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INTRODUCTION

It sometimes feels like I fell into Gary Eats by accident. I’d been working abroad and when I came back to the UK my son (The Cameraman) suggested we shoot a couple of videos to stick up on the Internet. I thought it would be fun. I’d missed him while I’d been away and, like a lot of dads, I wanted an excuse for us to spend time together. Things might all have been very different if we’d just taken up fishing or bought season tickets to watch our team.

The first video was a disaster. It must never see the light of day. I was hopelessly wooden, completely awkward. I don’t think I’d ever done anything like it before and it felt really strange. But The Cameraman persisted with me and, eventually, after a lot of eating and – to be fair – some great evenings together, we finally put something up on screen that wasn’t a total embarrassment.

The thing is, I love hospitality. I love pubs, restaurants, going out to eat or socialise. I think it’s in my blood because I grew up in my parents’ pub and I saw the hard work that goes on behind the scenes. In fact, I even ended up running a string of pubs myself at one point.

Hospitality work must be a sort of calling because you can’t keep going in the way that publicans do unless, deep in your heart, you love looking after people. I’m not kidding myself that it’s like being a priest or a nurse or a teacher … but it does rely on something you’re born with, and I’ve always been pretty sure I had it.

So, once I got the hang of being on camera, it was a matter of finding places to visit, of having a (hopefully) great meal and of judging it against the simplest of criteria. Was it delicious? Was it fairly priced? And, most important: was it served by really hospitable people?

One thing I’ve found out is that, sometimes, it’s not the world-famous celebrity chefs who are best at this. In fact, some of their restaurants have been awful. But a place can be incredibly modest and still deliver that love and hospitality in huge servings.

Well, we must have got something right because our little channel went viral and, by the look of the responses, people seem to like our way of judging a place.

During one of the photoshoots for this book, the crew were surprised when a couple of American tourists approached us in the street. They were such lovely people. They’d just flown in from California and said that they’d come to London because they followed the channel, and they wanted to visit some places I’d recommended. I don’t think the team were quite expecting that kind of thing, though I admit I’ve had to get used to it. The reach of the channel is remarkable and I love how enthusiastic some followers are. But it also helps me to explain how The Cameraman and I feel about the responsibility that’s grown with it.
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These people had paid for a flight and hotels. They’d flown halfway around the globe on the basis of our recommendations – and that is, by any standards, a quite frightening responsibility. The Internet has given people like me the ability to reach people like them and I don’t think that’s ever happened before at any point in history.

When I first started the channel, it was just about the fun: going to the sorts of places I liked, or perhaps places I’d noticed and fancied trying. But I quickly realised that the followers who responded took my opinion seriously and would take it as a recommendation. For a lot of people, the cost of eating out makes a big difference and I don’t think I could live with myself if I thought I was getting good people to waste money.

We very quickly laid down our rules. Most importantly, we would always pay our own way. There are lots of people reviewing online and doing it to pay for their meals. The very best of luck to them, but if I take a free dinner, I can’t be honest about the experience. Sometimes a restaurant will recognise us while we’re working and offer to send out free stuff – but we can’t accept it. We’ve certainly never taken money to endorse a restaurant and we never will.

We also owe it to the restaurants to be respectful and create as little impact as possible. Wherever we can, we book a table in a quiet corner for the first moment the restaurant doors open. We use a single tiny camera. No lights, no intrusive microphones, and we ensure we have the most minimal effect on the day’s trade. We’re in and out quickly and discreetly so that the restaurant can get that table back for another customer. There have been plenty of occasions when they didn’t realise we’d been in until the video appeared on the channel.

This book wouldn’t exist without the community that follows the channel. When we posted the first videos we were thrilled by the positive reaction and from the beginning I’ve responded to every commenter. As the channel has grown, it’s becoming more difficult, but I’m still trying – no matter how long it takes – to keep that one-to-one communication alive.

Thank you all for following me in my adventure. So now, as always …

Let’s

GIVE IT A GO!!




GARY’S MAP


1. The Billingsgate Café
2. Cafe Paolo
3. Deeney’s
4. E. Pellicci
5. Goddards at Greenwich
6. Humble Pie ’n’ Mash Shop
7. LA Cafe
8. Maggie’s
9. Makars Mash Bar
10. Nice Baps
11. Olive’s
12. Phât Phúc Noodle Bar
13. Poppylands 1940’s Tearoom
14. Rick Stein
15. Super Sausage Café
16. Tebay Services
17. Terry’s Cafe
18. Anstruther Fish Bar
19. Chez Fred
20. George-a-Green Fisheries
21. Murgatroyds
22. Thompsons
23. The Wee Chippy
24. The Cadogan Arms
25. Darkey Kelly’s
26. The Farmer’s Dog
27. The Fox & Pheasant
28. The Harwood Arms
29. The Mariners
30. Old House 1147
31. Parlour
32. The Plume of Feathers
33. The Royal Oak
34. The Royal Standard of England
35. Bombay Delight
36. Brigadiers
37. The Covered Wagon
38. Dastaan
39. Dishoom
40. Gymkhana
41. Indian Essence
42. Indian Room
43. The International
44. Shababs
45. Shiuli
46. Tayyabs
47. Tharavadu
48. Veeraswamy
49. Aba-Ra!
50. Alexander The Great
51. Andy’s Greek Taverna
52. Bamanoosh Persian Kitchen
53. Caffè Rojano
54. El Gato Negro
55. El Rincon
56. Hattusa
57. Jacuzzi
58. Kartuli
59. Osteria Romana
60. Taş
61. Tower Mangal
62. The Beefy Boys
63. Blacklock
64. Butcher’s Tap & Grill
65. Flat Iron
66. Forest
67. Fowl
68. Hawksmoor Borough
69. Pasture
70. Boulevard Bookshop and Thai Cafe
71. Govinda’s
72. Marilyn’s at the Globe Inn
73. Mathew’s Chippy
74. Maureen’s
75. The Star Bar
76. This & That
77. The Blue Orchid
78. The Devonshire
79. The Dome
80. Duck & Waffle
81. L’Enclume
82. Fallow
83. The Glasshouse Buffet
84. The Hind’s Head
85. James Martin Manchester
86. Kai
87. The Masons Arms
88. The Olive Branch
89. The Ritz
90. Rules
91. Savoy Grill
92. The Witchery


[image: A map presents the United Kingdom marked with numbered circles indicating restaurant locations. Numbers cluster in Central London, with additional points scattered across Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and England, representing a wide geographical distribution of dining establishments.]
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BREAKFAST & CAFES

Let’s be honest. Nothing in the wide world of food is ever going to beat a proper fry-up in a friendly ‘caff’. For all the celebrity chefs out there, all the Michelin-starred venues and the media madness about ‘fine dining’, the fry-up is the closest thing we’ve got to a national dish and, though posh places sometimes do a very good job, breakfast is a meal that’s most often done best in family-run, independent cafés.

I do have experience running hospitality businesses and that’s why I love independents with all my heart. It doesn’t matter if you’re paying £500 for your meal or a fiver; what makes the difference is the love with which it’s prepared and served and, though this is just a personal theory, I reckon that’s best done when the owner is in the kitchen or in the dining room. These are the kinds of businesses I love most, and they make for the happiest reviews.

But, of course, independent cafés don’t stop at bacon and eggs. I’ve found the same brilliant spirit when I’ve visited pie and mash shops – a tradition I grew up with and that I still can’t resist. I’ve found it in sweet little tearooms and retro-bakeries. In neighbourhood snack bars and the network of transport cafés across the country … Even Tebay Services (see page 46), the most glamorous motorway services in the whole United Kingdom, is independently owned … and it shows.

Whether it’s a burger joint or a diner … anywhere with that independent spirit and a real desire to serve their community audience is, to my mind, a first-class caff in its very soul.

I suppose I could have called this section ‘Brilliant Indies’, but for now, let’s stick with ‘Breakfast and Cafés’.

[image: ]
THE BILLINGSGATE CAFE

Cracking early breakfast at London’s fish market

We don’t ’alf mix things up at Gary Eats. One day it’s Michelin stars, the next I’m setting my alarm for 3.00 a.m. But The Billingsgate Café is legendary, serving big breakfasts to the market porters in London’s commercial fish market.

It’s definitely worth a wander around the market if you have time – there’s an amazing array of seafood. The café itself is traditional: lots of formica and, on the walls, pictures of the history and characters of the market, plus the celebrities who’ve also been crazy enough to make the early start. I was recognised by the chef, Shimmy – who, at the end of his shift here, goes to cook the great breakfasts at Terry’s (see page 48).

I didn’t go for the Full English. It was massive, but Set Menu Two was still pretty huge: two Cumberland sausages, three hash browns, two eggs, a couple of healthy-sized rashers of back bacon, and a lake of baked beans. Tea is included, along with a couple of slices of toast, cut from a ‘bloomer’ loaf and coated thickly in salty butter. Proper breakfast toast, in other words. A mountain of food and only a tenner.

I’m not a huge fan of the hash brown, but these are crisp and the eggs exactly how I like them: runny and perfect for dipping the hash browns into. The bacon also manages to achieve my favourite balance: crispy as anything but still juicy inside … and, even better, smoky.

But, of course, I also had to order the breakfast this place is most famous for: a crusty bread roll packed with rashers of that bacon, and scallops, which are fresh off the market stalls outside.

It doesn’t need any kind of sauce, just the sweet richness of the scallops against the salty, smoky bacon. It’s about the size of my head. Oh, my Lord. A taste of the sea and I’m in heaven. A brilliant invention and, at £7, my new favourite breakfast.


[image: I Review BILLINGSGATE MARKET CAFE at 3AM!]
London

Billingsgate Market, Trafalgar Way, London E14 5ST
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What Gary Thought
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The fried breakfast is good – generously sized and excellent value for money – but you won’t find scallops anywhere better than at Billingsgate, and that roll is a revelation. It’s funny to look out of the window at Canary Wharf and all those huge international financial institutions and eat such fresh, world-class food for so little cash.



CAFE PAOLO

If you’re in West London, you’ve got to give this one a go

Paolo’s in W3 was the first Full English I reviewed on the channel and so began a long and deep obsession. It was hugely recommended by locals and, like many of my favourite breakfast places, is ‘owner operated’. Paolo’s owner, Paul, is a real character.

Paolo’s still has the feel of a traditional corner caff, with an unbelievably tiny kitchen, but the inside has been smartened up and modernised to create a lovely, bright dining room – and there’s a lot of well-organised space to eat outside, weather permitting.

The Full English comes in a cast-iron skillet, which keeps everything sizzling hot while you take the time you need to handle a massive amount of food.

I ordered my eggs poached and they were perfect, with just the right amount of runniness in the yolk. There were two plump Cumberland sausages but also a couple of patties of their own herby homemade sausagemeat – not an extra I’ve seen in many places – plus three thick-cut back rashers of smoky bacon, still juicy with no hint of drying out. White pudding is an old favourite of mine, connecting me to my Irish heritage – again, this doesn’t appear on enough breakfast plates – and there was a slice of very decent black pudding to balance it out. Buried at the bottom was a cracking homemade bubble and squeak, crisped by the hot pan and packed with all sorts of vegetables. The beans are served in a pot on the side, a consideration for those who find them controversial.

As you know, I’ve tried many breakfasts in London and this stands out as the best yet.


[image: The BEST FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST! WOW WOW WOW!]
London

1 The Vale, London W3 7RU
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What Gary Thought
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Pure quality all over the plate and it tastes amazing. It was such a generous size; I struggled to get through it. After 28 years Paul, the owner and chef, must really enjoy his job, but this is breakfast cooking on another level.



DEENEY’S

Best Scottish Breakfast … in London?

Deeney’s is a micro-chain with three branches in London, one in Tokyo and one in Thailand, all featuring excellent Scottish food on the menu. The café has a bright, modern interior with a little off-licence section selling natural wines.

The breakfast is prettily arranged, the main Scottish elements being a square of sausage, a tattie scone the size and shape of a pizza slice, and haggis – not a slice like, say, black pudding might be, but instead freed of its skin so it’s a mound of steaming minced meat and grain. The tattie scone might just be my favourite Scottish invention: a lovely, fluffy interior, surprisingly light, and delicious grilled, with a crisp exterior.

Square sausage is disorientating for an Englishman at first. It feels like going against nature but, good Lord, it tastes good. Juicy and meaty, with loads of herb and spice flavours, too.

Deeney’s stands above other cafés where bacon is concerned: it’s unsmoked back, cut thick and trimmed neatly, and they’ve taken the time to slow-cook the fat so that it’s almost part of the slice rather than something you’d cut off. You don’t want to be leaving any of this, to be honest … except, possibly, the kale. Is there really any place for kale in a fried breakfast? Surprisingly, yes. It’s decently cooked, nothing unpleasant about the texture and the fact it’s loaded with iron makes me feel I’ve had something healthy to start the day. Most unusual. It’s the haggis that’s the star, though (Macsween, from Scotland): unbelievably good seasoning and a lovely meatiness.

Good to see they serve proper leaf tea in a teapot and, of course, in keeping with tradition, a refreshing, nicely chilled can of Irn-Bru.

The signature ‘Hamish Macbeth’ toastie is a hefty thing: granary bread packed with haggis, bacon, Cheddar cheese, rocket, caramelised onions and mustard. It’s all going on here, a non-stop combination of flavours led by that rich haggis, but cut back with the sweet onions and glued together with cheese. This might be the best toastie that’s ever passed my molars.


[image: Have I Found The UK’S BEST SCOTTISH BREAKFAST!?]
London

360 High Road, Leyton, London E10 6QE
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What Gary Thought
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Deeney’s looks like a normal café doing normal breakfasts – but it really isn’t. The food is absolutely top-drawer, partly because of all those exceptional ingredients brought down from Scotland, and partly because of a really professional attention to detail.



BREAKFAST AT E. PELLICCI

A family-run London institution

Pellicci’s is an institution in London’s East End. The same family have been running this place since 1900, with the charismatic Nev and Anna serving both Italian food (see page 134) and proper Full English breakfasts to locals and foodie visitors who travel from all over the world to eat here. The shopfront is glorious Art Deco and the inlaid panelled interior was crafted by a customer, a carpenter, in 1946. No wonder it’s got English Heritage Grade II ‘listed’ status.

The ‘Have the Lot’ breakfast is their biggest spread, which, on a miserably cold and rainy day, was pretty much exactly what I wanted. It arrives on a big oval plate and the first thing that stands out is the egg. Fried and resting on a pre-buttered piece of white toast, it’s been done in a pan where the fat can be spooned back over the surface. The yolk’s still runny but the white is cooked all round, and bubbled beautifully. Apparently, the Kray Brothers used to come here, which is fitting. East End royalty deserves an egg that special. I’m not sure what they’d have made of hash browns, or baked beans, come to that!

The bacon is my favourite: thick-cut back and, along with the Cumberland sausages, it looks like they’ve come straight from the pan rather than being ‘held’ under heat lamps. Everything is shining and sizzling when it comes to the table. The sausages are juicy and there are four halves of fresh tomatoes, seared on the cut side to make them completely delicious.

The staff, most of whom seem to be part of the family, work hard to include you. There’s a very strong feeling of being welcomed in, and looked after like a long-lost cousin.


[image: Reviewing PELLICCI’S HUGE BREAKFAST - THE BEST CAFE IN LONDON!]
London

332 Bethnal Green Road, London E2 0AG
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What Gary Thought
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What a fantastic little place. Honestly, every single item in the breakfast was sensational. The staff are glorious – Nev and Anna bring the café to life in a unique way and the room is like a movie set of the old East End. I can’t quite get over how glorious Pellicci’s is.



GODDARDS AT GREENWICH

London’s cheapest pie & mash

The Goddard family have been selling pie and mash in South East London since 1890, but a few years ago moved to premises right in the historic centre of Greenwich, in an old pub next to the market.

I ordered a lot, to cover all bases. First up: a minced beef pie with mash and ‘likker’. It’s the traditional set-up, though I notice, with raised eyebrow, that the mash is done with an ice-cream scoop rather than the more usual ‘scrape onto the side of the plate’. Still, it’s extremely good, and once the pie’s been properly flipped over and attacked with fork and spoon it would be very hard to find fault. The crust is crisp and flaky, the insides deliciously filling – everything is made in-house. The mash, in spite of its unorthodox shape, is bang on the button.

Likker used to be made with the liquid in which the eels were cooked; you’ll probably be as relieved as me to know that they don’t do that any more, so it’s basically a very good white sauce with a load of parsley.

For variety, and because I’m selfless and take my work seriously, I also ordered a lamb and rosemary pie with mash and gravy. This seems to be a bigger pie than the regular beef one. The lamb has stayed in big, satisfying chunks, but it’s obviously been slow-cooked for ages because it’s beyond tender. It just falls apart. The rosemary flavour is strong enough to carry through the richness. The gravy is dark and thick and gave me a burst of nostalgia for my Mum’s; it has the wonderful quality of clinging to the food.

Finally, I was interested in the stewed eels, an old London dish in which chunks of cooked eel are served in the fishy likker. They say it’s an acquired taste. Well, I gave it a good try and I definitely couldn’t acquire it. The less said about that the better.


[image: The CHEAPEST PIE & MASH in LONDON!? GODDARDS!]
London

22 King William Walk, London SE10 9HU
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Pie and mash was the Victorian version of fast food. Goddards is always busy, and I can see why. Eating in at these kinds of prices is cheaper than any modern fast-food operation; the food’s better and the welcome warmer. Value all the way.



HUMBLE PIE ’N’ MASH SHOP

Filling pies with satisfying gravy

I’ve had good pie and mash, and bad pie and mash; but I’ve always thought of it as a bit of a London thing. Whitby is a very long way from the big city, but this little place has seen a vast number of really good reviews online. In the spirit of scientific research, I definitely needed to Give It A Go.

The restaurant is in a lovely little eighteenth-century building that sort of overhangs the street. Inside there’s a huge fireplace, checked curtains and beams on the low ceiling.

All the pies are homemade, with lots of different flavours, including vegan options, but I went for the pepper steak and ale pie they recommended. The big difference from London pie and mash is that they don’t serve it with ‘likker’ here. Instead, there’s about a gallon of fantastically dark, rich gravy over everything. You will not hear me complaining about that. The mash is outstanding. Brilliantly seasoned, smooth, spectacularly creamy and it goes so well with the gravy … I don’t think I’ve ever had mash that good.

The piecrust is a little miracle. It manages to stay crisp even when soaked in the gravy and the rich filling. It’s thin, flaky and delicious. The steak pieces are generously sized and packed in, with yet more gravy. They’ve really laid the pepper on thick for a warming, spicy kick – definitely one of the best pies I’ve ever had.

There’s a selection of desserts that changes daily. On today’s list was jam roly-poly with custard, which couldn’t really have been a better match with the pie. It comes in a big slab, in a deep bowl so it’s properly bathing in custard. The custard itself is a little thin and, frankly, a bit underpowered, but the jam and the dense, suet-y pudding are homemade and heaven on a plate.


[image: Reviewing WHITBY’S BEST RESTAURANT - HUMBLE PIE!]
Whitby, North Yorkshire

163 Church Street, Whitby YO22 4AS
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What Gary Thought
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It’s nostalgic and traditional; it would be impossible not to feel warm, relaxed and comfortable here. The cooking is all done with absolute care and attention, and I left with a smile on my face. It would have been an easy ten were it not for that disappointing custard!



LA CAFE

Hearty breakfast with cheffy skills

LA Cafe is at the end of a parade of shops, right opposite the station in this South West London suburb. It has a bright, modern interior and a few outside seats, which made for a lovely spot on the summer morning that I visited. LA Cafe has been going for three years and has attracted a lot of positive comments online.

I ordered the Signature Breakfast, which the menu lovingly describes as ‘pork sausages, streaky bacon, roasted vine tomatoes’ – so far, so ordinary, but then it screams off-piste with ‘French butter scrambled eggs with our signature white truffle sauce’. Blimey! That’s not your quintessential breakfast. No black pudding, no fried bread, no bubble? Perhaps the final ‘toasted bread of the day and … Heinz beans’ were intended to bring me back down to earth.

There was also a 28-day aged short rib on the daily specials board, so I thought it best to have that as a ‘side’. No sense in going hungry.

The breakfast is genuinely a picture on a
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MAGGIE’S

As big as you can handle
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MAKARS MASH BAR

A menuful of marvellous mash
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NICE BAPS

Great food – not so sure about the name
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OLIVE’S

Tiny café – great big breakfast
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PHÂT PHÚC NOODLE BAR

Reasonably priced noodly goodness
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POPPYLANDS 1940’S TEAROOM

Great meal – no shortages






[image: Reviewing TRADITIONAL BRITISH FOOD at a 1940s WORLD WAR 2 CAFE!]
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RICK STEIN

Innovative breakfast from my favourite fish chef
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SUPER SAUSAGE CAFE

Big sausages – the biker’s choice
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TEBAY SERVICES

The poshest services on the planet
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TERRY’S CAFE

A world-beating British breakfast
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