a dish is right until you have eaten a whole portion of it. And when I made a pear and almond tart, or a chocolate oblivion cake, I did so with the undisguised enthusiasm of a greedy child, licking the bowl and the spoon, as my mum had always allowed me to do. At any given time the state of my apron, and my work station, was a testament to my passion. They couldn’t possibly fire me. I was having far too good a time!

‘The fact is,’ Ruthie told me, as we sat on a bench by the Thames that Friday afternoon, ‘you’re the least effective member of the team … and… you’re slowing everyone else down … and … we’re going to have to let you go …’. These harsh words had, I vaguely recall, been prefaced by a kindly, blow-softening preamble extolling the virtues of my enthusiasm and sense of fun, my interest in the ingredients I was cooking with, my good food instincts … but none of that really registered. I was too busy being fired – from a job I loved, and hadn’t had the least intention of leaving, until it thoroughly suited me to do so. Too busy feeling the injustice – the sheer wrongness of the decision. What? No. No! Surely I was the most effective member of the team, surely I was geeing everyone else up, surely they were going to have to let me stay …

As I began to come to terms with my loss – and it became increasingly clear, from the lack of phone calls begging me to return, that my former bosses were not exactly struggling to come to terms with theirs – I realised I would have to make some big decisions. The looming question to which I rapidly had to find an answer was, ‘are you going to get another job in a restaurant kitchen?’

Another way of framing this was, ‘Do you really want to be, and have you the talent, determination and discipline to be, a truly great restaurant chef? If not, and given that you’ve just been fired for being messy and lacking discipline from what is probably the most relaxed and un-hierarchical serious restaurant kitchen in the capital, how much point is there, really, in working in a hellhole dungeon of a kitchen, having your head dunked in the stock pot, being branded with salamanders, and being called a “talentless c**t” a hundred times a day by some cleaver-wielding, caffeine-addicted, egomaniac chef (mentioning no names) who will happily sacrifice your body, social life and sanity in pursuit of his third Michelin star’. On balance, I thought, not much.

And so I became a food writer.

I am aware that some people are now of the opinion that I have the perfect job. And I am aware that, on all the available evidence, their opinion seems well founded. Writing and broadcasting about something I love, and consequently getting to spend my life discovering it, sampling it, growing it, producing it and consuming it, eventually elicits that embarrassed cliché with which one tries to mask deep smugness with a dose of sarcastic self-effacement: ‘It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it. Ha-ha-ha-ha!’ Asked recently by another journalist for a one-word description of me, a good friend, after not much pause for thought, I suspect, came up with ‘jammy!’, and I can hardly disagree.

It’s true that I spent the first couple of years of my food journalism career hardly believing my luck. Those very chefs whose tempers and batteries de cuisine I knew I could never handle, were inviting me into their kitchens, revealing the secrets of their finest dishes, and feeding me handsomely, all with apparently genuine concern as to my opinion of their craft. And for this, I got paid. Pinch myself? I honestly didn’t dare.

Then came the telly. I was introduced to the producer of a Channel 4 show called Food File. I told her, half-jokingly, that I felt the show didn’t feature nearly enough offal. She told me, half-jokingly, that if I felt so strongly about it, I should present an offal item on the show to make my case. The rest is … well, as it happens, bonus material on the River Cottage Road Trip DVD.

Ten years later I am still writing and still not infrequently on the telly. I could try and tell you that it is extremely hard work, fraught with identity crises, self-doubts and uncertainties, and loaded with all kinds of pressures and stresses … but to expect a sympathetic ear to such pleading – nay, bleating – would be the height of self-absorption, not to say ingratitude. I am, when it comes down to it, so damn jammy you could pile me on a scone and top me with clotted cream.

The mother of an old and dear friend of mine has always referred to pretty much any kind of work in the media, but particularly telly and journalism, as ‘showing off’. It’s always struck me as a fair cop – both for the profession generally, and for me personally. I think it’s helped me to keep a self-critical eye on myself over the years. Because in the end, there is only one conceivable justification for this kind of career choice – for being a ‘jammy show off’ for a living. It is that those to whom one shows off – one’s readers, listeners or viewers – take some net gain from the experience. If you’re getting more from it than they are, you’re stuffed.

Some perspective is necessary – a desire for world domination is not an essential prerequisite. But there is no shame, I believe, in the ambition to change a small part of the lives of a small number of its inhabitants. And then maybe build on that. Otherwise, frankly, what’s the point?

I could hardly claim that changing things and influencing others was my ambition from the beginning. I must admit that when I first declared myself a food writer, I used my job to fulfil a rather selfish wishlist of foodie experiences, from sampling the best food of the best chefs in the UK, to going to Japan to taste sushi right next to the famous Tsukiji fish market.

I hope, and dare to believe, that my work generally, and my writing in particular, has become a little less self-gratifying, and a little more purposeful, over the years. A television audience wants primarily to be entertained – and though one can create a sense of ideology in a show like River Cottage, it is books and journalism that give me the opportunity to tell it how I see it on specific issues, and urge others – my readers – to think about things, and maybe, if they start to see the picture differently, do things differently too.

In this collection of my writing, the grounds for inclusion have been along the following lines: a piece made it in if a) it was not so painful and embarrassing for me to re-read that I wanted to run and hide; b) it might conceivably (not necessarily actually) lead to a reader doing something, trying something, saying something, eating something or just thinking something that they might not otherwise have done, tried, said, eaten or thought; and/or c) myself and a coterie of trusted advisers found it passably amusing. You will undoubtedly find articles that would appear to be exceptions to these general criteria, though I guess I could have included anything on the grounds that it might make you think, ‘what a waste of space!’ or, more specifically, say ‘what a tw*t!’ out loud.

In the end, if just a few of you find something in this book that resonates or provokes, that makes you angry enough, sad enough, curious enough or excited enough to act on it in some way, then it will all have been worthwhile. The getting fired, I mean.

Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall
West Dorset, August 2006
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Hard to Swallow

From corporate crooks to
incompetent cooks ...
some food leaves
a funny taste in
the mouth

 

This piece was my very first published article (not including student publications). I even got paid for it! I felt like it was a proper journalistic assignment, as it involved ‘taking on’ one of the great corporate giants, and a certain amount of ‘investigative’ research, including a visit to a food laboratory.

Okay, it wasn’t exactly All the President’s Men, but it set, I think, a healthily sceptical tone – about McDonald’s in particular, and the fast-food industry in general. It’s a theme that I have picked up many times since, and one that – miracles aside – will no doubt demand regular future outings.

Mac attack

Apart from being the longest word in the English language, ‘TWOALLBEEFPATTIESSPECIALSAUCELETTUCECHEESEPICKLESANDONIONSALLINASESAMESEEDBUN’ describes perhaps the most remarkable food phenomenon of our time. In common parlance, you know it as the Big Mac.

My assignment: to probe the very essence of its being, and discover its secret. What goes into it? Why do millions buy it? Why do many of the millions actually eat it?

The final challenge: to re-create in an ordinary kitchen, using no industrial machinery of any kind, the precise taste, texture, and unique appearance, of the McDonald’s Big Mac.

There are a number of ways of looking at a Big Mac. (With an oblique sideways glance from a distance of at least ten feet has always been my personal favourite.) But, never being one to resist the easy option, I decided to ring McDonald’s and ask them straight, ‘How do you make a Big Mac?’

‘Why do you want to know?’ replied the head of PR for McDonald’s UK, displaying her verbal fencing skills.

‘Well, I’m a freelance food journalist and I want to do a piece on how to make a Big Mac in your own kitchen.’

‘Where’s the interest in that?’

‘I think it would be interesting to see if it could be done.’

‘So, what exactly do you want to know?’

‘Well, anything. Quantities of ingredients, preparation procedures, cooking times. Everything really. To start with, what are the exact dimensions and weight of the uncooked patties in a Big Mac?’

‘I can’t tell you that… we won’t give that sort of information … we don’t get involved in this sort of thing…’ and, with a final flourish, ‘What I am saying here is that I’m afraid your request falls into the category of being of the kind that we are unable to assist.’ Apparently, what she was saying there was that she was afraid that my request fell into the category of being of the kind that they were unable to assist. She had, however, in the course of our conversation, alluded to certain factsheets, available in all the branches of McDonald’s, which might tell me more of the things I wanted to know.

In the Chiswick High Road branch of McDonald’s I found no such sources of information. ‘You mean McFact Cards? We ran out of them weeks ago.’ My disappointment was partially offset when I was given an invitation to McHappy Day – until I noticed the date on the invitation: McHappy Day had been and gone, three days earlier.

I finally tracked down some McFact Cards, but they did not exactly tell me how to make a Big Mac. McFact Card No.1 informed me that ‘Nowhere in the world does McDonald’s use of beef threaten or remotely involve the Tropical Rainforests.’ McFact Card No.2 reassured me that McDonald’s packaging is ozone-friendly. Finally McFact Card No.3 insisted that ‘ONLY prime cuts of lean forequarter and flank are used for our 100 per cent pure beef hamburgers.’ Here, at least, was some information I could use.

However, there was something about the way McDonald’s were putting themselves across that was beginning to get me down. It was all in that little word Mc. McFact, McHappy, McNugget; what the McBloody Hell did it mean? What is a McFact, anyway? Clearly not the same thing at all as an ordinary fact. With this disturbing thought in mind, I decided a more scientific approach was called for.

The next day, at 0900 hours precisely, I visited a McDonald’s drive-in, the exact location of which I am unable to reveal. Suffice it to say that this particular establishment is situated not half-a-mile away from an independent food analysis consultancy, whose identity – for reasons of professional etiquette – must also remain secret.

At the drive-in I pulled up, as instructed by the notices, next to a metal grille, which broke the ice by addressing me thus: ‘Good morning, we would like to welcome you to McDonald’s drive-in.’ ‘Go on, then,’ I thought. But the voice simply asked me for my order. ‘Three Big Macs, please.’

‘Thank you. Please drive to the first window. Enjoy your meal, and have a nice day,’

I paid at the first window, drove to the second, where a spotty youth explained, ‘Your Big Macs are just being prepared, Sir. There’ll be a slight delay of a minute-and-a-half.’ I received my parcel 86 seconds later.

At 0914 I was handing over my purchase to a man in a white coat. ‘They don’t smell very nice, do they?’ he said, as he removed the first Big Mac from its ozone-friendly container. (This struck me as being a rather unscientific observation, but it was pleasing to have an official confirmation of my own amateur opinion.) The first Big Mac was to be analysed for nutritional content; the components of the second were to be individually weighed to give me my exact recipe; the third was for my breakfast.

My friend in the white coat began the analysis by placing an entire Big Mac into a Magimix, and flicking the switch. In a surprisingly short time, the item was transformed into a smooth and even purée. This substance was remarkably similar in colour, but perhaps marginally thicker in consistency, to a McDonald’s chocolate milkshake. Hey McPresto – a Big Mac Shake.

Once the state of the Big Mac had been so radically altered, everything became impressively scientific. Small blobs of the purée were carefully weighed, and placed in test tubes. While one such blob was being mixed with sand, I enquired as to its ultimate fate. ‘We burn it overnight at a temperature of 550°C. This gives us the ash content.’

‘I should think it does,’ I said.

Another blob was to be broken down in a ‘Kjeldetherm digester’. A third piece of purée would spend the afternoon inside a hydrolytic thimble, followed by a whole night in a Soxhlit extractor. Oh, the wonders of modern science.

As all these exciting events were taking place, I turned my attention to the third Big Mac. I had rather lost my appetite. Nevertheless, I felt a tasting at this stage was important, for the sake of experimental propriety. I duly took a (not insubstantial) bite. My teeth fell easily through the layers, apparently untroubled by resistance from any meat-like substance. I was grateful for a small piece of gherkin which got stuck in my teeth. It actually tasted of something.

The following day I received the results of the analysis. A note at the beginning informed me that ‘The values obtained were, nutritionally, as expected for this type of product, viz. a good selection of meat, cereal and vegetable protein which could provide the essential amino acids required for growth.’ Surely all those horrendous processes to which my Big Mac had been subjected would reveal something more controversial than this? I was consoled by the results of the itemised weighing. At least I now know that a Big Mac comprises 79.4g of bun, 63.6g of beefburgers, 13.2g of cheese, 34.1g of relish and shredded lettuce (a note explained the two were inseparable) and 6.2g of gherkin. It was time to go shopping.

The shopping

First stop, the butcher’s, in search of beef-related substances for the patty. In the absence of hard evidence to the contrary, I decided to accept McDonald’s specification of ‘only prime cuts of lean forequarter and flank’. The butcher had an interesting alternative nomenclature: ‘Forequarter? Well, we call it “chuck”.’

‘Sounds encouraging. I’m looking for about a 20 per cent fat content overall.’

‘You’ll get that with your flank – that’s to say, ribs. Very fatty.’

The sundry garnishes, so vital to the final product, might have eluded a less resourceful shopper. Your average processed cheese squares in your average high street supermarket are sadly lacking that science-fiction fluorescent orange glow that characterises the Big Mac curd factor. I finally tracked down a close approximation in a tiny 24-hour grocer’s in the Uxbridge Road. My selection was based on colour-match alone, on the grounds that if the artificial colouring was correct, the artificial taste would naturally (or unnaturally) follow.

I had to visit five delicatessens before I found gherkins of adequate dimensions, i.e. not less than 2.5cm in diameter. For the special sauce I purchased two different types of mayonnaise, two of salad cream, an inferior brand of tomato ketchup, and a small carton of UHT long-life milk, which I felt might be an appropriate thinner. I chose a good firm onion, and a crisp, fresh iceberg lettuce, bearing in mind that it was not their initial state, but the processes to which I would later subject them, that would determine their suitability for inclusion in the end product.

The final shopping challenge was the bun. A particularly tough one to imitate, since McDonald’s buns have not two tiers but three, and a distribution of sesame seeds so regular, so mathematical, that I can only imagine they employ cheap foreign labour to stick them on one by one, by hand. Or, perhaps, robots. I eventually plumped for Safeway’s ‘sesame seeded burger buns’ whose sesame pattern and density was relatively uniform, and whose size and colour seemed an excellent match.

Back in my kitchen, I began the patty-simulation phase. This meant throwing my meat into the Magimix and flicking the switch. I watched, transfixed, as the rough hunks of meat slowly transformed, via an intermediate stage of white and rose, into a homogeneous paste of pale coral pink. At this point I formed a little of the mixture into a sort of proto-patty, for a taste test. The resulting mini-burger was disappointing in two important ways: too much texture, and too much taste.

I returned my mincemeat to the Magimix and gave it another two minutes. In the resulting patty I felt I had achieved a close approximation to the original in terms of texture but I still had an excess of flavour on my hands. How do they do it? I wondered. Perhaps McDonald’s buy their meat from Bovril, after the beefy flavour has been extracted. I could only hope that 24 hours at minus 16°C would help to chill out some of the remaining flavour.

Although the patty dimensions, cooking procedure and precise recipe for a Big Mac are proprietary information, I had managed to discover, by talking in a childlike manner to a junior member of the McDonald’s PR staff, that the precooked weight of each patty was precisely 1.6oz. For those of you at home who lack accurate weighing equipment, it is worth noting that this amount of minced beef will fit very neatly into a standard-size matchbox. As you might imagine, a matchbox of mince spread over an area the size of a burger bun comes out pretty thin. Four millimetres thin, to be precise.

The final dimensions of my hand-moulded imitation Big Mac patties can therefore be revealed (with apologies for mixture of imperial and metric measurements):

Diameter: 11cm (allowing for a ten per cent shrinkage factor)

Thickness: 4mm

Weight: 1.6oz

The McTaste test

The two-man tasting team that gathered around the famous Punch table consisted of David Thomas, Editor of Punch, and Sean Macaulay, the magazine’s lovelorn restaurant critic. Both men were fast food devotees and felt confident that they could distinguish the real McCoy from the McPhoneys.

The two home-made Macs were placed on a tray on which four genuine articles had also been placed. The imitations were remarkably lifelike, but, even so, were soon spotted by the eagle-eyed testers. The give-away was the distribution of sesame seeds; nothing can quite equal the precision with which the Big Mac’s seeds are spread around the bun.

On biting into the burgers, Macaulay came over all pretentious: ‘The imitation is like a chord – you can taste all the different notes, but they harmonise well together. The real Big Mac is just one great splurge. You can’t de-structure it in terms of taste. You can’t say, “Oh, there’s the cheesy bit.”’

For Thomas, the differences were tactile. ‘The fake is too solid. I can feel the flour on the bun. There’s too much to bite into. A real Big Mac is squishy. If you put your thumb on the bottom it sinks into the bun. If you take your thumb away, the bun reseals itself. The fake is too real, if you see what I mean. It’s a real bun.’

Tastewise, the fake came out way ahead. It was a genuinely delicious burger. Having said that, however, both testers admitted that there was something about the acrid, pickle-y tang of a Big Mac that was, well, McAddictive. There was one other crucial difference: the fake did not produce an afternoon’s worth of McFlatulence.

The following is your very own easy-to-follow-cut-out-and-keep-step-by-step guide to cooking a Big Mac at home:

Components

1) The Bun: take your chosen brand of bun and slice it carefully in half. Take a second bun and slice off the top and the bottom, leaving a crustless segment about 8mm in thickness. This will serve as your middle tier. Lightly toast both sides of this tier, and the insides only of the top and bottom tiers, under a hot grill.

2) The Patties: cook your patties from frozen under a maximum heat grill for two minutes on the first side and a minute on the second. You should be aiming for a uniform dark grey/brown colour, both inside and out.

3) The Onions: these should be chopped as finely as possible, approx 1mm × 2mm, and steamed or boiled for at least 15 minutes. They may be kept warm indefinitely.

4) The Lettuce: chop this into shreds of about 3mm in width and 2cm in length. Don’t be alarmed if the shredded lettuce is still crisp and crunchy at the time of burger assembly. The heat and moisture of the other ingredients should rapidly achieve the customary degree of flaccidity.

5) The Special Sauce: mix the mayonnaise, UHT milk and ketchup in a 3:2:1 teaspoonsful ratio.

6) The Pickle: you will need two slices of a large gherkin, approximately 1.5mm thick.

7) The Cheese: unwrap one 10cm × 10cm square of processed cheese, ensuring it is the correct Day-Glo orange.

Assembly

1) On the bottom layer of toasted bun, scatter a sprinkling of lettuce, a level teaspoon of onions, and a dab of sauce.

2) On top of this, place your cheese square, making sure the four corners peek cheekily over the side of the bun.

3) Place one hot patty on to the cheese, and press lightly, thereby gently encouraging the cheese to melt.

4) Arrange the middle tier carefully over the first patty and repeat stage 1.

5) Add the two slices of gherkin to this pile, and then mount the second patty on top.

6) Crown lovingly with the bun-cap.

7) The burger should be wrapped tightly in paper and left to ‘settle’ in a warm tray for at least an hour. (NB This final stage is crucial for authentic results. The ingredients have to coalesce. Subsidence is the key.)

Winter 1989

Over the next decade, McDonald’s corporate muscle was exercised in an increasingly heavy-handed manner. Its dubious corporate ethics came under scrutiny during the famous McLibel trial.

It’s a McTaste crime

So McLibel is over. No big surprise that three years of legal nitpicking and ten million quid’s worth of top silk was enough to raise some reasonable doubt as to McDonald’s culpability for most of the various environmental, animal welfare, and nutritional crimes levelled at them by the plucky pair from London Greenpeace. But to those of us who have long been conscientious objectors to McDonald’s ruthless global domination of the fast-food market, their recent ‘victory’ in the courts seems somewhat hollow, not to say Pyrrhic.

The spectacle of the McDonald’s legal sledgehammer cracking down on their rather nutty, but undoubtedly principled, accusers, has been pretty unpalatable. So much time and money to refute the allegation that McDonald’s is a heartless, greedy, cynical corporate monster, which puts power and profit before environmental responsibility, animal welfare and the nutritional interests of its customers. And so telling that they felt the allegation so badly needed to be refuted.

The libel action, of course, was only part of their defence. It went hand-in-hand with several massive advertising and marketing campaigns, meticulously planned to whip into line wavering loyalty to the product. There was the soppy campaign – shamelessly implying that a trip to McDonald’s is a fair substitute for more traditional family expeditions, such as a trip to the zoo or a walk in the park. There was the Space Jam campaign, heralding perhaps the most cynical merchandising alliance of all time, where Bugs Bunny, Michael Jordan, and McDonald’s hamburgers were all rolled into one intoxicating package, guaranteed to make a huge impact on impressionable young children, and therefore their parents’ wallets. And there is the (most recent) campaign emphasising McDonald’s competitive pricing policy with the dubious claim that buying their burgers will actually ‘save you money’ – not as much money as not buying their burgers will save you, I can tell you.

At the same time McDonald’s have launched a kind of in-store Glasnost, so that now you can’t get to the service counter without being bombarded by leaflets giving you ‘information’ about how wonderful they are. The latest of these, a flashily designed colour leaflet dramatically entitled ‘Our food: the inside story’, contains detailed nutritional information and ingredients lists for every single item on the McDonald’s menu. Anybody who can be bothered to plough their way to the end of it might be shocked to discover that McDonald’s uses no fewer than 52 E-number additives in their products. Yet the symbolic picture on the front of the leaflet – giving a reassuring subliminal message of unadulterated freshness and health to the many customers who will pick it up, but never read it – is of half a juicy, red, just-cut tomato. And how many of McDonald’s products actually contain even the tiniest sliver of a fresh tomato? Not even one!

Still, McDonald’s will say, we have nothing to hide – as if by coming clean about all the rubbish they put in their food, they somehow make it more healthy. Putting the upbeat packaging aside, the only reasonable message one could draw from this mass of ‘nutritional’ information is that McDonald’s burgers are probably no worse for you than all the other crap they think you probably eat.

McDonald’s has clearly been aware of, and frightened by, the fact that McLibel was alienating a large sector of their potential market in this country. For many of us, their saturation advertising and universal presence on the high street has merely compounded that alienation. In the circumstances, it seems their best defence against serious commercial setbacks has been the zombification of their core clientele. Knowing that a pretty large section of the population is undiscerning enough in its taste, and sufficiently unswayed by issues of food politics to regularly buy their product, their simple mission is now to persuade them, virtually force them, to buy more and more of it. So they hammer home the message, time and time again: McDonald’s loves you, and your kids, and you love McDonald’s, and so do the kids, and it’s dirt cheap, so why don’t you just stop thinking about other forms of food and make a pact for eternity that you’ll never eat anywhere else?

Just to make it easy for their followers – and this is what I consider to be the most offensive of all their publicity offensives – McDonald’s will now show them the way to the nearest store, from just about any public place they happen to find themselves. Just follow the arrows on the red and yellow signs, now to be seen whenever one strays within 500 metres of a McDonald’s store in the capital – which, let’s face it, is just about everywhere one strays. (It is to London Underground’s eternal discredit that they have allowed McDonald’s to plaster such signs on every single riser of every single step of the exits from numerous tube stations.)

The net result of all this relentless marketing muscle is that either you fall under the McDonald’s spell, and herd like sheep into their nearest ‘restaurant’, or you are forced to conclude that McDonald’s really is guilty of some pretty heinous crimes: the calculated narrowing of the nation’s culinary options; the deliberate stifling of youthful inquisitiveness about food; and, worst of all, the passing off of something bland, homogeneous and mediocre as something fresh, exciting and essential.

And if they can sell us a lie this big, is there any lie they can’t sell us?

July 1997

Seventeen years after first tilting at McDonald’s, I was asked to consider whether the massive corporate edifice was finally starting to reveal some cracks.

I’m lovin’ it

We all have our fantasy headlines – the announcement of events of global or national significance that chime irresistibly with our own personal values and ambitions. ‘Texas oil reserves found to be unlimited’ would probably be George Bush’s. Though I suppose it might be trumped by ‘WMDs found in Iraq – and Iran’.

Well, I almost got to see one of mine this week. ‘McDonald’s goes bust!’ – that would have been the undiluted, full-fat, maximum-caffeine version. In truth the news isn’t quite that spectacular. But it’s pretty brilliant all the same: ‘McDonald’s to close 25 stores in the UK’. Yes! For me, and no doubt others who share my loathing of this huge ugly lump of global corporate muscle, this is an air-punching moment. All morning after I heard, I was wandering about in daze of delighted disbelief. And when I’d done with the air-punching, I went for the double forearm salute, shouting ‘YES!’ again, through clenched teeth, to my two clenched fists. A childish reaction, perhaps, but schadenfreude is primordial stuff. And the bigger the beast that’s fallen, the greater the glee. In short, I’m lovin’ it!

At last, it seems that McDonald’s is losing its hitherto stellar domination of the vast fast-food market in this country. This is not a regional or temporary blip, or a mere tactical realignment. They really are in trouble. Their poor performance in Britain dragged profit margins from McDonald’s European company-owned restaurants down to 14.9 per cent of sales last year – from 15.6 per cent in 2004. No new openings are planned for the coming year. Even McDonald’s European boss, Denis Hennequin, is struggling to put a happy face on the situation: ‘The UK has been in negative territory for a couple of years now,’ he admitted. ‘The brand 15 years ago was very trendy and modern. It is now tired.’

This is dramatic stuff. It was only a few years ago that the march of the Golden Arches seemed inexorable. As recently as 2002 we heard that four new stores were opening somewhere on the planet every day. McDonald’s were able to buy the endorsement of any global superstar they felt might enhance their brand. Their supremely aggressive advertising, coupled with relentless merchandising tieins with Hollywood blockbuster kids’ movies, gave them untold power over the minds, and consequently stomachs, of our kids. They had seemed, for a couple of decades, literally unstoppable. The halting of such a seemingly irresistible force is no mean feat. It smacks of revolution. And as we celebrate (dancing in the high street may not be excessive) we should ask: how has this been brought about?

There’s no doubt in my mind that the guests of honour at the big McClosure bash should be Morgan Spurlock, maker of the documentary Super Size Me, and Helen Steel and Dave Morris of the McLibel trial, now reworked into a stunning feature documentary. (Incidentally, I think Jamie Oliver deserves a few popped corks, too. McDonald’s were not the focus of his school dinners campaign. But they must have suffered by implication.) In the end it is easier for concerned parents to steer their children clear of the Golden Arches than it is for schools to reinvent the greasy wheel of the school canteen. Of course, we all want this to happen, and parental pressure is the only way it will. But it makes sense for parents to put at least some of their money where their mouths are. (In other words, for Turkey Twizzlers read Chicken McNuggets throughout.)

As McDonald’s themselves have known for a long time, entertainment is one of the most powerful marketing tools there is – hence Ronald McDonald, and every merchandising deal they have ever done. So to see entertainment used as a weapon against them has been especially satisfying. The two McMovies between them have certainly done a magnificent job of exposing McDonald’s as a horrendous corporate bully, and a peddler of nutritionally bankrupt junk.

But much more importantly than that, for my money, is the way they have encouraged us no longer either to fear McDonald’s or to genuflect to their supremacy, but to laugh at them. The best piece of pure farce to emerge from the McLibel trial was the revelation that McDonald’s had hired at least four private detectives to infiltrate the London Greenpeace campaign group. What’s more, not all the investigators were made aware of each other’s existence. They therefore ended up wasting fantastic amounts of their time and McDonald’s money investigating each other.

Super Size Me, as well as being a sizzling indictment of the devastating effect of the McDonald’s diet on the human body, is also a very funny film. And some of its humour is of the gross-out variety so beloved of a teenage audience – Spurlock vomiting up his supersized Happy Meal before he even gets out of the drive-in is practically a Farrelly brothers moment.

Almost as funny as the sight of McDonald’s floundering public image is the sight of them trying to do something about it. In their desperate effort to reinvent themselves as a ‘healthy option’ McD’s are doing a grand job of making themselves look ridiculous.

They may for decades have been frighteningly brilliant at selling burgers and fries, but they have, for the past year or so, revealed themselves to be comically bad at selling salads and fruit. According to reports in America, some of their salad meals, once topped with the gunk they call a dressing, contain as much fat as a quarter-pounder with cheese plus a regular fries. If so, that is nothing short of appalling, but it is on balance still funnier than it is sad.

Everyone knows that the best way to disempower the playground bully is to make him a laughing stock. And this, joyfully, is what’s starting to happen to McDonald’s. This is apt, as it is in the playground that they are most vulnerable. Kids may be easy to reach and influence; showering them with gifts and attention, and glamorous associations with what is cool and happening in their world can be brutally effective. But kids can be ruthless, too, when the lustre of desirability starts to fade, in dropping the stars, the trends – the brands – they once loved. The most devastating news for McDonald’s, and the thing they can do least about, is that they are becoming seriously uncool. A survey published last week revealed that Britain’s teenagers are turning their backs on the Golden Arches in droves. Just one per cent of 13- to 15-year-olds said McDonald’s was their favourite meal, down seven per cent on a year ago.

We have more to relish here than the satisfying sight of Egg McMuffin on face. The point is not that fast-food culture is on the wane – far from it. In fact, the denting of McDonald’s comes at a time when the takeaway sector generally continues to grow. But as it expands it is also diversifying. These days, in the clusters of fast-food outlets in our major cities, we are starting to find, dotted among the big names in burgers, chicken and pizza, some genuine alternatives: the big-name coffee shops, of course, but also juice bars, sushi restaurants, fruit and nut stands, bagel bars, pasty parlours, soup and salad takeaways – and even the occasional organic burger joint. Of course, not all these new ventures are paragons of culinary virtue. Many leave a lot to be desired – some in their trading ethics, others for poor nutrition, or simply a lack of good taste. But it’s none the less true that, taking the fast-food sector as a whole, the possibility of an encounter with what we might call ‘real food’ is definitely on the up.

This is particularly encouraging, not because of any significant change in the sense of where we are now, so much as where we might get to in the not-too-distant future. The fast-food restaurant and takeaway sector has always been a magnet to entrepreneurs. There is clearly an increasing perception among such entrepreneurs that the mood and the opportunities in this sector are changing. In the newest, most innovative forays into fast food – places such as Quiet Revolution, Eat, Love Juice, and Benugo’s – there is an emphasis not only on healthy alternatives, but transparency, traceability and the provenance of ingredients.

It’s tempting to ask, then, whether this is some kind of a tipping point in our food culture. Is it the beginning of the end of the domination of the mediocre, the mass produced and the homogeneous? Is the tide of junk really turning? Are we as a nation, and is our youth in particular, becoming a little less susceptible to the remorseless clout of marketing megabucks?

To answer a resounding yes would be a touch premature. It’s hard to argue that the good food revolution has already achieved an unstoppable momentum, when there are still kids all over the country breakfasting on Coca Cola, crisps and chocolate bars (and there are still schools selling them this crap in their own corridors). Figures on child obesity are still heading up, not down. Most school meals are still are a nutritionally depleted, over-processed disgrace.

But we can at least say that some important messages are starting to get through. In the same survey that saw McDonald’s popularity plummet among teenagers, only 12 per cent of 800 comprehensive school students said they did not eat healthily and nearly half of the 13- to 15-year-olds said they ate fresh fruit and vegetables every day, an increase of 14 per cent on last year. McDonald’s becoming uncool is obviously a boost to any campaign for better, healthier eating. But the idea that fresh fruit and vegetables might actually become cool for kids is, in the long term, even more exciting.

For me, the biggest boost to come from the news about McDonald’s is that it gives heart to other campaigns that strive to liberate our food culture from, arguably, even more powerful corporate beasts. Today the real stranglehold comes not from the behemoth fast-food brands, but from the big four supermarkets: Tesco, Morrisons, Asda/Wal-Mart and Sainsbury’s. Between them, they control 75 per cent of the grocery market in the UK. There are hundreds of thousands of farmers and food producers, here and all over the world, selling groceries to tens of millions of British shoppers. Yet the growing, processing, distribution and sale of all that food is controlled by just four companies. That has to be unhealthy. If it wasn’t for the tremendous diversity, commitment, passion and creativity that is, against all the odds, being preserved in the small fraction of the market they do not yet control, you could say that the supermarkets own our food culture.

For me, then, the true tipping point will come when significant numbers of consumers begin to say to the supermarkets: Enough of your bullying tactics to farmers and producers, your misleading labelling and spurious nutritional information; Enough of the systematic suffering of livestock in intensive systems, driven by you, as you push the price points lower and lower; Enough of your dirty, polluting, wasteful food miles, and your outrageous, undemocratic flouting of planning law and the opinions of local people.

The way to do this effectively is to change the way you shop. You don’t have to stop going to supermarkets, but you do have to take from their shelves only those products you believe are honestly and ethically traded, transparently labelled, environmentally sustainable, and not abusive of either animals or people. And go elsewhere for the rest.

This is a lot to ask of the nation’s shoppers, and until recently the possibility of bringing about genuine change in the dominant food retail culture seemed fanciful. Raising a groundswell of popular opinion to question the supermarkets’ methods, their ethics and the true value of their contribution to our society felt like a hopeless task. But now, with Britain’s unambiguous backlash against McDonald’s giving hope to this campaign, nothing seems impossible. Things are already hotting up on the battleground. Will Tesco try to sue the Tescopoly activists and embarrass themselves, McLibel style, in the process? Will the Wal-Mart film, The High Cost of Low Price, prove to be the Super Size Me of supermarket culture, helping to deflate, and ultimately disarm, another mighty corporate bully?

Let’s hope so. Because if such once unimaginable events do occur, I might just get to see one of my other fantasy headlines: ‘Tesco in turmoil! Shoppers desert supermarkets for born-again high streets.’

March 2006

And if Ronald McDonald is a cynical creation, then KFC’s pseudo-curmudgeonly Colonel really takes the patty …

Giving the Colonel his marching orders

At one time I wasn’t entirely sure whether or not Colonel Sanders, the face of Kentucky Fried Chicken, was a real person. In fact he was: Colonel Harland Sanders, to give him his full title, was born in Indiana in 1890, though he didn’t begin his business of franchising fast-food outlets for another 65 years. I guess he was a late starter, and I’ve nothing against that. But to my mind it’s a pity his post-pensionable energies weren’t spent on some gentler pursuit. Because the Colonel was the principal pioneer of a range of products that rightly came to be known as junk food. And behind the global success of his brand is an enormous and revolting industry: the factory farming of poultry. The fact is, without Colonel Sanders, we might never have had Bernard Matthews. And for that alone he deserves our deepest resentment.

If the litmus test for the ethics of any farming method lies in the behaviour of the animals within the system, then factory farming of poultry is probably the least defensible kind of meat production. It drives the chickens in question to aberrant, utterly unnatural behaviour. To begin with, we’re talking about thousands of chickens crammed into a shed. And not just any chickens, but a strain that has been bred genetically to be obese. Left to its own devices scuttling around a farmyard, a chicken would take around four to five months to get to a decent size for eating, but the industry can now get a bird to this size in just under six weeks.

That’s if they live that long. Mortality in intensive broiler houses runs at a standard seven to ten per cent (which means around five to seven million birds in the UK are dying prematurely), not least because of the phenomenon known in the industry as a ‘smother’. This occurs when the birds get so stressed out – perhaps the temperature control goes a bit haywire, or the ammonia levels from the deep litter (which, incidentally, isn’t changed for the whole of the six weeks of their life) gets too high – that they think ‘we can’t take this anymore’ and make a kind of suicidal rush in one direction, piling on top of each other to lethal effect.

This makes nonsense of the marketing of the Sanders character, which is all about just how generous the Colonel is, with his Bargain Buckets and his special crispy coating. In terms of distracting the consumer from the actual story behind the food in the shop, he’s up there with Ronald McDonald. It’s a classic conjuring trick: let’s get everyone to look in this direction – where we are waving and shouting about the idea of a bib-and-tucker, hearty, down-home American meal – while backstage in the secret compartment there is a highly abusive, morally abhorrent industrial farming process going on. It can only be hoped that last week’s disgusting revelations – about conditions inside the West Virginia plant of a former KFC ‘Supplier of the Year’, where live birds were filmed being spat on, tortured and smashed against walls – will make this trick more difficult to pull in future.

The Colonel’s own iconic image has evolved over the years, beginning as a fairly realistic silhouette based on a genuine photograph, but ending up as a cartoon. This summarises the evolution of his product, which itself has become more plastic and malleable as the raw ingredient has got less and less like real chicken. One has to ask the question, wouldn’t it actually be simpler to make the fast-food product out of the same stuff as the chicken feed? There’s little doubt that soya technology could now simulate the flavour and texture of Kentucky Fried Chicken without actually troubling a real bird to produce the substance of the dish.

It might ease the sense of outrage to hear that Colonel Sanders wasn’t entirely happy about what was done in his name, but he remained the public face of the company until his death in 1980. So the individual as well as the icon has to take a share of the blame. It was the man himself who put into place the systems that shift such high volumes of chicken, stimulating the entrepreneurs of industrial farming to concentrate on ever cheaper and more efficient ways of producing chicken flesh.

Now the icon has long since transcended the man, and it is this grinning, paternalistic, pseudo-curmudgeonly cartoon face that fills me with such rage. Somewhere between Father Christmas and Abe Lincoln, it seems designed to assuage any public anxiety about the origins of the product before any serious questions can be asked. To me it has a vile aura. The more I see it, the more I want to smash it with my fist.

July 2004

In terms of blighting our food culture with its perniciously pervasive tendrils – and therefore generally getting my goat – the only thing that gives the fast-food industry a run for its money is the diet-food industry. Here goes …

Dr Death rides out

I know one is not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but Dr Atkins – what a wanker! I say this only partly because I am sick of wading through a list of 17 books apparently written by him (the Atkins brand gives new meaning to the phrase ‘ghost writer’) before I even get close to any book of my own in the Amazon Food and Drink top 100. I say it only partly because I realise that his influence over the eating habits of the nation exceeds mine by a factor of squillions. And I say it only partly because I am affronted by the sheer jaw-dropping gall of churning out books like bank notes, all of which say precisely the same thing, something that could anyway be summarised in ten words: ‘Ditch the starch. Stuff your face with meat and fat.’

I insist that jealousy is but a piquancy in the rich, heady mixture of negative emotions, the Angostura bitters in the overall cocktail of rage, that I feel whenever the name of Atkins and his bloody diet comes up. What really gets my goat is something far more irritating than its colossal success, or even the fact that it actually seems to work. What bugs the hell out of me is the widespread myth that the Atkins diet is somehow gastronomically generous or enlightened; that it allows those who follow it to eat good food – in either the sensual or the physically virtuous sense of the word.

Someone put this notion to me pretty bluntly the other day. ‘You’d love the Atkins diet,’ they said. ‘Why?’ I said, brow furrowing, fists involuntarily clenching. ‘Because he says everyone should eat loads of meat and fat and butter and cheese. And that’s what you like eating the most, isn’t it?’ The answer is that I do like these things. But I like them in context. I like them in conjunction with, though not necessarily at the same time as, a lot of other foods – in particular fresh fruit and vegetables.

Consider the ruthless cynicism of what Atkins has achieved. It has long been the diet peddler’s best ruse to concoct a programme that can claim it is not based on denial – that insists you can rapidly lose weight and still eat the things you really like. This myth is what those absurd and revolting products such as fat-free cakes and artificially sweetened fizzy drinks are all about. If you can shut down your taste buds, cancel your gag reflex, and think of the adverts and packaging, you might just be able to imagine you’re having a treat.

Atkins has gone one further, or even two or three further. It’s not just that he allows you the occasional indulgence. He takes the one substance that dieters fear most, and miss most – FAT – and effectively encourages them to eat it to the exclusion of most other foods. He might as well have called the diet Binge Yourself Thin.

It has been pointed out by many critics of Atkins that one should not confuse a successful weight loss programme with healthy eating, and that however effective the diet is in busting blubber, it is certainly not good for you. In fact, it is almost self-evidently true that any rapid weight loss programme can hardly be healthy. You can of course lose weight by starving yourself completely – and shed a couple of extra ounces by cutting off your nose to spite your face.

Well, neither should one confuse a generous allowance of meat and saturated fats with unrestrictive gourmet dining. In fact there is plenty of privation in the Atkins diet. Plenty of good food, again in both senses, is banned. Fruit, for example, is banned for the first few weeks of the diet, and strictly limited thereafter. This has rightly appalled nutritionists, who understand that fresh fruit is perhaps the most accessible key to healthy eating – a potential life-saver for millions.

The fruit ban appals me, however, not as a nutritionist, but as a sensualist. The flavours and aromas of fresh fruit are among the highest pleasures of the table. Think of our English strawberries, for which we just had such a fine summer, and the fresh zesty flavour of our apples, pears and plums, which are just coming on line now. Yes, it’s great to have some cream with your strawberries, and perhaps a slice of Cheddar with your apple. But give me a choice between the fruit and the fat, and I’d take the fruit any day.

And what of the meat, for which the Atkins dieter is encouraged to develop such a voracious appetite? As it happens I am currently writing a book about meat. Could be zeitgeisty, you might think. A useful handbook for the millions of Atkinsites currently indulging the pleasures of the flesh.

But I am revolted by the Atkins take on meat. My argument is that we should respect meat, and the animals from which it comes, and do it, and them, justice by choosing it wisely, and using it well. I suggest that, as an ideal, we should all be ready to pay more money to eat less meat, of better quality, from happier animals.

Meanwhile Atkins is turning meat into a food lacking all dignity – a pappy filler for cheated appetites and a junk medicine for human vanity. Eat a cow and lose a kilo. It puts meat on a par with Diet Coke, and it doesn’t get any worse than that.

The one known side-effect of the Atkins diet is that it makes your breath smell like hyena poo, which at least makes it easier to identify and remonstrate with offenders. The jury’s still out on whether it will give you cancer and/or heart disease. But if, as nutritionists fear, the intrinsic lack of balance in the diet increases the likelihood of these and maybe other fatal diseases, then I guess the small matter of becoming a gastronomic philistine into the bargain may seem insignificant. But it matters to me.

Hugh’s anti-Atkins diet

This is principally a diet for energy and health, not weight loss, but serious fatties will probably find the kilos fall off. By rights I should earn billions for this, as it is guaranteed to keep you well-nourished and fit for the rest of your life. But here it is, gratis, from the goodness of my happy, healthy heart:

For breakfast

Eat a bunch of fresh fruit. Then, if you’re still really hungry, have a piece of toast.

Mid-morning snack

Eat more fruit. Then, if you’re still really hungry, have another piece of toast.

Lunch

Eat a bunch of veg. Raw if possible. If you’re still hungry, have a sandwich (but not two), or a piece of chicken, or a lump of cheese (but not both). Eat with juice or water, not Coca Cola or Fanta.

Mid-afternoon

Have another piece of fruit. If it’s a bad day, have a biscuit too.

Supper

Eat whatever the hell you like. If you’re actually trying to lose weight, eat whatever the hell you like, but not too much of it.

September 2003

Fat-free … and slightly lacking in the brain department too …

What is the most meaningless phrase in food marketing? My personal vote would be, ‘92 per cent fat-free’ (or any other per cent, come to that). Anyone who thinks this statistic says anything either useful or good about a food product is at best gullible, at worst an idiot (and, quite likely, a gullible idiot).

Of course the implication of the ‘fat-free’ slogan is that the food so labelled can be eaten in large quantities without any adverse effect on your weight or your waistline. This has to be the biggest, nay fattest, lie the bow-tie-and-big-glasses brigade have ever come up with – not a bad accolade for a profession whose sole business it is to tell porkies to the public.

To emphasise just how absurd it is, here is a list of foods that are 100 per cent fat-free. Just ask yourself how sensible it would be to eat a kilo of any of these for breakfast:

Raspberry jam
Golden syrup
Chilli powder
Salt and vinegar (without the chips)
Sherbet lemons
Vitamin C
Neurofen
Bonemeal
Charcoal

... I could go on.

It is, of course, partly a problem of language. The word that describes a whole family of oily hydrocarbons that feature prominently in the composition of all living matter, both plant and animal, and are absolutely essential for human health, just happens to be the same word we use to describe people who are somewhat larger than they (or we) would like to be. Because few of us actually want to be ‘fat’ (the pejorative adjective), and because the consumption of large amounts of ‘fat’ (the neutral noun) has been identified as just one possible cause of people becoming ‘fat’ (the PA), ‘fat’ (the NN) has been completely demonised.

Meanwhile the demonisation of fat has become a wonderful smokescreen that allows the food industry to dump all sorts of other rubbish in their products for slimmers. It is the marketing equivalent of the crudest, oldest conjuring trick there is – provided you make the audience look intently at your right hand you can get up to all sorts of tricks with your left. Take a look at the ingredients list (you’ll need a magnifying glass) of any biscuit, cake, chocolate bar or treat product that is emblazoned with some kind of fat-free, reduced-fat or low-fat slogan boast, and just count the amount of refined sugars, invert syrups, humectants, emulsifiers and preservatives they contain.

The trick for the manufacturers of these products is to work out at what percentage point the fat-free figure will fail to impress its target market, as it begins to dawn on them just how idiotic the whole scam is. So where would you draw the line? 87 per cent fat-free? 82 per cent? 77? 51?

To get things in perspective, let’s consider Nigella’s chocolate brownies, a recipe from Domestic Goddess that almost on its own excuses her dire last book and series. They are superbly rich and delicious, as chocolatey, gooey and indulgent as any fantasising slimmer, or out-and-out greedy guts, could ever wish for. Well, I’ve been busy with the calculator and worked out that this sublime confection is, astonishingly, an impressive 71 per cent fat-free! By the time you’ve factored in the calories you will burn up beating the eggs into the mixture, walking around the kitchen picking up ingredients and bending over a few times to open and close the oven door, you can rest assured that a couple of Nigella’s brownies will be a far healthier contribution to your diet, and infinitely more of a treat, than any additive, addled ‘treats’ the slimming industry can offer you.

Interestingly, McVities have recently dropped the ‘fat-free’ splash on their range of cakes and biscuits for slimmers – perhaps because they finally realised what an insult it was to the intelligence of their customers. What a shame they didn’t have a rethink on their brand name as well. If anything it’s even more insulting, and it gets more and more irritating every time you hear it. Go ahead!, my arse. What could be more cynical? They realise of course that what slimmers want more than anything is permission to eat the sugary treat foods that the diet books, slimming clubs and other waistline mentors are constantly telling them to steer clear of. So their brand name is nothing less than an imperative exhortation to those struggling with their conscience to simply give in to it: Go ahead! Stuff your face!

I don’t mind betting that most slimmers who have decided to make the Go ahead! products part of their weight-loss programme have actually put on weight. How could they not? Every time they open the cupboard door there is a packet of biscuits winking at them saying ‘Go ahead! Go ahead! Go ahead!’ If I had my way McVities would be forced to rename the entire range, ‘Go ahead – eat the whole fucking packet you greedy pig! And then wonder why you didn’t just buy a Mars bar in the first place!’

No doubt the products were launched – some years back now – in supermarkets across the nation, by fit-looking young guys and girls dressed in the green and gold livery of the product, carrying plates of the cakes and biscuits around the store, and accosting any customers who looked like they had a few spare pounds around the middle, with a winning smile and warm entreaty to ‘Go ahead!’ And no doubt few could resist the offer of a guilt-free treat.

Imagine if they had the nerve to turn up again in the supermarkets now, having encouraged would-be slimmers all over the country to simply pile on the pounds. Faced with same obsequious smile, and the same earnest invitation to ‘Go ahead!’, what self-respecting fatty could honestly resist the temptation to punch them squarely on the nose? Surely no jury would convict?

Quadruple chocolate chip cookies

This is my personal contribution to the pantheon of recipes to help people lose weight. The finished biscuits are about 73 per cent fatfree. And of course, like all slimming products, the more you eat, the thinner you get.

Makes 20–30 cookies

100g soft unsalted butter; 100g caster sugar; 100g soft brown sugar; 1 egg; 125g self-raising flour; 50g cocoa powder; 100g ground almonds; 50g plain chocolate chips; 50g milk chocolate chips; 50g white chocolate chips

Cream the butter and both sugars until soft and whippy. Beat in the egg and then mix in the flour and cocoa, then the ground almonds. Mix in the chocolate chips.

With floured hands, roll chunks of dough into walnut-sized balls. Place them well-spaced apart (they will spread out a lot) on to greased, floured baking sheets or non-stick parchment. Bake at 180°C/Gas mark 4 for 12–15 minutes, until golden brown.

Eat while still warm and soft, or wait until cooled, and more crispy.

January 2004

While some companies boost their profits by ruthlessly exploiting the consumer’s fear of fat, others are in the business of selling fat itself. Naturally they are quick to tell us just how healthy it can be, when it’s the right kind of fat. But should we believe them?

Taking sides in the fat wars

Those who take the blindest bit of notice of advertising hoardings may have clocked the fact that next Sunday more people throughout Britain will be jumping up and down in unison than have ever done so anywhere in the world. You may well ask, ‘Why?’ Perhaps the truest answer is, ‘so Van den Bergh Foods Ltd, the makers of Flora, can sell more of its margarine’.

Flora, the best selling margarine in Britain, is the official sponsor of the Aerobathon, in which a total of 140,000 people are expected to jig, bounce and sweat, in six of the country’s biggest indoor arenas, to live music played by the likes of D:Ream, E17, Kim Wilde and Gary Glitter.

But the aerobists are not the only ones bouncing and sweating. The people at Van den Bergh have been increasingly jumpy since a series of recent studies have introduced a new ingredient into the debate about fats in our diet.

The latest buzz-phrase, which takes its place alongside high cholesterol and saturated fats in the chamber of dietary horrors, is ‘trans-fatty acids’. The fats are produced by the process of hydrogenation, in which liquid oils are superheated to produce hard fats, which are blended with liquid oils to make a spreadable product. Almost all margarines and low-fat spreads contain trans-fatty acids. They also occur naturally, in smaller quantities, in animal fats.

Last year Walter Willet, Professor of Nutrition at Harvard University, published a paper based on a study of the diets of 85,000 American nurses, and demonstrated a direct link between trans-fatty acids in the diet and heart disease. Almost all nutritionists now accept that trans-fatty acids increase the level of ‘bad’ cholesterol. What is claimed by an increasing number of nutritionists is that the trans-fatty acids produced by hydrogenation are qualitatively different from those that occur naturally, and may be much worse than either animal trans-fats or saturated fats.

Udo Erasmus, a Canadian nutritionist, is St George to the Dragon of trans-fatty acids. In his book, Fats that Heal and Fats that Kill, just published in America, he lays a catalogue of health problems at the door of these hard fats, citing studies that link trans-fatty acids with PMT, mastalgia (breast pains), impaired muscle tone, kidney dysfunction, high blood-pressure, numerous allergic reactions, and even decreased testosterone.

Van den Bergh, which also makes Delight, Outline, Blue Band, Stork and Echo, is keen to play down the adverse effects of trans-fatty acids. According to Dr John Brown, director of the Flora project for heart disease prevention: ‘There are many inaccuracies being put about over trans-fats, mainly by people with an interest in damaging the image of brand leaders like Flora. It’s not true, for example, that the trans-fats that occur naturally in animal fats are less harmful than the ones produced by hydrogenation.’

‘Oh, yes, it is,’ says Simon Wright, a food technologist. ‘The kind of fats we are putting in our body when we eat margarine have only been around for 20 or 30 years, since hydrogenation was invented. I’m not happy about that, because I’m not convinced that the long-term effects of eating these artificial substances manifest themselves that quickly.’

Wright is not selling butter. He is, however, selling a product called Superspread, made by Whole Earth, one of only two spreading-fat products on the market that are entirely free of trans-fatty acids (the other is called Vitaquell).

You don’t need Jeremy Paxman to set these two camps in combative mood. Van den Bergh foods says it is not possible to make a spread that is low in saturates without using at least some trans-fatty acids. Whole Earth says it is, and it has done it. Van den Bergh says that Superspread is too oily, and would not be acceptable to its consumers. Whole Earth says that is just a gripe, because its process is patented, and cannot be used by Van den Bergh.

Nor is this just a battle of words. Van den Bergh foods recently complained to the Advertising Standards Authority about a full-page advertisement taken by Whole Earth, which opens with the assertion that ‘trans-fats may be the biggest single health hazard of our time’. The ASA has yet to make a ruling in this case.

But in the margarine war, Van den Bergh is taking no chances. Flora has recently been reformulated, and the level of trans-fats reduced from 8g per 100g to 1.5g – one of the lowest figures for any margarine. Consumers of Flora may have noticed a corresponding softening in texture, but they received no explanation for this change, on the pack or in advertising. And why, if trans-fatty acids are no worse for you than saturated fats, was a new recipe called for?

Dr Brown is adamant that trans-fats were not the issue in the reformulation: ‘The aim was simply to bring down the overall proportion of saturated fats plus trans-fats – this is the nutritionally important figure. It just happened that, for technical reasons, in trying to get the right quality, the trans-fats came down, and the saturated fats went up by a little bit.’ Odd, though, that in on-pack labelling terms, Flora now appears to be less healthy than before, since the well-known baddies, saturates, have gone up – from 13.5g per 100g to 17g.

On the other hand it must be a comfort to Van den Bergh to know that, should further research confirm nutritionists’ worst fears about trans-fats, Flora’s bow-tie boys will be able to say, with some self-satisfaction, ‘Well, of course we reduced the level of trans-fats in Flora by over 80 per cent back in 1994.’

Dr Brown insists: ‘That’s not why we did it.’

It is understandable that Van den Bergh should be reluctant to claim credit for ‘taking action’ over trans-fats. It would be admitting it has a problem. Rather than publicly entering a gloomy scientific debate, their strategy has been to strengthen the brand leadership of Flora with aggressive, and expensive, marketing. Hard on the heels of the Aerobathon comes an upbeat new advertising campaign. A series of billboard posters, featuring tanned bodies daubed in body paint with the Flora sunflower logo, will seek to refix the glue on the public’s association between Flora margarine, and health, fitness and the body beautiful.

There is no denying the power of the campaign. The ‘image’ magazine Creative Review describes it as ‘a sexy signal to consumers and a war-like defence of brand leadership’. In one image the body paint spells ‘working man’, and depicts a window on the model’s chest through which are seen cogs and wheels, suggesting a role for Flora as some lubricating panacea of the human system. Another slogan is simply, ‘Sunflower Power’. Splashed across the torso of an airborne youth, long golden locks flying, it brings the rave generation into the Flora fold.

This will be a major body-blow to Flora’s competitors. And it serves as a strong reminder that there are two battlegrounds in the Fat Wars. A lost skirmish in the nutritionist’s laboratory may count as nothing, compared to a flamboyant victory in the media of mass advertising.

April 1994

Dog’s breakfast

Anyone who has not yet abandoned their New Year’s health drive may have found themselves experimenting, in the last few weeks, with the range of supposedly ‘healthy’ snacks, that have for some time now been nestling alongside the chocolate bars in sweet counters up and down the land.

Most prominent among these at the moment is Kellogg’s Nutri-Grain bar, a product which is being marketed not just as a healthy low-fat snack but as a genuine alternative to breakfast. You’ve probably seen the boxes of bars lined up right next to the till in your local newsagent – the result, no doubt, of heavy pressure exerted by Kellogg’s ruthless team of sales reps. And you can’t have missed the New Year saturation poster campaign, with its slogan, ‘Go fat out all day!’ and its claim that Nutri-Grain bars are ‘92 per cent fat-free’. So perhaps, like me, you’ve finally succumbed to the pressure, and actually bought and eaten one.

Can you believe how disgusting they are? The one I chose purported to be blueberry flavoured. Just opening the blue foil wrap released a pungently sweet and artificial smell, like a car air freshener vainly trying to cover up the odour of fresh baby sick. I dared to risk a bite, and found the coating, which looks like a biscuit, turns out to be soft, soggy and insipid, like the outside of a stale fig roll. And the so-called blueberry filling tastes like second-rate jam, of the kind last encountered inside another highly questionable product, the Pop-tart, also made by Kellogg’s.

I only managed one mouthful, which I foolishly swallowed, before quickly deciding that the bar should be renamed Putri-Grain. If this is supposed to be a slimming aid, then it can hardly help that it makes you crave a large bacon butty just to take the sickly aftertaste away. Breakfast? I wouldn’t feed one of these to my dog – unless I wanted to punish him, or purge him.

As for the ‘92 per cent fat-free’ claim, that is, of course, just another way of saying that these bars are 8 per cent fat. A look at the label reveals that the fat in question is ‘hydrogenated vegetable oil’, a chemically refined substance now believed by many nutritionists to be at least as harmful as hard animal fats such as butter.

I never expected to like the Nutri-Grain bar. But I certainly didn’t believe it would turn out to be this vile. Here is a product that truly deserves to fail and fail miserably, because not only is it utterly disgusting to eat, not particularly good for you (compared, say, to fresh fruit or unadulterated whole grain cereal); it’s not even original. An American health food company called Barbara’s have been making (genuinely) fat-free, fruit-filled cereal bars for years. They’re made with organic whole wheat and no refined sugar (as opposed to the ordinary refined wheat flour and sugar used by Kellogg’s in the Nutri-Grain bar), but, more importantly, they’re actually quite pleasant to eat. Incidentally, you won’t find them by the till in your nearest newsagents or corner shop, but they are available in most health food stores.

One can be sure that Kellogg’s, having invested so heavily in the product, plan to make a fight of flogging us this second-rate pap. But if the Nutri-Grain bar is still on the shelf in two years’ time, then I for one will feel an important battle has been lost in the war to uphold sound value and good taste in the face of corporate muscle in the food market.

January 1998

Sadly, a whole decade later, Kellogg’s Nutri-Grain is still available. A year or two back, they announced a new recipe for the bar. In the interests of research, I tried another one. It was every bit as revolting as the first … possibly more so.

The sour taste of sweet FA

On Sunday I had a truly horrible experience. Half a dozen of us were watching football at a friend’s house, when one of the girls sat down next to me with a large tumbler, chinking with ice. ‘What have you got there?’ I asked, feeling a thirst gathering around my gums. ‘Ri-bee-na,’ she said, looking at me wide-eyed with mock seduction, ‘do you want some?’ Yes, I wanted some.

I was pretty parched, and the initial wetness and coldness of the drink was pleasant enough. But within seconds things started to go wrong. The anticipated flavour and satisfaction were not forthcoming. The promised sweetness, the flavour of real blackcurrants, the reliable delivery of refreshment to the back of the throat, all eluded me, as my tongue made a vain search around my mouth for the familiar taste, so comforting in childhood, of good old Ribena.

I was left with a nagging, insipid irritation, which half dared me to take another sip. But I knew I didn’t want to, because I realised what had happened: this was not real Ribena, this was Ribena Lite.

It’s not a new product, but it is one I had steadfastly managed to avoid – until Sunday. Now that I have tasted it, I can only say I feel polluted – it’s such an unpleasant drink, it really shouldn’t be allowed to go out under the same name as the original. But then I feel the same way about Coca Cola (an undeniably great drink) and Diet Coke (an abomination). The common ingredient, of course, is the artificial sweetener, aspartame. I absolutely loathe the stuff.

Whenever I taste these, or any other, artificially sweetened drinks (almost always by accident) I am at a loss to explain how popular they have become. They are so … nothing. The ‘taste’ of these products is a chimera, a chemical illusion of sweetness: just when you think you might catch it on your tongue, it disappears into a flavourless black hole. The drinking experience is empty, unfulfilling, a sensational void. As Tony Curtis said, after kissing the aptly named Sugar Kowalczyk (Marilyn Monroe) in Some Like It Hot, it’s ‘like smoking without inhaling’.

In the movie of course he was pretending, to get more. But off set Curtis was less than complimentary about Marilyn’s oral commitment. He is rumoured to have described the snog as ‘like kissing Hitler’. Actually I feel the same way when I take a sip of a diet drink – a substance from which all civilised values have been extracted – because the artificial sweetener that replaces nature’s sugars has become one of the Great Dictators of modern consumerism.

The drinks companies like to call these products ‘sugar-free’ or ‘lite’, but in truth there is nothing ‘free’ about them, and I find the whole business heavily disturbing. They are selling cans of nothing – fizzy water with a few unpleasant chemicals added. Yet bolstered by some of the flashiest, most expensive propaganda in the Western world, they have somehow become a force, enslaving millions of anxious calorie-counters in the polymer chains of these artificial substances.

Converts to the sugar-free life (and there are a scary number of them) have a habit of getting all evangelical on me. ‘Keep trying it,’ they tell me, ‘you’ll get used to it’, or, ‘everyone resists at first’. These exhortations to overcome my aversion and ‘join the club’ are not appreciated. Truth be told, they make my flesh crawl. I start to feel like Donald Sutherland in Invasion of the Body Snatchers: the last sane person in a swelling mob of zombies.

But I won’t give in. They won’t get me … they won’t I tell you … please … NO … AAAAARRGH!

October 1997

Sweets gone sour

Of course some foods would never pretend to be healthy, and would rapidly lose their following if they did. I went on my own to the cinema last week, and decided to choose for company a few old friends from the ‘pick and mix’ sweet shop in the Odeon Marble Arch: toffee bonbons, wine gums, and American hard gums.

They were, in every case, extremely disappointing, compared to my youthful recollection of them. Worst, perhaps, was the toffee bonbon. A good one, I seemed to recall, has a real toffee in the middle, so that after a few chews the sugary coating dissolves away and you are left with a decent bit of buttery toffee between your teeth. In the case of the ones I bought at the Odeon there was only coating: once this had cracked and crumbled to sugary dust in your mouth, there was nothing left to chew on but a sickly aftertaste.

The other sweets were not up to scratch either: both the toffee and chocolate in the eclairs were sub-standard, the wine gums lacked acidity, and the hard gums were, well, not hard enough. I was beginning to wonder what the problem was. Did my youthful memory deceive me, or do they just not make them like they did in the old days?

After the film I went back to the shop to check on the progeny of what I had bought. All the sweets were credited to a company called Tudor Confectionery, and I at once realised the problem. This is a case of licensed plagiarism, like the old Top of the Pops records, where the hits of the day are recreated not by the original artist but by some hopeless untalented wannabee.

For the record, a quick bit of research in my local sweet shop reassuringly confirmed that Trebor still make the original and best toffee bonbons, Maynards the only acceptable wine gums and hard gums, and the finest chocolate eclairs, with real chocolate and toffee. It is no credit to Odeon Cinemas that they accept Tudor’s pale imitations.
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Travel provides the opportunity for all kinds of exciting and memorable food encounters – some of the best of which are described in the next chapter. But, from time to time, it inevitably puts one at the mercy of one’s hosts – in the broadest sense – and that can be memorable for all the wrong reasons …

Tunnelling new depths

What’s the single most exciting British engineering project of the past 50 years? To be honest, that’s not the kind of question I would normally grace with an answer, not being an exciting-engineering-project kind of guy. But there is one thing that has made a deep and lasting impression on me, not least because I have a French girlfriend, and consequently it has had an impact on my whole life. I’m talking, of course, about the Eurostar. I love and adore it.

I love the glass dome at Waterloo. I love the incredible efficiency and politeness of the staff in the ticket office. I love the concourse beyond the ticket barriers, with its excellent little bookshop. I love the escalators and walkways, sensibly signed so that you end up with minimal effort at exactly the right part of the train. I love the reversible yellow and blue livery of the on-board stewards. I love the way they stand by each carriage, with smiles to outclass the cheesiest of air stewards. I love the seats, the loos, the carpet and the wittily designed folding tables.

I love it all. Except – and gosh how it pains me to say it – the food. The food is an absolute fucking disgrace. I’m not often moved to profanity in this column. But when you board the Eurostar, with all its above-mentioned delights, travelling First Class because you’re on holiday and you want to treat yourself, and you’re on your way to France, the gastronomic Mecca, and your fantasies about boudins and nougatine glacée aux framboises are starting to hit freefall, you expect at the very least that Eurostar caterers will do something to fuel, not suffocate, your dreams.

Nothing fancy or elaborate is needed; no Michelin star frills are asked for. Just something thoughtful, simple, satisfying – a bit of charcuterie to start with, a little tub of rillettes, perhaps, or even just a simple salad of frisé, croutons and Gruyère. Something cold would do me for a main course, too – a nice plate of jambon de Bayonne with potato salad in a chivey mayonnaise wouldn’t be too hard to put together. And if the market research insists that something hot needs to be offered, then how about something that was designed to be reheated? A little bowl of cassoulet, for example, or a petit salé with lentils?

But what did they offer us? I’ll tell you, though it makes me shudder with mounting rage to recall it. Our menu began with something called blue cheese and pear pâté, the French translation of which was quenelles de fromage bleu et de poires. Sounds terribly grand, doesn’t it? As far as I could tell, this pâté was made by mixing up a mound of Danish Blue (the cheapest, nastiest, blue cheese there is) with a few (almost untraceable in my portion) finely chopped tinned pears, and making it into little rugby-ball shapes with two spoons. Whoever came up with that trick should think about heading back to catering college for another few years (and preferably not the one they just graduated from).

This cynical opener was followed by a choice between turkey and chickpeas. The turkey was dry, colourless, flavourless and, thankfully perhaps, odourless: the kind of which Bernard Matthews (and only he) would have been proud. It came on a bed of ‘spring greens’ that had lost all their spring and most of their green, having been cooked into a cowpat-coloured sludge.

The chickpea curry, a vegetarian option, at least had the virtue of tasting of something – i.e. curry. But it was a bog-standard concoction of curry spices of the kind one would find in a (very) average provincial high street curry house. It came with overcooked rice, and an equally average vegetable curry.

The dessert was just as devoid of imagination – a purée of apricots and strawberries on top of which sat a Madeleine-like cake. As it had arrived at the same time as the starter, the cake just got soggier and soggier. The flavour of the purée wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it was more or less just baby food.

In the course of sorting out the illustration that accompanies this article my editor found herself talking to Roger, one of the PRs for Eurostar. I’m guessing Roger has had to deal with a number of scathing reviews of the Eurostar food before, because he said, rather defensively, something along the lines of ‘I hope Hugh realises we’re not trying to compete with top London restaurants. We’re just trying to provide a simple meal for our first-class passengers’. Well, I’m afraid that doesn’t wash with me. The term First Class implies a certain level of service and quality of product and has done for centuries. If Eurostar does not want to mislead its public, it should rename the service First Class Except For The Food, Which Is Dreadful.

On the other hand I feel extremely sorry for poor Roger. How can you do public relations for a company which is feeding its public such uninteresting garbage?

May 1999

Telling porkies about bacon

We’ve all had to learn to read between the lines of food labels over the years. These days, any self-respecting consumer knows that, for example, the word ‘traditional’ actually means ‘mass produced by technology developed in the eighties’.

Similarly, most of us now understand that where eggs are concerned the phrase ‘farm fresh’ is entirely meaningless, unless the word ‘farm’ calls to mind a stalag of concrete and wire in which chickens are imprisoned in their tens of thousands. And by the same hypocritical token, the conspicuous flagging on a package of the words ‘contains no artificial colouring’ is pretty much a guarantee that the primary flavours in a product are the work of men in white coats with degrees in chemistry.

One descriptive food word which one might reasonably have considered not merely innocent, but somehow beyond corruption, if only because its meaning is, or ought to be, so unequivocal, is ‘crispy’. Yet I have, in the past few weeks, bought a couple of products which demand a whole new definition for this popular foodie epithet. If ‘crispy’ can now be taken to denote a substance or product that is soft, wet, floppy and capable of being folded into several sections without breaking, then the crispy bacon sandwich on sale aboard Virgin’s trains may be taken as the marker for this updated sense of the word.

But it would be unfair to single out Virgin for their work at the cutting edge of modern English usage. Only this morning I discovered that European Rail Catering, who make the sandwiches for a number of the train operating franchises, have adopted a similarly flexible interpretation of the word.

I’m no linguistic conservative, but I can’t help feeling that both parties are a little ahead of their time. Might I therefore suggest that, until such time as the respected lexicographers at Oxford and Chambers concur with this latest definition of ‘crispy’, anyone who encounters a bacon sandwich whose consistency falls clearly within the new parameters follows my example, by slipping the rashers in question into an envelope, and posting them to the chairman of the company responsible for their crispiness, or otherwise.

November 1997

A Moroccan pigeon’s revenge

I just took a week’s holiday in Morocco. And now I think I know just a little bit about what Hell is really like. Don’t get me wrong. Morocco is not at all like Hell. In fact, it’s pretty heavenly. But that’s the whole point of Hell, isn’t it? If it wasn’t for the fact that it was so close to being Heaven, the misery wouldn’t be half so profound.

We were in the stunning fishing port of Essaouira, where the Atlantic pounds the craggy limestone rocks which form the ramparts of the Medina. Our plan was to do very little except gorge ourselves on the daily catch of sardines, bream, spider crabs and mantis shrimps. We did the sardines on day one – split to make a double fillet, smeared with a stuffing of garlic and coriander and grilled over charcoal. Outstanding.

I had one further mission, to investigate the famous Moroccan pastilla – a parcel of wafery pastry filled with an exotic concoction of meat (classically pigeon), almonds, spices, sugar and eggs. I’d done enough research on this dish to work out a pretty respectable version at home, cook it on television and put it in The River Cottage Cookbook. But I’d never eaten one in Morocco. My plan was to try as many pastillas as possible – and become the finest practitioner of the dish outside of the Arab world. A noble ambition, surely, if a little unrealistic?

I had my first pastilla on our first evening. I felt it was good, but not great. The almond, egg and pigeon were in layers, and I felt the balance was tipped too far in favour of the nuts, sugar and spices, at the top. The meat, at the bottom, was a bit lost – and a bit dry.

My next chance came unexpectedly the following day. We had been directed to a rooftop café (by a wood-carver whose advanced understanding of pester power meant our son Oscar was now proudly carrying a three-foot long sculpture of a swordfish under his arm). We drank mint tea and watched the sea crashing on the rocks. We hadn’t been planning to eat until later, but when I spotted that the ubiquitous pastilla was listed under Specialités de la maison, I couldn’t resist sneaking one in.

The speed of its arrival should have made me wary. It could hardly have been made to order. Its temperature was also suspect – hottish, but not so as you had to wait before tackling it. None of this worried me, for the simple reason that my pastilla – quite a different animal from the one I had eaten the night before – was delicious. The pigeon meat was so tender as to be in shreds. The almonds were mixed through the meat, and the filling was also flecked with leafy green herbs.

The well-proportioned Moroccan lady who had cooked it was friendly and very forthcoming. No, she insisted, there were no eggs in it – that was right for a chicken pastilla, not for a pigeon one. (A controversial position, according to my research, but an intriguing one.) Yes, the pigeon was cooked for a very long time. And then the cooking juices were mixed with the almonds, a little sugar and cinnamon. Not just coriander, but another herb too – parsley, I deduced – was the green stuff mixed up with the meat. And she made it yesterday, she said. The flavours had had time to mingle. That was another reason it tasted so good.

That one’s definitely going to be a contender, I said to Marie, as we left. And as we stepped on to the street I felt my stomach give a little lurch.

It was about four hours later that the little bug – or the little bugger, as I now tend to think of him – struck. Giardia lamblia, I believe, is his name – I read all about him in my Lonely Planet guide. Thanks to him I spent most of the next week on the loo. Don’t finish this sentence if you’re squeamish – but if shitting through the eye of a needle was an Olympic sport, then I would have a gold medal by now.

I didn’t eat another pastilla. Or any more sardines. And not a bream, or a spider crab, or a mantis shrimp passed my lips. Bananas, bread, and flat Coca Cola were all I could get away with. When I recklessly dared a lentil soup in the square in Marrakech on my last night, I made the loo of a nearby hotel with only seconds to spare.

So the joys of authentic Moroccan pastries are still unknown to me. And the mysterious alchemy of the tagine eludes me still. Oh, I know what they look like. I know what they smell like. I have devoured them greedily in my imagination, over and over again. But all I tasted was a sour smidgin of Hell.

The horrible fate of Tantalus was to wake each morning in Hades with a raging hunger, and a feast fit for the gods laid out before him. But everything he reached out for simply crumbled to dust. If you’re still down there, old boy, my heart goes out to you, it really does.

December 2002

Ski cuisine

There are many things to look forward to on a skiing holiday – blizzards, broken legs, barmy bar prices and so on. It’s all part of the fun, of course, and if you are incredibly lucky you may even get a few days of sunshine and some decent snow to ski on. What you will almost certainly not get – and what regular ski bums have learnt to live without – is exciting or interesting grub to fuel your energetic exploits on the slopes.

This is surprising, given that the vast majority of skiers take their holidays in France, Italy or Switzerland – countries where they know a thing or two about eating well. Not so surprising, when you realise that in most cases the food is cooked for them by upper middle class English girls who have ‘done a course’.

These are the legendary Chalet Girls, who are usually infuriating in three important ways:

1) They ski much better than anyone in your party.

2) You can’t get them into bed because they are already knocking off a muscle-bound ski instructor.

3) (This is the rule to which there are the least exceptions.) They barely know how to boil an egg.

They do, however, make a mean white sauce – so floury you could paper walls with it. And what’s more, they make it every night. Sometimes it has hardboiled eggs in it, sometimes broccoli – but usually it has tuna. On a really good day you might get all three.

Tinned tuna is the staple ingredient of ski cuisine, a fact onto which the ski resort supermarkets have long ago cottoned. Go to the main supermarket in Val d’Isère, Verbier or Méribel and you will find an entire aisle devoted to tuna. Every evening between six and seven o’clock (prime time shopping in ski resorts) this aisle will be crammed with the rosy-cheeked pearl-and-ponytail brigade filling their trolleys with a hundredweight of Jean Ouest. It’s an awesome sight.

Anyone with the temerity to question the repetitive nature of this chalet menu and suggest something a little more exotique will get short shrift. ‘Have you any idea how expensive fresh vegetables/mince/chicken/bacon/horse (delete as appropriate) is up here?’ The problem is, with most tour operators you have paid in advance for your food, and the chalet girls have a limited – extremely limited – budget with which to cater for your party. So you’ve only brought enough money to buy booze for the chalet and lunch every day at the on-piste restaurant, where a plate of chips costs 55 francs and Coke’s a snip if you can get it for 30. You’d like to fork out the extra tenner a head for a plate of grilled horse but you’re all flat broke.

Your only relief is the chalet girl’s night off. She gets taken out to the ski resort’s most expensive restaurant to eat lobster, foie gras and magret de canard with Bruno or Klaus, or Jean Baptiste. Your party goes out for a cheese fondue.

A cookery book has been brought to my attention which wholeheartedly confirms my prejudices about ski-resort cookery. The Bladon Lines Chalet Girl Cookery Book is a selection of recipes from ‘the experts in glamorous cooking on a small budget’. The prime motivation of chalet girls is confirmed as early as the foreword: ‘Any chalet girl worth her salt will be a keen skier and she’ll want to spend the maximum number of hours out of the chalets and on the mountainside … our girls … become experts in knocking up a stunning male in a couple of hours.’ Well, all right, it says ‘meal’, but I’m sure it’s a misprint.

True to this ideal, the book has some of the most effortless recipes I have ever seen in print. The instructions for a dish called noodles haute Nendaz would not bear a lot of editing: ‘Mix all the ingredients together and serve’. Verbose by comparison is salade al dente: ‘Mix the vinaigrette with the mayonnaise and toss with the prepared vegetables.’

The book is interspersed with priceless ‘chalet girl comments and economy tips’ such as ‘This is an excellent way of using up meringues that have gone wrong’ or ‘Put all dregs of wine in a sealed bottle for cooking’. Glaring omissions of chalet girl thrift presumably include ‘Pour tapwater into recycled mineral water bottles and take the difference out of your shopping budget’, and ‘Collect cigarette butts from the ash-trays to make your own rollups’. I guess these could be saved for the next edition …

February 1992

Suffering helplessly at the hands of incompetent cooks is a misery, but a more refined irritation is being told that one cannot have what one wants in the first place. And it’s particularly galling to be denied a treat, not because the chef can’t do it, but because the government won’t let him …

Brainless

‘I’m sorry, we don’t have any brains’ – not an excuse for slow service from a waitress at the Fashion Café, but a tragic announcement from the proprietor of my favourite Middle Eastern restaurant, Istanbul Iskembecisi, on Stoke Newington Road. This establishment has always specialised in serving dishes made from the parts of a sheep that other chefs dare not reach for. Their lamb’s brain croquettes, served with kiri, a delicious salad of cracked wheat, chopped peppers, tomatoes, garlic and parsley, was one of my favourite dishes on any menu in London. Now, apparently, they just can’t get the brains.

I called MAFF who confirmed that, under the grimly named ‘Heads of Goats and Sheep Order, 1996’ it is now illegal to offer sheep’s brains for sale as food. This was perhaps understandable in the case of cow’s brains (banned over two years ago), if only as a temporary response to public fears about BSE. But sheep offal has never been associated with the disease in humans, and MAFF are unable to offer any scientific basis for the ban whatsoever. Most sheep are still fed on a natural diet of grass, and the fact is that it has been illegal to feed sheep on any animal offal for over two years. Is this no longer considered the guarantee of safety it once was? MAFF couldn’t help me on that one. Clearly I am going to have to graze sheep in my window box and slaughter them myself.

I would, too, because I love brains. The creamy, curdy texture and mild flavour are inimitable by any other body part. They have long been a vital ingredient in Middle Eastern cooking, and many Lebanese and Turkish restaurants in London have made their regular customers very happy over the years by offering them on their menu. What gives the government the right to remove this extremely fine delicacy from the London food scene? MAFF wouldn’t give me an answer. Could it be, ‘I’m sorry, we don’t have any brains’?
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Spineless

The beef on the bone débâcle was thrown into tragicomic relief for me last week when, the day after the ban came into force, I went for dinner at the Grill Room of the Connaught. We were perusing the great and historic menu of this near unfaultable dining room, preserved in aspic since the thirties, when our waiter arrived beside our table with his trolley, or ‘chariot’ as it is most properly called, on top of which was one of those enormous swivelling silver domes.

‘The roast this evening’, he announced, ‘is a whole sirloin of beef.’ And he swivelled his dome to reveal a fillet of meat which, while it might have looked pretty fine on the sideboard of your average domestic dining room, looked more like a lost sausage in the middle of the vast desert of its silver platter.

‘Tonight’, he announced, with an expression of pained professionalism, like an out of work actor who is doing children’s parties dressed as a clown, ‘we are serving it off the bone.’ It was the ‘Tonight’ that got me, pronounced with a heavy emphasis that implied he hoped this was just a temporary aberration – as if tomorrow he might wake up from this nightmare and find himself returned to the proper order of things, where the Connaught’s whole roast sirloin comes magnificently, as it always has, with chine and ribs intact.

I passed on the sirloin, and ordered a roast woodcock instead. It came on the bone, pink and bloody, with the frazzled head and neck on the side. The head was split, as is the ancient custom, to reveal the brains, which are a delicacy. Here is some consolation for customers and kitchens bullied by a busybody government. The Connaught may be struggling to come to terms with the indignity of serving beef off the bone, but they should be justly proud to be probably the last restaurant in London serving brains of any kind.
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Among the hardest things to swallow, I have always found, are the medicines intended for over-indulgence. That’s the catch 22 of the hangover.

Does the hair of your dog bite?

P. G. Wodehouse, in one of his Mulliner stories, lists six different symptoms of hangover which may afflict the sufferer in varying combinations: the Atomic, the Broken Compass, the Cement Mixer, the Comet, the Gremlin Boogie and the Sewing Machine. This is the time of year when all six versions, like the unwanted relatives you may share them with, come to plague you at once, and for a period of several days. What can you possibly do?

Surprisingly, the medical description of the hangover squares up rather neatly with Wodehouse’s account though the terminology shows a lot less empathy with the sufferer. ‘The hangover is a multisystem syndrome,’ explains Eric Beck, consultant physician at the North London Hospital. ‘Regular symptoms include headache, nausea, vertigo, dehydration, depression and oversensitivity to light and noise.’ This last problem, which I am inclined to equate with Wodehouse’s Gremlin Boogie, once prompted a letter to the manufacturers of one favourite hangover treatment: ‘Dear Alka Seltzer, please could you make your tablets quieter.’

But, as with the next most frequent national ailment, the common cold, the medical fraternity offers little prospect of a cure for hangovers. The best it can recommend is ‘symptomatic treatment’.

‘The headache’, explains Beck, ‘is best treated with a gastric, non-irritant analgesic, such as paracetamol. Fluid replacement is also helpful and, in severe cases, sugar replacement with glucose-added drinks. Apart from that, I can only recommend withdrawal to a darkened, silent room and further sleep, which should help to facilitate a natural recovery.’

If conventional medicine is fairly clear on the sensible approach to the blinder behind the eyes, there is no shortage of self-styled amateur witch-doctors, most of them regular sufferers themselves, to offer you a more miraculous alternative. This usually takes the form of some magic pick-me-up, ‘guaranteed’ to restore you to peak condition in a matter of minutes.

But in every case ‘pick-me-up’ is a feeble euphemism for ‘cocktail’. The Prairie Oysters, Bloody Marys, bullshots and nogs that you are likely to be offered on Boxing or New Year’s Day by a co-suffering host all rely on the dubious ‘hair of the dog principle’ and ignore the more reliable, but less cited, drinker’s maxim that ‘whoever got high, must come down’.

Accepting the inevitability of the ‘downer’ is the key to tackling a hangover successfully; the whole concept of a cure is bursting with false hope. Treatment must therefore be aimed at distracting or comforting the sufferer.

Having sex usually has both of these effects and often promotes a restorative post-coital sleep. It is not an option for everybody, though. Idle telly-watching is a less athletic alternative, though it can challenge one of the symptoms – oversensitivity to light and sound – just a little too fiercely.

Some patented hangover cures, unwittingly perhaps, successfully exploit the distraction tactic, others the comfort. There is a fearsome product called Dr Harris’s Original Pick-me-up. This is a pink liquid whose sinus-ripping reek suggests that one of its principal ingredients is ammonia. Those brave enough to take an occasional sip will certainly find themselves thinking less about their hangover and more about the cruelty of a mind that could devise quite such a foul-tasting formula. One celebrity tippler, at least, believes that the concoction is cruel only to be kind: Harris’s Pick-me-up bears the Royal Warrant of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother.

A health food shop is perhaps an unlikely port of call for a hardened sufferer of hangovers, but it is one that can definitely afford some relief for the afflicted. Ume-sho bancha is a Japanese restorative made from soya extract, fermented Ume plums and a concentrate of kukicha (twig tea). It may not have mystical oriental powers, but it makes a warming and palatable brew, and is a comforting way to replace lost fluids, salts and minerals.

More indulgent still is a flirtation with aromatherapy. Essential oils of basil, grapefruit, juniper and rosemary are recommended – one drop each in a hot bath. Better still, a distraction as well as a comfort would be a massage with a vegetable oil impregnated with two drops of each of the essential oils. The problem is finding someone competent, willing and less hungover than you, to administer the treatment.

There is one treatment for a hangover that would, I am confident, be a genuine cure, if it were ever possible to perform it. If only I could flip off the top of my head, remove my brain, and place it in a bucket of fizzing Alka Seltzer for half an hour, then pop it back in and replace the lid, I’m sure I would feel much better.

December 1992

And finally in this section, a confessional. I know it comes easily to me to work up a bit of righteous indignation when I see what some in the food business – the multiple food retailers and industrial food giants, mainly – are doing to our land, our livestock, and our food culture. But I hope I’m not too self-righteous to recognise, on occasion, my own shortcomings …

Confessions of a serial plate picker

I would like to make a public apology. More than that, I would like to announce, for the record, that I truly intend to mend my ways. It seems I have, for some time (a couple of decades, at least), been regularly offending my family, my friends and my work colleagues at mealtimes. I am finally facing up to the fact that I have a problem: I am a habitual food thief – a serial stealer of tempting morsels on other people’s plates. I now realise – and it has taken me a pitifully long time to draw this conclusion – that it is wrong, and it has to stop.

But I know it will be hard. The compulsion to snaffle the last piece of crispy duck (for example) on my neighbour’s plate is overpowering, even, or perhaps especially, when I know he or she has been saving it for the end (precisely because it is such a fine morsel). Sometimes I barely even know I have done it. Exchanges like the following are not uncommon:

‘I can’t believe you just did that!’

‘Did what?’

‘Took that strawberry off my plate. The one with the small but perfectly sized blob of cream on it. The one I’d been saving to the end…’

‘I didn’t!’

‘You did. I just watched you. I was so shocked I couldn’t say anything until it was too late …’

‘I really don’t think it was me. Are you sure you didn’t just finish it off subconsciously, while you were listening to your other neighbour’s fascinating story?’

‘Look. You had the chocolate roulade, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘So how exactly do you explain that little red streaked smear of cream on the end of your fork? …’

I know that I am not a lone perpetrator of this crime. I suspect my fellow offenders are mostly, but not exclusively, men. We have a greater gift for self-delusion than women. And in this case the delusion is a mighty one. We kid ourselves that there is some playful charm, a forgivable, even lovable quality about our behaviour. We even seem to think these acts of petty gastronomic theft bestow and elicit affection on and from our victims, so that our plate-picking habit actually makes a positive contribution to the general bonhomie of a shared dining experience.

In fact, a common defence which I have been known to employ goes like this: ‘It’s not stealing, it’s sharing. Er ... try a bit of mine …’ (To which the likely reply will be, ‘Why exactly would I want a withered lettuce leaf with a yellowy brown bit on the edge? You never even offered me a scrap of one of your scallops, and now they’re all gone!’)

These scenarios are most often acted out with a female fellow diner – not infrequently my wife, and sometimes even my mother (the shame!). For although this is not straightforwardly a battle of the sexes (I have stolen plenty of fine things from the plates of men and boys) it is certainly compounded by the general tendency of men to eat all the most tempting looking things on their plates first, while women so often save the best until last.

Whoever my victims are, such behaviour rarely passes without comment. And I have hardly ever met anyone who didn’t mind, at least a bit, having their plate picked. Given that such mealtime skirmishes have been going on as long as I can remember, on an almost daily basis, you may be wondering how it is possible that I have taken so long to achieve any insight into the severity of my problem, and the extent of the accumulated irritation and misery I have caused.

The reason is, I believe, that I, and others like me, am afforded the powerful protection of the tacit social rituals of eating. In each individual case, the damage is relatively small (I don’t eat all the food on their plate – just the bit they wanted the most). And so they are constrained to keep the irritation expressed relatively mild. However annoyed they may be, nobody wants to make too much of a fuss over a little bit of food, lest it be thought it is them, and not me, who has a problem with their food, and is allowing it to spoil the party.

So, inevitably, it has taken a bit of a shock to bring me to my senses. As so often in life, to bring about change, one bold individual must speak out, and give voice to the thoughts that many have merely internalised for so long.

That individual is a cameraman with whom I have been working regularly for almost ten years. I am very fond of him, despite the fact that he gives me a consistently hard time, in an imaginatively foul-mouthed way, whenever we work together. We must have sat at the same table dozens if not hundreds of times. Which means the amount of food I have had off his plate over the years could probably be measured in kilos. I’ve taken a barrage of abuse as a result – but never so much that I wasn’t able to persuade myself, if I thought about it at all, that it was all good fun.

That all changed last week, during a very excellent dinner at the Star Inn at Harome, Yorkshire, near where we had been filming. He was enjoying his slow roast belly of pork, with a particularly provocative pile of fine crackling on the side. I went for what was probably the penultimate piece with my thumb and forefinger. For once he was too quick for me, and gave me a sharp jab with his fork. ‘No!’ he said. ‘You are not fucking having it! And if you do that to me one more time, I swear I will pick up my fucking fork and stab your hand so fucking hard I will pin it to the fucking table! And I mean that!’ The rest of the table was reduced to awed silence. And I could tell they approved his sentiments.

The severity of this threat was eased somewhat by the twinkle in his eye, and the fact that we were well into our third pints. I do not believe he is truly a violent man, or that he would ever really have carried out his threat. In fact, it was not so much the colourful language, or the graphic, Goodfellas-style punishment he was conjuring, that shook me up so much. It was a subtle nuance of his grammar: ‘… if you do that to me one more time …’

Those words shattered the biggest delusion of all: that mine is a mischief perpetrated not on a person, but on a plate of food. And therefore, that no harm is really done, that this is a victimless crime.

I now know differently. I have discussed it with other recurrent targets of my greed – and they’re all on his side. They have collectively encouraged me to confront my disorder. They have promised to act swiftly and ruthlessly if ever they see my fork or my finger hovering towards their plate. The suffering, they say, has gone on too long.

Now it will be my turn to suffer – the twisted agony of self-denial. It will be hard, and it will be painful. But it will be no more than I deserve.

November 2005
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