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Dedication

For Hamish, who also loves sausages








Epigraph

‘When you wake up in the morning, Pooh,’ said Piglet, at last, ‘what’s the first thing you say to yourself?’

‘What’s for breakfast?’ said Pooh. ‘What do you say, Piglet?’

‘I say, I wonder what’s going to happen exciting to-day?’ said Piglet.

Pooh nodded thoughtfully.

‘It’s the same thing,’ he said.

A. A. Milne, Winnie the Pooh (1926)

It’s only after a bit of breakfast that I’m able to regard the world with that sunny cheeriness which makes a fellow the universal favourite. I’m never much of a lad till I’ve engulfed an egg or two and a beaker of coffee.

P. G. Wodehouse, Jeeves and the Unbidden Guest (1916)
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INTRODUCTION
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The English-speaking peoples are differentiated from the other nations of the earth by the peculiar and substantial character of their breakfast … to the nation as a whole the British breakfast remains as sacrosanct as the British constitution.

– F. Marian McNeill, 1932

Many people spent 2020 homeschooling their children, or trying to work at the same kitchen table as their four flatmates. I spent it holed up with a taciturn cairn terrier and a huge map of the UK.

When I say huge I mean that, once pinned to a corkboard and balanced precariously in the only space large enough to accommodate it, the map helpfully blocked out much of the light while also serving as a constant, depressing reminder of what I would be doing – cycling around it eating fry-ups – if it weren’t for the minor inconvenience of a global pandemic.

Although this book was conceived back when coronavirus was Something Happening Elsewhere, the ink was barely dry on the publishing contract before it became clear I wasn’t going anywhere fast. (Fortunately I didn’t know that this would be the case for another 14 months or I might have wrestled the British Isles out of the window, pins and all.)

Yet had circumstances been different, it would have been a useful tool given that I’d planned to spend the summer riding around Britain, attempting to recreate 2018’s two-wheeled tour of French culinary classics on home soil. In place of croissants and chocolat chaud I’d decided to focus on our own greatest breakfast hits – an idea that comes to me while cycling the length of the Outer Hebrides the next year.

My old cycling buddy Caroline and I ate a lot of ‘breakfast’ en route from Vatersay to the Butt of Lewis – morning fry-ups, petrol station lunches of soft rolls filled with the famous local black pudding (dry as dust after hours under a heat lamp), battered haggis from the chippie in Stornoway washed down with cans of Tennent’s to celebrate our achievement.

It’s while arguing with her about the question of chips before noon on the ferry back to the mainland (she’s pro, I’m vehemently anti) that I realise what I’ve been put on this earth to do. Just as long, dreamy days pedalling from Brittany to the Med in 2017 inspired me to eat my way around France the following summer, a wet week of porridge and puddings in the Western Isles have left me convinced that the Great British* Breakfast merits a similar commemorative tour.

Even examined in the cold and breezy light of the boat’s stern deck, the concept seems watertight. Without wanting to get too Nigel Farage about it, our breakfasts are clearly world class – ‘certainly one of the best things about British cuisine, mate’, Caroline, who is half French, agrees – superficially celebrated yet rarely given the respect they deserve.

I blame the strange reverse snobbery that persists around food in this country, and is arguably never more apparent than in the morning, when any pretensions to quality are given short shrift. ‘Even Nigel Slater prefers his bacon sandwiches cheap and nasty!’* I squawk into the wind. (By this point, a Manx shearwater is paying me more attention than Caroline, concentrating hard on her slopping cup of tepid coffee.)

I explain earnestly (as the sea tosses us so vigorously that people around us flee for the lounge) that I’m going to change this, to yank the British breakfast out of its cosy niche as a cultural artefact and examine it as a living culinary tradition – historic, yes, but still evolving. I’ll give it the same loving attention that I lavished on the French stuff; explore why this meal has come to define us, what’s behind the famous regional differences (and whether they still exist now every café in London offers porridge) – and of course, establish once and for all what makes a perfect fry-up.

Naturally I’ll visit all four home nations in my quest, and leave no stone unturned and no cuppa undrunk in pursuit of this noble goal – for what better way, I say (with a flourish that sends thick orange tea flying over the rail), to see the UK than through the prism of the one thing we all have in common – a love of breakfast? Probably I’ll get an OBE or something, for services to my country.

I’d like to say Caroline is as excited as me to be there at the Moment of Revelation but actually she just jams her woolly hat down further over her ears and says she’s going back inside for a nap.

* * *

The more I think about the idea as I cycle east from Ullapool that afternoon in search of a railway station, the better it seems. For all our cakes and buns and comforting stews, our pies and potatoes and mad fixation with putting everything and anything on toast, Britain is a country that runs on breakfast.

And though we may abuse, neglect and generally take this glittering gem in our modest culinary crown for granted, a truly great breakfast is more complex than it looks. Having investigated the best way to prepare porridge, to make kedgeree, even to fry the perfect egg* in my Guardian cookery column over the years, I should know.

Occasionally commenters online will tartly enquire, under some recipe they deem insufficiently sophisticated, ‘what next, perfect toast?’† – and I always think, yes, if my editors would allow me, I think I could write a lot about toast: the ideal thickness, staleness, degree of heat; how sourdough demands a different treatment to a soft white bloomer, perhaps, or why you should double, if not triple, cook a crumpet. In fact, I have quite a lot to say about toast, and butter, and jam too – and an inexhaustible appetite for finding even more. (Who on earth invented those conveyor-belt toasters you get in hotels, for example … and can they be held accountable?)

This, in fact, is surely the task I was born for, because if there’s no better way to see Britain than through its breakfasts, there’s no better way to see anywhere than by bike. As I discovered in France, it’s a conveyance uniquely suited to nosiness; a mode of transport slow enough to reveal the little details, but fast enough for the traveller to notice them changing. A cyclist can cover more ground than a walker while remaining equally flexible: unlike in a car, you don’t need to do a handbrake turn to find a parking space when you spot a promising-looking bakery, you can just stop and lean your handlebars annoyingly against the window. Best of all, pushing those pedals around gives you a large, and often completely baseless, appetite, which I sense will come in useful.

Back in London, as the Scottish wind burn on my face fades to a mere cheery blush, I waste no time in getting started on a book proposal, watched over by an inspirational quote from the late great A. A. Gill, scrawled on a sticky note that is to remain on my wall for two years: ‘Breakfast is everything. The beginning, the first thing. It is the mouthful that is the commitment to a new day, a continuing life.’

It’s also, I realise, as I try to get across the importance of my Great Idea without coming across as genuinely unhinged, the one thing that truly unites this fractured country. However we vote, whichever team we support, and even if we rarely actually eat before noon, we’re an island of breakfast worshippers next to a continent largely content with a coffee and a pastry on the hoof.

I exaggerate of course (why, the doughty Dutch like to start the day with bread and chocolate sprinkles), but truly nothing brings Britons together like arguing about baked beans, or slagging off a badly cooked egg. Witness the Fry Up Police, an account dedicated to rating other people’s breakfasts,* boasting 75,400 followers on Instagram, which is significantly more than the Churches of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales put together.

While I’m not saying breakfast is the national religion – my mum might read this, for a start – I might go as far as to call it a cult. Our devotion certainly borders on the fanatical: the comedian David Baddiel was astonished by the strength of people’s reactions when he began posting pictures of the breakfasts he ate on tour. One particular fry-up in Doncaster featuring beans in a little cup of toasted bread, and a tomato cut like a coronet, ‘got a lot of weird political hate: people, as ever, calling me a member of the metropolitan liberal elite who clearly has no idea what constitutes a good, proper, working-class full English breakfast’.

As he’s discovered, breakfast is more than just a meal, it’s a badge of identity, a declaration of self. Krishnendu Ray, Associate Professor of Food Studies at New York University, told the Atlantic a couple of years ago that if all food is the domain of habit, that habit is strongest at breakfast time: ‘People are just waking up, and they need their caffeine-delivery system and they need their cereal and they don’t want too much thinking about it.’

In other words, familiarity rather than novelty is prized before 9 a.m. Most of us favour the flavours we grew up with, whether cornflakes or corn tostadas, so to criticise someone else’s breakfast habits is to attack their culture, even, in many cases, their mothers. No wonder we feel such fierce loyalty to our favourite brand of tea, or choice of breakfast condiment.

But such small details define us: the Daily Mail ran a feature from ‘etiquette expert’ William Hanson back in 2016, which explained in great detail ‘how the first meal of the day reveals your social class’ (spoiler: ‘being seen walking down a street with a takeaway cup of coffee is … a fast-track ticket for entry into society hell’), the upshot of which seemed to be that the aspirational should eat more kedgeree.

Equally, your taste in bacon can betray your origins as surely as the accent in which you order it: Jilly Cooper* (the source of so much wisdom in life) quotes a butcher as saying, ‘When a woman asks for back I call her “madam”; when she asks for streaky I call her “dear”.’

Perhaps most divisive of all, however, is our choice of breakfast condiment, as I found shortly before publication when the Daily Star made my own ‘barmy’ predilection for marmalade front page news – ‘the world as we know it is well and truly broken’, the tabloid concluded. That contestants in Radio 5 Live’s Sausage Sandwich Game (in which callers had to guess a celebrity’s sauce of choice) often felt able to argue their case on the grounds of the guest’s accent or reputation confirms my suspicion that many of us feel tied to red or brown sauce as we might a football team – as a marker of geographic or class solidarity.

This hypothesis is backed up by a 2011 YouGov poll, which found the nation evenly split, with brown more popular with men, northerners, Scots and the over-sixties, and red gaining ground with the young, and in the South, Midlands and Wales. Showing a severe lack of collective imagination, only 4 per cent opted for a different sauce, with 14 per cent of respondents instead preferring no sauce at all.


Tea Break:

ONE NATION, UNITED BY BREAKFAST
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Well, not quite. Here are the generally, though never universally, agreed components of each home nation’s ‘traditional full breakfast’ as laid down in the mid twentieth century – a meal that, give or take a chop or two, might previously have been eaten at any time of day under the guise of a ‘mixed grill’.

Note that in all cases bacon is almost always back, and the eggs are usually fried. (In for a penny, in for a pound, as my grandma always said.) Tomatoes – fresh and grilled, or warmed from the tin – fried mushrooms, baked beans and hash browns are all very much optional extras wherever you are: this isn’t a salad. Chips, for some reason, are only acceptable if you’re wearing a high-vis jacket, or you’re so hungover you don’t care.

Full English – bacon, eggs, sausage, black pudding, fried slice (of bread). In the West Country it may also include hog’s pudding as well, or instead of the black pudding. In the South East, bubble and squeak is traditional but sadly rarely seen these days.

Full Scottish – bacon, eggs, sausage (often lorne, or square sausage rather than ‘links’), black pudding and tattie scones. If you’re really lucky you might also get white pudding, fruit pudding and/or haggis too.

Ulster Fry – bacon, eggs, sausage, black pudding, white pudding (I must add this is disputed), potato and soda breads.

Full Welsh – bacon, eggs, sausage, cockles, laverbread, fried slice.



Patrick Kidd, writing in The Times in October 2016, four months after the Brexit referendum, noted that ‘Politicians … want to talk about Britain leaving the EU but instead they keep mentioning their morning meal … To say breakfast instead of Brexit once is a misfortune, to do it twice careless. But to do so three times in five minutes* looks like peckishness.’

It’s a shame our elected leaders didn’t learn something from this collective Freudian slip. Our national obsession with the concept suggests ‘breakfast means breakfast’ is a slogan, and a manifesto, 100 per cent of us could have got behind – though if we’re honest, few of us eat a ‘full’ one every day. A 2020 survey found that almost one in five under-thirties claimed to never have even tried a Full English, yet such is its place in the collective psyche that a British hotel provides a mere ‘continental’ version at its peril.†

In fact, Brits expect to be offered at least a nod to a ‘proper’ breakfast on planes, trains and in automobile service stations; in holiday resorts and high street cafés – whether or not we actually order them, it’s important to have the choice. There’s nothing I like more than watching my people washing down their airport fry-ups with a 6 a.m. pint … as long as I don’t end up sitting next to them for the next 12 hours.

George Orwell’s words back in 1946, in an unpublished essay on British cookery, still ring true: ‘Ideally for nearly all British people, and in practice for most of them even now, this is not a snack but a serious meal.’ Wherever you eat it, and however you define it, making a good breakfast is still a source of national pride.

Tempting as it is, however, to mistily imagine our forerunners on these islands tucking into a Viking Fry at their wattle-and-daub breakfast bars, the ‘full’ cooked breakfast is, like the cream tea and the ploughman’s lunch, a relatively recent creation – the term Full English doesn’t pop up until 1933, in a cookery book that, with a brass neck typical of the period, declares it ‘the best breakfast in the world’ and, less disputably, ‘the best meal of the day in England’.

Indeed, for a long time the British did not really go in for breakfast – the word itself does not come into use until the fifteenth century, suggesting that either it was not much taken, or it was so little regarded that no one bothered to record it. Not entirely coincidentally, the medieval Church, so officially censorious of any pleasures of the flesh, frowned upon anything more than two meals a day as self-indulgence; the thirteenth-century philosopher Thomas Aquinas lists praepropere, or eating too soon, as coming under the deadly sin of gluttony.*

The few exceptions allowed to gulp down some gruel – the very old, the very young, the very ill, and those claiming to have a hard day of physical toil or travel ahead† – meant that breakfast, as it was not yet known, was far from a fashionable meal. ‘It was presumed,’ Heather Arndt Anderson writes in her book Breakfast: A History, ‘that if one ate breakfast, it was because one had other lusty appetites as well.’

Even once it became commonplace in the seventeenth century, fry-ups were not on the menu – bread, beer or wine and cheese seem to have been typical, with many subsisting on what the Restoration-era civil servant Samuel Pepys called ‘the morning draught’ of ale, a ritual enacted in many a Wetherspoons to this day.

Though the menu slowly became more elaborate for those that could afford it, even in Jane Austen’s day breakfast, as recorded by her mother on a visit to wealthy relatives, consisted of ‘Chocolate, Coffee, and Tea, Plumb Cake, Pound Cake, Hot Rolls, Cold Rolls, Bread and Butter and dry Toast’ – not an egg in sight.

For most of history breakfast seems not to have had any special foods associated with it, as continues to be the case in many other culinary cultures. When you think about it, it is a bit bizarre that a bowl of porridge is considered the perfect thing to eat at 8 a.m., but deeply weird just four hours later – a disconnect born out of the very modern luxury of choice. As recently as 1946 the MP for Perth and Kinross protested the proposed introduction of rations on oatmeal on the basis that Scottish farm workers ate porridge twice a day.

In his diaries Pepys mentions breakfasting on such things as oysters, turkey pie, the hashed remains of last night’s supper, cold roast beef or pork, brawn, herrings and sweetmeats – it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that what the writer Wyvern describes as ‘the ding dong monotony of “bacon and eggs” alternated with “eggs and bacon”’ set in.

I say monotony: to read Victorian cookbooks is to goggle at the range of dishes suggested as suitable for the breakfast table in a country house, or those aspiring to recreate one in more humble surrounds. Kidneys, ptarmigan, salmon, ‘curried bones’, rump steak, veal and ham pies, roast larks, devilled turkey, muffins, periwinkle patties, pickled oysters, Russian caviar and hot-house fruits to name but a few of the options presented, a selection of which would be left in chafing dishes for guests to help themselves to as they pleased, breakfast being the one meal where servants* were not employed in the dining room. (Unsurprisingly, given the corsets they had to be crammed into, Victorian ladies were permitted to take their breakfast in bed, though it was considered extremely effeminate for men to do the same.)

A letter home from the American ambassador in 1867 suggests that such ‘fabulous feasts’ were already a distinctively British phenomenon: ‘When I reflected that all these people would lunch at 2 and dine at 8,’ he wrote, ‘I bowed my head in humiliation and the fork dropped nerveless from my grasp.’

That breakfast really came into its own in this period probably has something do with the emergence of a substantial middle class, who suddenly found themselves with a newfangled thing called leisure time with which to while away the morning drinking coffee and harrumphing over the newspapers. Certainly the average man or woman on the street didn’t enjoy so much choice, yet it seems all but the poorest families breakfasted on eggs and bacon by the late nineteenth century, even if just once a week and for the man of the house alone – the woman and children, one assumes, would probably have made do with bread and dripping. Yet despite the differences in scale, in so doing, the historian Kaori O’Connor writes, ‘all felt they were eating the English Breakfast’.

It wasn’t a change in appetites that did for the practice, but a change in employment habits after the Second World War: without paid servants, or, increasingly, an unpaid wife at home, convenience foods began to gain ground. In a household where everyone was going out to work, cornflakes or bread and jam were things even children could be trusted to provide for themselves, and fitted in well with the low-fat mantra of the final decades of the century.

According to figures from January 2021, toast, once mere hand luggage to the main event, has become our second-most popular breakfast after the even quicker bowl of cereal. Yet a YouGov survey from 2016 found that almost three-quarters of us still top it with butter rather than margarine, and that the jams and marmalades that have been on the breakfast table for centuries are still significantly more popular than chocolate spread and peanut butter. (My own beloved Marmite sits somewhere in the middle; the arriviste avocado doesn’t merit a mention.)

The modern British breakfast has two faces: the rushed weekday meal – the toast on the school run, the drive-thru on the way to work, the cereal al-desko – and the feast we enjoy at weekends, or when we treat ourselves at one of the greasy spoons still holding firm against the relentless assault of American-style coffee shops on our high streets – what we secretly think of as a real breakfast. Greedy, rather than particularly discriminating, I’m looking forward to getting better acquainted with both in the name of research.

Having had the bright idea of writing a travel book just before travel is outlawed for the best part of 14 months, I get an extra year to put together an itinerary that takes in the best-loved breakfast foods from around the UK, both ancient (porridge) and modern (Marmite), to worry endlessly that I’ve missed some niche regional treasure and spend hours staring vacantly at that giant map, trying to spot the flaws in my plans.

Starting off in London, with a classic metropolitan millennial breakfast of smashed avo on toast, I’m planning to head down to the West Country first, via the mustard makers and butter churners of Somerset, to find out more about the hog’s pudding traditionally found on breakfasts in Devon and Cornwall. From there, I’ll cross the Bristol Channel into Wales for some cockles and laverbread before returning to England for Midlands favourites like Staffordshire oatcakes, Weetabix and, yes, Marmite.

The North West offers up Bury black pudding and the world’s biggest baked bean factory for inspection, as well as being a handy jumping-off point to the Isle of Man – for kippers, naturally – and thence to Northern Ireland for a carbolicious Ulster Fry. Scotland, a ferry ride from Belfast, is almost too full of possibility, but Ayrshire bacon, porridge, marmalade and Arbroath smokies form a neat loop to take me back down the east coast for a Geordie stottie.

After a small diversion to Harrogate for tea and crumpets, I’ll return to London for bubble and squeak by way of East Anglia, and Newmarket sausages, Suffolk bacon and Tiptree jam. It’s not a comprehensive picture of the nation at breakfast – I regret not having more time to make a proper study of sausages, or to hop back across to the Hebrides for black pudding – but had I known when I made these plans how thoroughly they would be scrambled by continuing Covid restrictions, I’d have realised this was the least of my worries.

In spring 2021, with the government’s ‘roadmap to freedom’ graven on every heart, and just as I’m feeling confident enough to dig out my mothballed Lycra to see if it’s still decent, news of the ‘delta variant’ arrives in Britain … and casually sets about creating chaos.

Unilever decide it’s too risky for me to visit the Marmite factory as planned. Heinz baked beans follow suit. The entire Isle of Man opts to remain shut to all visitors, even those who only want to commune with kippers. Several Post-it notes, so optimistically pinned to the map the year before, gain a tentative question mark, and I take to ringing my sister in Edinburgh daily to interrogate her about Nicola Sturgeon’s probable intentions, steeling myself for the necessity of putting the trip off for yet another year.

But in late March I wake up in the middle of the night and a cold sweat, and decide I can wait no longer: if it’s legal, I’m going. The stout little dog, who has shown no interest in the map since it fell on his head in early 2020, must regretfully be left at home – much as Wilf would enjoy the breakfast element of proceedings, the idea of him rampaging around in my tiny tent is too terrifying to countenance.

Having arranged his bed and board with two of his favourite people in the world – Kaj, a Finnish friend who boasts underfloor heating and takes him for long pub lunches, and Gemma, who boasts several battered footballs and takes him for long walks up mountains – I’m able to make my own, more tentative arrangements with breakfast experts from South Wales to the Scottish Highlands.

I buy a camping stove in case I have to cook my own breakfasts, take the faithful Eddy,* my two-wheeled partner in grime, to a genial, gently stoned Polish bike mechanic in Hackney for a service and, the evening before I leave, finally remember to pack my bags.

Oh, and before we go any further, I’m neutral on the question of red sauce or brown sauce: personally I like my breakfast with English mustard and my bacon sandwiches with marmalade. Draw your own conclusions.


Tea Break:

PACKING LIST
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Because people sometimes express a rather prurient interest in the contents of my panniers … here’s what I started out with, divided between two waterproof bright yellow Ortlieb bags, one handlebar pack, and a small frame bag that proves to obstruct my water bottles so effectively that I abandon it in Cornwall:

Tent

Sleeping bag

Roll mat

Eyemask and earplugs

Camping stove, pans and gas

Spork

Mug

Knife

Corkscrew

Marmite

Hipflask of damson gin

Dry bag 1:

2 × bib shorts (the ones with ridiculous shoulder straps like Eighties salopettes, which make it a right pain to go to the loo, but, on the plus side, never fall down)

1 × bib tights (ditto, also keep you very warm)

2 × cycling jerseys (the things with the big pockets in the back for bananas and old toffee wrappers and whatever I’m sure they’re actually designed for)

2 × cycling socks (this just means they’re thin and come in nice neon colours)

2 × sports bras

1 × windproof jacket

1 × windproof lightweight gilet (shades of Alan Partridge)

1 × waterproof

1 × pair of sleeves (believe me, once you’ve experienced these cut-off tights for the arms, you’ll never go back)

1 × snood

Dry bag 2:

1 × pair of jeans

1 × pair of shorts

1 × wool jumper

1 × T-shirt

1 × pair of leggings

1 × merino vest

1 × ordinary socks

2 × knickers (look, you’re not wearing them most of the time)

2 × masks

1 × woolly hat

1 × cotton shawl that does as both a towel and a scarf

Swimming costume

1 × helmet

1 × cycling shoes

1 × pair of Converse

Flip-flops (useful on campsites)

1 × bike lock

2 × bike lights

1 × bike pump

1 × inner tube

1 × patch kit

1 × chain oil

1 × multitool

2 × water bottles

Shampoo

Conditioner

Soap

Deodorant

Moisturiser

Suncream

Lip balm

Painkillers

Insect repellent

Water-based eco face wipes (did I mention I write for the Guardian?)

Comb

2 × hairbands

Lateral flow tests

1 × book (J. D. Taylor’s weighty Island Story, which got exchanged, with some relief, for Emma Hughes’s No Such Thing as Perfect in Edinburgh)

1 × notebook, which I’ll hopefully remember to write notes in this time

1 × pencil

1 × smartphone (most-used apps: Komoot, a navigation tool slightly less likely than Google Maps to send cyclists across ploughed fields or on motorways; Strava, to record every metre pedalled; and Instagram, to share all those breakfasts)

1 × charger plus leads to recharge lights, phone, etc.

1 × battery pack

1 × lighter, because you never know when one might come in useful










1 LONDON TO EXETER: Sauce
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I believe mustard to be one of the most amazing condiments.

– Justin Timberlake, 2009

It’s grey, and chilly for late spring when I stumble crossly out of bed the next morning after a luxurious almost three hours of anxious, broken sleep I can’t even blame on the dog, who trotted off with Kaj last night without so much as a backward glance. Apparently they had a date with RuPaul’s Drag Race.

Pulling on my Lycra workwear, I haul my startlingly weighty bags up to street level, where I half hope they’ll be stolen as I’m bringing up the bike. As they’re not, I then face the problem of how to get them onto the new pannier rack, something I now realise I could have investigated in advance had I not been in denial that this was actually happening.

Eventually I work it out, at which point there’s nothing for it but to leave, though, worried I’m going to overbalance after so long riding without luggage, I scuttle across the main road on foot first. Not the most noble start to the expedition but I’m nervous enough without being run over by the 17 bus.

I’m still a bit wobbly when I get to the Australian café in Paddington Basin where I’m meeting my first travelling companion, the aforementioned Caroline (who’s coming with me as far as South Wales) and two well-wishers, my school friend Lucinda, and my ‘book club’ friend Claire.*

I’ve chosen Bondi Green for my first breakfast of the trip not only for its proximity to the railway station, but because of the glorious absurdity of its menu – I sense† I’m unlikely to find anywhere else offering gluten-free celeriac ‘toast’ for the next seven weeks. As a fair dinkum Aussie, Claire has kindly offered to act as translator and cultural consultant, in which capacity she’s quick to assure me they do have ‘actual toast, made out of bread’ in the Antipodes as well.

Apparently so, I say, regarding my smashed avocado on cold-fermented activated charcoal sourdough (I swear I’m not making this up) with house labne, Aleppo chilli and a poached egg. Though I try not to eat it often for the reasons mentioned below, when the avocados are as soft and yellow as butter, and just as generously salted, avocado toast can be a beautiful thing. That said, I suspect a large part of the dish’s appeal is how great tragically underripe examples look in photos, all fresh and green and crunchy, perhaps accessorised with a sprinkle of red chilli for a few extra likes … not to mention the shameful craze for carving the noble fruit of the Aztecs into hard, watery roses for the benefit of social media.

Of course, every trend has a curve, and you know something’s on its way out when even Wetherspoons ditches it from the menu. I’d like to think it’s because of sustainability concerns around this water-thirsty crop or because they’ve heard many of those who grow avocados can no longer afford to eat them … but I suspect they were just too much faff to prepare.

Lucinda, horrified by my blackened bread, asks Claire if toast is always served this burnt Down Under – but washed down with a tepid flat white (you guessed it, ‘it’s meant to be like that’) and a green juice to offset any future bacon roll consumption, it’s not bad, the richness of the eggs balanced by the zingy lime and chilli-spiked avocado underneath. The mound of salad on the side, however, should probably be illegal.


Tea Break:

OR SHOULD THAT BE CHAI?
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Of course, we’ve never all eaten the same thing for breakfast – no doubt those pesky Romans put a few backs up when they insisted on starting the day with garlicky cheese and honey. Britain has always been a population in flux, each wave of arrivals enriching our cuisine with their own traditions, and my narrative would be much the poorer without them.

Some of them have become so ingrained we claim them as our own – the cold smoked salmon brought by Jewish emigrés from Eastern Europe in the late nineteenth century – or bear little resemblance to the original dish that inspired them, like Anglo-Indian kedgeree (of which more in Chapter 8), while others are still thrillingly novel, like Tunisian shakshuka, a beneficiary of ‘the Ottolenghi effect’.

Should you have a yen to widen your breakfast horizons, here’s something to try from each of the top ten countries of origin for overseas-born Britons according to 2020 figures:


	India: appam – fluffy rice and coconut pancakes popular in the southern state of Kerala – with mutton curry or vegetable stew.

	Poland: naleśniki – thin pancakes with fresh cheese and sugar or fruit compote.

	Pakistan: halwa puri – flaky fried flatbreads with sweet, nutty semolina porridge, often served with chana masala and spicy potatoes too.

	Ireland: a full Irish, with black and white pudding, and potato farls.

	Romania: mămăligă cu lapte – thick cornmeal porridge (polenta) served in a bowl of hot milk. (An old-fashioned breakfast now, I’m told.)

	Germany: Bavarian Weisswurst sausages with sweet mustard.

	Nigeria: akara – spicy black-eyed pea fritters served with bread, corn custard or millet porridge.

	South Africa: mieliepap – maize porridge served with tea or coffee.

	Italy: biscotti with milky coffee.

	Bangladesh: sobji porota – mixed spiced vegetables with a flaky flatbread.





I won’t be sorry to leave problematic avocados and activated bread behind me, though – in fact, I’m eager to get going before I can change my mind. We pose for Official Pictures outside, and then Caroline and I head for the train that will take us to Wiltshire, and the first stop on my tour: the Tracklements condiment factory.

First we have to find the right platform, hoisting the laden bikes up one flight of steps and down another, me skidding precariously in my stupid, gripless shoes,* unused to the weight behind me. ‘How have you got so much luggage, mate?’ Caroline asks as, giving up on finding the allocated cycle spaces once on board, we prop them in a corridor.

I look at her unusually svelte packing and fight the urge to chuck my jolly yellow panniers out of the window – this is more than I took to France, and that included a passport. New bags, I say by way of explanation. The first rule of bike touring, we decide, is that stuff always expands to fit the space available.

My mood is improved by the appearance of a cheerfully whistling train conductor with a broad Bristol accent who, after explaining that the missing bike spaces are thanks to Great Western sending five carriages instead of the expected ten, pauses to tell us about his own cycling adventures, including a trip around Ireland with a friend with a £50 bike: ‘Rosslare to Killarney, and we didn’t pass a pub, put it that way. That were fun.’ Excitingly, unlike in France I’m able to engage in witty repartee at a level slightly above that of your average three-year-old. It strikes me that, given my modest fluency in English, there might be benefits to staying closer to home – though sadly the cost of train travel is not likely to be one of them.

We disembark in Chippenham, a busy commuter hub about halfway between Swindon and Bristol and 20km south of the Tracklements HQ. The first 10 minutes of riding are, as ever in my experience, a despondent slog – not only is traffic faster and less predictable out here, but merely turning the pedals feels like hard work. Trying to take comfort from my triathlete friend Rob’s airy assurance that training is overrated and I’ll get fit en route, I nevertheless can’t help a rush of profound regret. How am I going to survive almost two months of this? I wonder glumly, struggling to keep up with Caroline. Why did I ever think cycling was enjoyable?

And then we turn off the main road, and it all makes sense again. The sun’s out, the scenery is glorious, frothy with hawthorn blossom, every leaf soft and new, and the villages boast names like Tiddleywink and Knockdown and Lower Stanton St Quintin. Chancing our luck on a closed road, fate smiles upon us and the municipal hedge cutters are happy to wave us through. In the kind of swift change of mood that seems to happen more often on expeditions than in real life, I honestly can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be this Tuesday morning. I even start singing, before remembering Caroline is Musical, and my voice probably causes her active pain.

It’s then that Google springs another surprise upon us by taking us down the excitingly named Fosse Way, the Roman road that once linked Isca Dumnoniorum (Exeter) to Lindum Colonia (Lincoln) but is now, perhaps unsurprisingly, in rather bad nick. Despite the buckled cat’s eyes poking out of the mud as a bonus skid hazard (a recycled piece of motorway, I later discover), this ancient route has decayed into little more than a track, and eventually I have to get off and push, cursing my narrow tyres and heavy panniers. By the time we see the gate blocking the other end, I’m covered in mud and chin-deep in high dudgeon again – until I suddenly smell it.

ONIONS! I shout triumphantly. Startled out of her reverie, Caroline looks momentarily terrified. Can’t you smell them? I ask, now worried she might have Covid. Clearly she’s thinking the same thing, because she shouts, ‘YEESSSSSSS, MATE!’ Birds scatter in terror as we turn into a light industrial estate, following our noses to the Tracklements* factory, somewhat incongruously sited amid the Nissan huts of a Second World War prisoner-of-war camp.

* * *

It feels fitting that a sauce factory should be my first stop, given it’s the thing that ties the disparate elements of a fry-up together, and here, owner Guy Tullberg confirms, as we obediently pause to have our temperatures taken, they make them all: ketchup, brown sauce and mustard. In fact, they specialise in mustard, producing eight varieties plus a mustard ketchup.

Before you throw down this book in disgust, accusing me of pro-mustard bias, I assure you that I would have visited Heinz Ketchup and HP Sauce too, but they’re both made abroad these days. The fact that conversation on our visit revolves almost solely around my own preferred breakfast condiment is purely coincidental, but if you’re miffed, please accept my apologies in the form of a brief skip through more populist options.


Tea Break:

RED, BROWN … OR YELLOW
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Strictly speaking, both red sauce and brown sauce are ketchups, the generic name for what the Oxford Companion to Food describes as ‘a range of salty, spicy, rather liquid condiments’: western but with their roots in the east. The word probably comes from the Amoy Chinese word kêtsiap (fermented fish sauce), and arrives in English via the Malay kecap (kecap manis, keen cooks will know, is a thick, sweet soy sauce), though the recipe itself has changed more than its name.

Oyster, mussel and many other flavours of ketchup have come and gone, squashed in the path of Big Tomato. Though early tomato ketchups struggled with spoilage, Heinz solved the problem by dramatically upping the vinegar content, changing the flavour so significantly that people began to lose their taste for the homemade variety.

Launched in the States in 1876, it reached the UK a decade later, and was produced here from the 1920s – with a brief break during the war, when consumers had to be content with salad cream instead – until 1999, when production went abroad. Heinz isn’t the only brand of tomato ketchup of course, but it does hold by far the largest market share.

I suspect brown sauce bears more resemblance to early homemade ketchups, being also tomato based, but so heavily seasoned with dates, molasses, tamarind, vinegar and spices that you wouldn’t know it. The most famous brand, HP, or Houses of Parliament sauce, is said to have been originally developed in Leicestershire to go with the famous local pork pie; it acquired its current name when a subsequent owner discovered his ‘banquet sauce’ was gracing tables at the Palace of Westminster. These days, HP is also made by Heinz-Kraft, in the Netherlands. Again, other, arguably more delicious, brands are available.

English mustard, whose history is elaborated below, is, of course, the king of breakfast condiments, being possessed of a clean, sharp heat – vinegar-spiked Dijons or crunchy wholegrain* are, in my opinion, both too acidic to be enjoyable first thing.



Suitably kitted out in hairnets and shoe covers (if you take one piece of advice from this chapter, it’s don’t enter a food factory in cycling shoes unless you actively enjoy skittering around in the vicinity of bubbling pans of chilli jam), Guy takes us behind the scenes. Though this is not my first rodeo, having poked my nose in everywhere from Japanese koji distilleries to Norwegian cod-processing plants in the name of ‘work’, I find Tracklements particularly fascinating because, unlike many factories I’ve visited, it reminds me of a shinier, noisier, scaled-up version of a home kitchen.

The ingredients store is stacked full of vast tubs of spices and sugar, vats of vinegar and sacks of different mustard seeds. The yellow ones, we learn, grown for them in Suffolk, give the mustard its rounded flavour, while the brown, which come from Canada, supply the heat that gets up your nose. ‘We joke that it was the Romans who brought the mustard here first,’ Guy says, striding ahead (at six foot six, he’s hard to keep up with). ‘There’s a Roman camp down at the bottom of the dip there – you’ll have come past it probably – and they always travelled with mustard seeds.’

As it dawns on me that the annoying bog I struggled to wheel Eddy through was in fact a Romano-British village, Guy’s already skipping forward a few hundred years to tell us that every important household and monastery used to have its own mustardarius, whose job it was to oversee the production of mustard, and reminding us of Falstaff in Henry IV, Part II dismissing his rival as ‘as thick as Tewkesbury Mustard’. Once, he says, England was peppered with small-scale mustard makers; now they’re almost as thin on the ground as Romans. ‘I can’t work out why, when we managed to hang on to so many of our breweries, we didn’t keep the mustard factories too.’

He scoops a few seeds out of a large tub for us to try – ‘I love the nuttiness of the yellow seeds – go on, get some between your molars!’ – explaining that they don’t release their flavour until they come into contact with liquid, whether that’s in your mouth or in the large blue barrels at our feet.

The sudden rumble of a stone grinder, a solid, Victorian-looking machine named Mick (the other is Keith – ‘after the least organic of the Rolling Stones’) distracts me from the party popping off on my tongue. Guy beckons us over to where a hopper of brown and yellow mustard seeds, allspice, black pepper and dried chillies is being crushed into submission for the wholegrain mustard that launched the business way back in 1970.

In those days Guy’s father, William Tullberg, was working for a large sausage manufacturer. The only mustard readily available was, ‘Colman’s yellow or brown, ready made in little pots’, he’s said in the past. ‘Professionally I had to taste a great many sausages and pies … and my palate needed something better to accompany them.’

So, when Tullberg Sr came across a 270-year-old recipe for wholegrain mustard in the writings of horticulturalist and ardent salad fancier John Evelyn, he decided to give it a go, though lacking the cannonball Evelyn recommended to crush the seeds, William employed a home coffee grinder instead. The results went down so well at his regular Saturday-morning sausage and mash parties* that he purchased a commercial coffee mill to make up larger batches for friends and the local pub.

When he left the sausage business, after an unspecified ‘disagreement with my employer’, and set up a restaurant, his homemade mustard featured on the menu, which meant more people wanted to buy it … and lo and behold, almost half a century later I’m standing in a factory that exports the stuff to China, watching Mick bump and grind.

Having been squashed to release the oils, the seeds are poured into barrels, mixed with water and cider vinegar and left to sit for a week, with the occasional stir. ‘Colman’s say to leave their mustard powder for 10 minutes to let the flavour develop,’ Guy says dismissively. ‘I think you need five days, at the very least.’ We take a lusty sniff of some already under way, and all sneeze on cue.

On the way out, I reluctantly turn the conversation to mustard’s johnny-come-lately rivals, ketchup and brown sauce. Tracklements’ ketchup, I discover, is more savoury than the leading brand, with onions and spiced vinegar – cloves, allspice, peppercorns – plus chillies: ‘the king of ketchups!’ Guy’s own preference, however, is brown sauce, made ‘as the gods intended’, tangy with tamarind, cider vinegar and lemon juice, the spices, surprisingly, restricted to just chilli. Unlike HP, it contains onion and garlic, giving it a fuller, more rounded flavour that points up the rather one-dimensional sweet and sour profile of the version I’m familiar with. I could, I say, get used to this one with sausages. You never know, it might even turn me.

Nevertheless, I gratefully accept Guy’s offer of a jar of their Tewkesbury mustard for the road: I suspect it will come in handy given that the connoisseur’s choice of breakfast condiment is a somewhat recherché pleasure in the land of red or brown.






TOMATO KETCHUP

Based on an 1857 recipe from Tendring Hall in Suffolk, demolished in the 1950s, this fiery and intensely savoury roasted tomato ketchup is a good way to use up even anaemic, underripe tomatoes. It doesn’t keep quite as well as more vinegar-heavy commercial versions, so I’ve kept the quantities small; if you’re a heavy user, as it’s known in the trade, I’d suggest doubling or tripling the recipe.

Makes 1 mini jar

1kg tomatoes

1 long shallot, peeled and squashed with a knife

2 garlic cloves, peeled and squashed with a knife

2 dried chillies, as hot, or not, as you like

4 tbsp soft dark brown sugar

4 tbsp cider vinegar

Salt, to taste


	Heat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas 4. Arrange the tomatoes on a lightly greased baking sheet and bake for about 30–40 minutes, until very soft and beginning to collapse.

	Push the tomatoes through a sieve into a saucepan; scrape the underside of the sieve regularly and make sure you get as much of the flesh through as possible. You should be left with just skin and seeds.

	Add the shallot, garlic, chillies, sugar and vinegar to the pan. Bring to the boil and simmer for 20–25 minutes until thick, stirring regularly.

	Allow to cool, scoop out the shallot, garlic and chillies and discard, stir in salt to taste and store in a clean jar.






BROWN SAUCE

Richer and mellower in flavour than leading brands (ahem), this takes brown sauce back to its fruity roots. It is, I must say, outstanding with sausages in particular, but also works well with cheese – try it with the Glamorgan sausages.

Makes 2 medium jars

500g tomatoes

¼ tsp fine salt

1 cooking apple, peeled, cored and roughly chopped

75g stoned dates, roughly chopped

1 small red onion, roughly chopped

1 garlic clove, finely chopped

5cm root ginger, peeled and roughly chopped

400ml apple juice

50ml tamarind paste (this varies; if very thick and dark, halve this then add to taste)

100ml cider vinegar

2 tbsp treacle

2 cloves, crushed to a powder

¼ tsp ground allspice

⅛ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp black mustard seeds, crushed to a powder


	Roughly chop the tomatoes, put in a bowl, sprinkle with the salt and leave for at least an hour. Drain off the salty liquid and discard.

	Put the tomatoes into a large pan with the apple, dates, onion, garlic and ginger. Add the apple juice, tamarind paste, cider vinegar, treacle and 100ml of water. Bring to the boil and allow to bubble away vigorously for 5 minutes, then reduce the heat and simmer gently for 45 minutes, until the contents of the pan are soft and pulpy.

	Whizz with a stick blender, or in a food processor, until smooth, then stir in the spices. Bring back to the boil and simmer for about 30 minutes, until thickened to your liking, stirring regularly. Allow to cool slightly, then season to taste. Store in clean jars.






SINUS-CLEARING MUSTARD

Making your own mustard is both fun, and one way to guarantee it’ll blow your socks off – prepared mustard decreases in potency over time, so I’ve kept amounts small. Try it in a bacon sandwich or bacon roll with marmalade. (Though I like to keep my mustard simple, do play around with different vinegars, spices, and sweeteners like honey; this is just a template.)

Makes 1 small jar, but is easily doubled or tripled

2 tbsp yellow mustard seed

1 tbsp brown mustard seed

1 tbsp cider vinegar

½ tsp flaky salt

A pinch of cayenne pepper (optional)


	Grind the seeds finely in a spice grinder or a pestle and mortar.

	Stir in 1 tablespoon of cold water to make a paste. Leave to sit for 15 minutes.

	Stir in the vinegar, salt and cayenne pepper to taste.






* * *

After a feast of cold cuts, pork pies and cheeses served with a condiment selection that stops conversation for at least five minutes, Guy offers to escort us some of the way to Bath, where I’m hoping to try a bun or two tomorrow. ‘I ride to work every day, rain or shine,’ he says, wheeling out a battered-looking mountain bike. ‘If you can believe it on this.’

The grey clouds that have been quietly massing overheard begin to unload their watery burden, but our guide is undaunted, waxing lyrical as we head west, on the pleasures of his commute, whatever the weather, a chance, he says, to clear the head and soothe the soul. ‘These horses, I always say hello to them.’ He nods cordially as we pass. ‘Every single morning.’

A little later, I see my first hare for years, frozen on the tarmac for the briefest of moments before it takes off again – a truly magical sight. Despite the grim conditions, I find myself grinning at nothing in particular, and Caroline, up front chatting to Guy, looks like she’s having the time of her life. I remember, with a rush of affection, why I enjoy cycling with her so much: unfailingly stoic, with a sense of humour that’s drier than a dead dingo’s donger,* she’s pedalled through worse weather in the Hebrides and we’ve both still come out giggling at ourselves. Or, more often, each other.

The gently swooping lanes of Wiltshire become hillier as we approach Bath, narrower and more closed in by trees. Rain is dripping steadily from the tip of my nose, and I’ve got the beginnings of a headache, always a sure sign that the cap I wear inside my helmet – Allez! this one says, somewhat incongruously – is beginning to shrink around my skull. It’s with no little relief that I spy signs for the Kennet and Avon Canal: towpaths, like old railway lines, are reliably flat things, and this blessed one takes us, via various honey-stone tunnels and bridges, right into the centre of Bath (which, today, aptly, appears to be entirely full of water).

Our knight in shining armour, refusing all offers of a drink, soggily peels off in the direction of the station to make his way home, and Caroline and I point ourselves in the direction of ours for the night, the YHA hostel, ominously situated on Bathwick Hill. Or, more accurately, up Bathwick Hill (‘What is this, Ben fucking Nevis?’ Caroline grumbles behind me), though the hostel itself is so absurdly grand it’s almost worth the climb. Only in Bath could your £14.50 bunk bed be in an Italianate villa – and thanks to Covid restrictions, we have a six-person dorm all to ourselves.

Having stowed the bikes in a shed crammed with laundry awaiting collection, we turn the heating up, spread our soaking kit out on the empty bunks to dry, and lie spread-eagled on the carpet, filthy but happy, eating Caroline’s Emergency Saucisson and drinking damson gin from my hipflask – and as ever in such situations, nothing, at this exact moment, could taste any better.

By the time we’ve mustered the energy to go out and forage for dinner, it’s finally stopped raining, and the beauty of Bath is laid out in front of us, shyly glowing in the evening sunshine. Last time I was here it was to review an excellent vegan restaurant, but Caroline’s Gallic honk when I tentatively mention this fact is enough to steer us in the direction of the nearest pub, whose sole draw is the fact that it has a free table and can serve us cold beer and hot chips. Those necessities despatched, we find a better pub. In fact, it may be the best pub full stop, and I do not say those words lightly.

The Star Inn, which we stumble across quite by accident, has been in business since the seventeenth century, and it seems entirely possible that the man on a wooden settle by the bar has been there even longer; with his long grey beard, Simon looks disconcertingly like a Druid. When I return from the loo, he’s cheerfully informing Caroline that the bench is known as ‘death row’ because it’s where all the old boys sit: ‘The closer you are to the bar the closer you are to creating a vacancy, if you understand me.’

There are three Simons in tonight, he helpfully adds after introducing himself, lest we should lose him in this tiny rabbit warren of a place – ‘though he doesn’t count, that one over there. He’s a fruit bat.’ The fruit bat, who is holding court to a largely silent, and possibly non-consensual, companion in the adjoining room, appears wholly human, if somewhat lightly furnished in the dental department.

Thanking Simon No.1 for this advice, we take our pints of Bellringer, brewed a few hundred yards away, and packets of Golden Wonder to a little table in the snug, a safe distance from the fruit bat and his strong opinions on smartphones, and sneakily google restaurants – it’s almost nine o’clock, and this is the kind of pub that actively prides itself on not doing food. Barely 90 minutes later, having consumed our weight in kebabs and naan, I’m smug in my bunk bed, feeling a lot less anxious than I did this morning. The adventure is under way. There’s no going back now.

* * *

Digging our bikes out of an overnight avalanche of dirty linen, we career back down the terrifying hill to the much-recommended Landrace Bakery for warm, sticky cardamom buns. Sunning ourselves on a bench outside, we bump into baker, food writer and Great British Bake Off quarter-finalist Benjamina Ebuehi – here, she says, on a little solo mini-break.

Shyly, I ask her about Bath’s most famous baked good, the Sally Lunn bun, which I’m hoping to make our second breakfast






























RED SAUCE OR BROWN?
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