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Dedication

To all the wonderful people I have worked with over the last fifty years in this indefinably beguiling and wonderful world of ‘hospitality’.

Most of you have been the making of me, but even those who have exasperated, frustrated, cheated, embarrassed and bewildered me have still taught me so much about life. The vast majority of you have made that life so much better and I trust I haven’t failed to acknowledge that fully – I hope you know who you are.

And Robert Holland, I certainly hope you do.

Thank you.




Restaurants, life in microcosm?

In the year 2000, after more than two decades living and breathing hospitality, I was facing a dilemma. My business partner Chris Corbin and I had recently sold our first restaurant company, Caprice Holdings. Although we had enjoyed gratifying success and had been blessed with both the ‘Restaurant of the 80s’ Le Caprice, and the same in the 90s with The Ivy and had recently opened J. Sheekey’s to similar acclaim – it no longer felt like enough. Ever since first hearing it in my twenties, I had been struck by the assertion of French writer André Gide that, ‘Every man should have three careers.’ His words rang in my ears now more loudly than ever, and I felt a great inner tension building. Restaurateuring was my second career (the first had been a brief foray into merchant banking). What would my third be?

For I had become bored, or thought I had, with restaurateuring. I loved the people – well, most of them – and enjoyed the delight they found in using our restaurants, but I feared that all the years spent incarcerated in restaurants meant I was missing out on life.

I am indebted to broadcaster Graham Norton for unwittingly gifting me a moment of great clarity about my chosen profession – or rather the profession that had chosen me. It was around this time that I heard him say that working in a bar or restaurant should be like national service. Instead of going into the army, everyone should do it. He would return to the idea in an interview with The Times many years later, which I’ll quote from here:

‘Not only do you become a nicer person to waiters in later life’, said Graham, ‘but also you figure out how to read people. You discover that a lot of people are vile, you discover how easy it is to be nice, how easy it is to be a shit, how easy it is to avoid being a complete shit.’

Norton talked of how you learn about teamwork, organisation, discipline, communication skills, dispute resolution and so much more. He had worked as a waiter at the Rock Garden in Covent Garden and in San Francisco in the Eighties and this clearly came from the heart.

His words resonated deeply. I saw that, rather than causing me to miss out on life, restaurants exposed me to so much of life in all its breadth. Moreover, I knew from experience the power of restaurants to transform and develop many a young person to the point of unrecognisability. I had entered the industry as a shy, reticent young adult – surprising, perhaps, when the carapace is that of a six-foot-five man – and had so benefited from my early years in restaurants. Choosing to carry on in the industry meant offering those opportunities to so many more young men and women.

I chose to stay with restaurateuring – but with a newfound appreciation of all that it gave me. It was at once a return to the familiar and yet a new beginning. I had found my ‘third career’.

As I reflected further, I also understood that not only is a restaurant microcosmic of life but, through my life as a restaurateur, I have learned lessons on teamwork, organisation, discipline, and communication; I have imbibed parables, analogies, metaphors, morals and more, with oh so much still to learn and enjoy. And the more I learnt, the more confident I grew in sharing my experiences.

People underestimate the intimacy that can exist between restaurateur and guest, and how many successes, failures, heartbreaks, challenges and problems are either witnessed or shared. It was the frequency with which I found myself being confided in and embroiled in (or even refereeing) disputes, that encouraged me to start to speak my mind and dare to proffer advice. Lessons I thought were particular to my life I realised quickly were shared issues.

This book is part memoir and part lessons I have learned. A somewhat shy and introverted man has come to realise that the daunting and intimidating world of hospitality is his friend, and the more I opened my eyes to that, the richer my life would become and, in turn, hopefully that of others.




Part 1: Starting out, Le Caprice




What makes a great restaurant?

I have always worked on the basis that the best restaurants are created when the restaurateur makes it somewhere they would like to go to eat, and hope that enough other people will want to do so too. One of the reasons why restaurants fail is because the budding owner tries to people-please in its concept, second-guessing what guests are looking for rather than creating it from the heart.

You can be a restaurant owner or a restaurateur – they are very different roles. An owner runs their restaurant(s) from the boardroom, while a restaurateur does it from the floor. And the more you are on the floor, the better your restaurant. The easiest route to success is to do it the hard way.

There are many reasons why people visit a restaurant. Survey an average service as to why the customers have come and you will find myriad answers. For instance: I am with my partner, my family, my friends. It is a reunion, a celebration, a commiseration. It might be an interview, a business meeting, a seduction, a divorce or a sacking; people feel easier to do the tricky things in public because they believe there won’t be a scene. How wrong they can be; I have seen some of the worst confrontations ever within a restaurant and, I must say, there is nothing more theatrical than an incident that has descended into shouting, table-tipping, or worse. It might come as a surprise how frequently great restaurants are the setting for such scenes.

Great restaurants are a catalyst for all these things – and the best restaurants are those that facilitate it. For many, restaurants come to represent ‘safe places’ in the ever-changing dynamics of family life. I look at the ritual of my own children having their first official outing on their second birthday with afternoon tea at The Ritz. Not that restaurants at any level are natural habitats for some children. I once surprised a telephone caller when they asked me whether it was all right to bring their children to The Wolseley.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’

‘Well, I don’t know your children. What I will ask you to do is to imagine that you were coming to The Wolseley for a special occasion – having booked in advance, maybe even saved up for the event – and you are sat at a table next to your children. Except they are someone else’s children. How would you enjoy the evening?’

‘I think we’ll come another time without them,’ they said, laughing.

I love having children in the restaurants, but it is not so much whether they behave as to whether the parents do, and whether they understand that the moment they start to spoil the enjoyment of other guests then they have to act. It is amazing how quickly a child will stop crying if you take them outside. If I know the family at all, I will often offer to take a restless toddler on a tour just to give a parent a five-minute respite from holding them whilst they attempt to eat. Those five minutes can seem like hours!

I delight in finding three generations at table, and occasionally even four, especially on hearing that it was the youngest who determined the choice of venue. Children embrace a sense of occasion. I was once speaking to an actor and his family, sitting at their balcony table at The Wolseley, who told me that they were celebrating their six-year-old’s birthday, and he had specified The Wolseley as where he wanted to spend it, as well as the exact table and his preferred seat.

A restaurant will often play a part in the genesis of a relationship. I still smile when I think of the heavily pregnant woman I encountered eating solo at the bar of Le Caprice. I had asked whether she was going to be comfortable enough on such a high stool in her condition. She told me, after a healthy sip of rosé Champagne, that she was actually going straight from lunch to have her baby induced and this was her last moment of freedom. ‘It [her relationship with the father] all started here at the bar,’ she said, ‘so I thought it an appropriate place to celebrate the consequences and the next phase of my life.’

Of course, there are many types of restaurant, but I have always preferred that of the brasserie or grand café. I fell in love with these before ever stepping foot in one, thanks to my encounters with them through literature. I was drawn to Vienna by the writings of Stefan Zweig and Arthur Schnitzler – particularly Zweig’s The World of Yesterday. At the heart of both the brasserie and the grand café is an aim to provide customers with what they need at any particular time of day. Robert Edward Norton, in his book Secret Germany: Stefan George and His Circle, quoted Zweig as describing the Viennese coffee house as ‘an institution of a special kind – actually a sort of democratic club, open to everyone for the price of a cheap cup of coffee, where every guest can sit for hours with this little offering, to talk, write, play cards, receive post and, above all, consume an unlimited number of newspapers and journals.’

Flexibility and choice are the hallmarks of brasseries like La Coupole and Bofinger in Paris, and grand cafés such as Central and Landtmann in Vienna. When Chris Corbin and I were starting out, London, strangely, didn’t have either such venues – only nominal but rather ersatz brasseries. Nowhere that people could have what they wanted, when and how they wanted it – whether it was kippers or porridge for breakfast, English tea and cakes at one table, fruits de mer at another, steak frites before the theatre, or a glass of Champagne and dinner afterwards.

The kind of restaurant I enjoy is the one where, as you walk through the door, there is that wave of sound and energy: the buzz of conviviality. You are warmly greeted, ideally by name, by a friendly but not over-familiar maître d’hôtel who seems to scoop you off your feet and carry you to the table. As you look around the bustling room, you adjust your hearing, noting the sound levels are neither too loud nor too muted; and on the path to your table you observe someone interesting, someone famous, a friend or two, and maybe people who really shouldn’t be together at all. It all evokes a sense of belonging, and on reaching the table the refreshing realisation that no one is on their phone or taking photos and everyone is engaging with each other. You take your place and are immediately caught up with the heightened level of conversation that this sort of environment can engender. And then after the main courses are served someone stops mid-sentence and declares, ‘This is really rather good’, and someone adds, ‘And so reasonably priced too.’

You feel the warm glow of being loved and included, and quickly you experience the high that makes you wish it wouldn’t end.

I am not interested in temples of gastronomy where all you can hear is the tinkle of cutlery, clink of glass and the occasionally whispered ‘How’s yours? Would you like to try mine?’ I live in fear of the hovering head waiter who knows not to interrupt but manages it with their silently intrusive presence. I want to be able to order ‘the chicken’ and not have it repeated back to me as ‘Le poulet de Bresse avec son gilet d’épinards, etc.’ – I mean, how many chicken dishes do you have? And when said chicken arrives the head waiter whips out their instrument of fear: the Michelin ‘pinkie’, the little finger used to point out all the components, like artifacts in a museum. There are the three different butters to try to remember, the seven different breads and a sense that you are being judged.

I remember fondly the late, great restaurant critic Adrian (AA) Gill writing about one of these ‘fifty thank you’ dinners (notice how you and the staff are constantly saying ‘thank you’ to each other?) and asking what the Sorbets Surprise were, to which the manager chuckled condescendingly, saying, ‘If I tell you then I will ruin Le Surprise!’ Adrian described the quizzing of what the flavours had been as a ritual humiliation, as he struggled to identify them. It seemed strange that the restaurant didn’t understand it was their fault he had failed. This precept applies to all businesses, not just restaurants.

Too many restaurants are chasing the money. I make it clear to my staff that if you look at a customer coming through the door as a source of income you will have a limited lifespan as a restaurant. I teach them to view that customer as an opportunity. An opportunity to give someone a great time, and if you succeed, then you will make money.

Restaurateurs tend to treat a single diner as a blight, whereas I think of them as a blessing. The manager sees a 50 per cent reduction in income, but I see them as being a 50 per cent increase, because the chances are they will leave quite quickly and the table can be used again. What’s more, the single diner brings mystery, intrigue, sophistication and admiration.

I have always worked on the basis that we give people the opportunity to spend, but we don’t make it mandatory. I remind staff that, often, the most interesting people in a restaurant are the least affluent – that’s why they must be welcomed and cherished. They might not spend much, but they enliven the room and attract the more affluent, and the key to a successful restaurant is the mix of people.

I remember the early days of Brasserie Zédel, when I arrived to find the manager apoplectic about a single diner. The reason being that she had arrived and taken a table, ordered tap water and then only a soup, and with the first bread basket finished she was dutifully given another. She then asked for the bill.

Total: £2.25 (this was 2012 – approximately £3.40 at today’s prices).

The staff were angry. I pointed out that I didn’t hear anybody complaining that the table next to her was spending ‘too much’ with their Champagne and Dover sole. In life we must believe that everything averages out; the parsimonious woman was just as important as the Champagne-quaffers.

There is no end to the components of restaurant success, but there is no formula either. Successful restaurants defy analysis or the predictability of logarithms – they rely on and dwell in what I consider essential and yet indefinable ingredients: heart and soul.




The birth of a restaurateur

I was born in Burnham-on-Sea, Somerset, to Charles and Molly King (née Chinn), as the youngest of two brothers, Pete being the eldest. Molly taught me zero about food other than that preparing it was a chore. The notion of finding joy in it would have been enough to set her off into a rare bout of giggling. As far as she was concerned, if it couldn’t be thrown into a pressure cooker and forgotten, it wasn’t worth bothering with.

My mother’s cooking reached its nadir one Christmas Eve when I was ten. She declined to join us at a neighbour’s party as she was ‘busy’ and said that no one should go into the kitchen as there were unwrapped presents in there. It was only when I returned home earlier than expected that I found out what she was up to, as I caught her just adding the last element of Christmas lunch to her hostess trolley – eighteen hours before serving. The almost-unrecognisable components had been cooked to death by the time they went onto the trolley; they were beyond resurrection the next day.

[image: An old black and white advertisement for the Hawkins Electric Hostess trolley featuring a woman standing next to the trolley with various dishes and food compartments within it. The text highlights its convenience for serving meals and its price of 36 guineas.]
We did occasionally go to the Queens Hotel on the seafront for Sunday lunch – a perk offered to Molly as a side benefit of her looking after the hotel’s secretariat and accountancy: Melon with Ginger, Soup of the day, Paté, Tomato Juice (yes, that was a first course) or Prawn Cocktail – you get the idea. I still rather loved it, though.

[image: Cover of the book ‘Toast’ by Nigel Slater, featuring the young Nigel in a suit sitting at a table set with dishes and glasses, and smiling. The background shows other table settings and a partially visible person. Bold white text at the top reads ‘Nigel Slater’ and below, ‘toast the story of a boy’s hunger.’]
And then there were, of course, all the illicit, compensatory convenience foods that Nigel Slater describes so evocatively, awakening the childhood memories of an entire generation, in his superb Toast: The Story of a Boy’s Hunger. That picture of Nigel on the Toast cover could have been me at the Queens Hotel.

At the age of nine, I won a scholarship to Christ’s Hospital, a boarding school in West Sussex. Founded in 1552, Christ’s Hospital was a ‘Bluecoat School’, a school set up to offer a first-class education to those who couldn’t afford it; fees were (and still are) calculated according to how much your parents could afford. The school only allowed us to wear the uniform they provided – full-length, silver-buttoned blue coat, knee breeches and mustard-yellow stockings, I will have you know! – with the admirable reasoning that should any child be more affluent than another this wouldn’t be evident in the clothes we wore.

[image: A family photo of Jeremy, his older brother Pete and their parents, taken in 1964. They are sitting on a bench in front of a brick building, with a wall of engraved names in the background. Jeremy is wearing a school uniform consisting of knee-length mustard socks, dark shorts, a black blazer and a long black gown.]
With my parents and brother Pete, 1964

Here at least, as a boarder, I was afforded the opportunity to cook – maybe ‘heat’ would be more accurate – and the range of Vesta dishes, such as the Chow Mein (which consisted of a box of dried ingredients to be reconstituted in water) became a feature; I was even introduced to the phenomenon of risotto. I can still remember vividly the dawning realisation when I tried my first real one that rather than being reconstituted vegetables and boiled rice, a risotto was a work of art bordering on alchemy. And, of course, there was Angel Delight, which was powdered and had to be whisked into milk – instant, infallible, irresistible, but God knows what it was made of in those days.

At Christ’s Hospital I always felt myself to be somewhat different to my schoolmates. Shy and self-conscious, with a propensity for blushing, I was often alone, but not unhappy with that, and I hasten to point out that being alone has nothing to do with being lonely. I played for the 1st XV rugby team, plus other sports, became House Captain and a ‘Senior Grecian’ (we were classic in our naming there – when I was thirteen my form name was ‘Little Erasmus A’). On the face of it I was properly achieved as a scholar, but I also enjoyed a suitable amount of brushes with authority, displaying an early indication that I would never be happy with being told what to do in life. Food made an early entry into my thinking when I argued against being punished for smoking by citing the Encyclopedia Britannica. I posited that because the school food was so awful I was hungry, and that according to the encyclopedia there were only three ways of assuaging this feeling: eating, taking some drug that suppresses the ghrelin (the hunger hormone), or smoking – apparently the nicotine has the same effect.

[image: A photo of a glass of pink Angel Delight, with a strawberry on top for decoration.]
In the absence of the first two options, I argued, I was obliged to resort to smoking and therefore couldn’t be punished for the school’s failings.

It worked. It more than worked, as it made me think that any ‘case’ against me could be turned around with lateral thinking, and I have fought many a case through the courts and tribunals spurred on by this belief.

The best meals of my schooldays were those late-night ones with my fellow renegade seniors, as we conducted the clandestine ritual of ‘festering’ with smuggled-in beer and marmalade sandwiches.

Meanwhile, holiday jobs included being a bar-back at the Burnham-on-Sea Holimarine holiday camp. Here, my interest in the world of hospitality was piqued; and here too I had my first experience of unrequited love, after falling into a doting yearning for Val, the singer in the band. The next sally into hospitality was being put in charge of the ice-cream service at the Sea-Spray Café at the age of fifteen. The café belonged to the parents of my friend Mark Lewis. I saw how hard his parents were working to make a living, but still thought it a more exciting profession than my father’s, who worked as a managing director in a ‘wall and floor finishes’ enterprise. I loved the interaction with customers because I had a safeguarding counter in front of me and I adored the music playing on the jukebox. My least favourite was Eric Clapton’s ‘Layla’, but it has since stubbornly become the soundtrack of that summer in my memory. The whole summer experience of a seaside town was an incredible time of sexiness and discovery – even though I didn’t fully understand the former.

[image: A photo of the lighthouse at Burnham-on-Sea. It is a wooden structure painted white, on tall, white wooden stilts. The tide is running in channels along the sand all around it.]
Burnham-on-Sea – ‘The leading light’

Back at school, literature was starting to tell me that there was more to life, and the grander the tome, the more prevalent the eating aspect. Whilst I wasn’t exactly reading Babette’s Feast, even Hardy and Dickens were showing that delight could be had at a dining table, and the more contemporary writers revealed a connection between the prandial and sex – therefore of immediate interest. Thank you, Henry and Anaïs, for broadening the scope.

And then, in my final year at school – 1972 – we were coming to the end of a prefects’ dinner when the headmaster, David Newsome, said, ‘Let’s all go back to my study and warm a bottle of claret in front of the fire.’ This felt like I had morphed into literature, and was the first time I understood that wine was a creation rather than just a means of intoxication. I was ready and voracious to learn more. The cork removal was a different form of popping the cherry, but almost as carnal. I think of it today as my Rosebud moment – when life seemed innocent and carefree.

Solitude has always been a comfort to me. When we finished our A Levels, all my fellow ‘Grecians’ and I were allowed to exeat for the day until late. Instead of rushing off in one of the packs heading to London for debauchery at the Marquee Club, I took the train to Petworth to have lunch at the Petworth House Hotel, and then visited the house itself to see the legendary collection of J. M. W. Turner paintings that the artist produced there, thanks to the patronage and friendship of the owner, Lord Egremont. And therein was the genesis of my fascination with patronage and the notion of nurturing artists and writers.

As for the meal, I can still remember the rollmop herring and Truite aux amandes I ate at lunch. Sadly, the hotel seems to have disappeared, but my love of solo dining has endured.

It was arriving in London at the end of 1972, aged eighteen, that was the real catalyst for my interest in restaurants.

After graduating from Christ’s Hospital, I decided to forego university and take a job in banking with Kleinwort Benson. The truth was, I had no clear-cut idea what I wanted to achieve with my life. Christ’s Hospital had afforded me inspiration and access and choice in the form of music, literature, theatre and architecture, and I had plenty of aspirations in the arts, but I was questioning my ability to be a success in any of those fields. I wanted to be an architect but just knew that I wasn’t talented enough and I had to find something else.

During my time working in the City I read Luke Rhinehart’s novel The Dice Man, which tells the story of a bored psychiatrist who makes decisions about his day-to-day life based on throwing a die. The book took a hold of my imagination, so much so that I started to make decisions in my own life on the throw of the dice. It might be where to eat, which bar to go to or what to wear. And then, the more the bank bored me, the more the dice-throwing played a part. I would have morning decisions to determine who I was that day or how I behaved. Would I be a film star or maybe Long John Silver? My colleagues could never work out why I limped around the office squawking ‘Pieces of Eight’ followed by a slap to the shoulder and a muttered ‘shiver me timbers’. I was evidently really bored.

[image: The book cover for ‘The Dice Man’ by Luke Rhinehart featuring a city skyline at the top, with bold text that reads ‘This book can still change your life.’ Below, a large title in yellow letters states ‘The Dice Man,’ with a dice graphic in motion, showing a dotted trajectory line across the cover.]
I would also gamble extensively – a bug I had caught quite seriously having received a tip for the 1973 Epsom Derby; after backing eventual winner Morston at 33/1, I was hooked. Every Friday lunchtime I would challenge myself to place every penny I had on horses, and if at closing time I hadn’t won anything, there was no money for the weekend. There were no ATMs in those days.

(I learned in time that a true gambler, rather than a ‘better’, needs to have real risk involved, otherwise the joy of winning is numbed. Lucian Freud explained this many years later – that losing to the gangster Kray brothers and having to hide, borrowing to bet with no prospect of repaying if failing, or using Great Train Robbery proceeds that criminals asked him to safeguard were all part of the thrill of gambling. Once he had become successful and could afford to lose the bet, the pursuit lost its allure.)

When I had the money, and the dice decreed it, I ate out. My first port of call in this history was Italian restaurants. I was catching the tail end of gingham tablecloths, candles in wicker Chianti bottles, mural views from the Bay of Naples restaurants, but more importantly the emerging legacy of Mario Cassandro and Franco Lagattolla, whose Soho trattoria La Terrazza was filled with the ‘Swinging London’ crowd. You need look no further than Alasdair Scott Sutherland’s book The Spaghetti Tree to realise how wide was their influence and how their growing empire and the subsequent success of their former colleagues, such as Alvaro Maccioni – who went on to open the eponymous ‘Alvaro’ and subsequently the ground-breaking Club dell’ Aretusa, on the King’s Road in Chelsea – were fundamental to a culinary revolution.

The likes of La Famiglia, San Frediano and Meridiano inspired me for many reasons. These quintessentially Sixties’ restaurants were at the heart of the breaking-down of the all-prevalent class structure, and soon we were seeing royalty (Princess Margaret and Lord Snowdon in particular) sitting down with celebrated East End photographers such as Terence Donovan and David Bailey, or indeed fellow photographer Lord Litchfield, as well as actors, pop stars and models, and then every combination of every demographic in between. It chimed with my deep-rooted love of egalitarianism, fomented for me at my melting pot of a school, and I started to understand the role of design as exemplified by the ‘Pop’ modernism of Pizza Express that had been developed by the inimitable Enzo Apicella, the designer, cartoonist and restaurateur who was also responsible for the look of all of the aforementioned Italian restaurants in Britain.

This is what stimulated my latent interest in restaurants, and even my twenty-first birthday lunch at the Spanish Salvadors El Bodegón in Park Walk showed me so much about the greatness of the continent. It was about that time that I experienced my first proper foreign holiday, and even grilled fish on a Greek island was revelatory.

There were other innovations to observe and absorb, such as the Golden Duck in Hollywood Road, the Conran/Carluccio Neal Street Restaurant, and then on to La Croisette and Le Suquet, Pierre Martin’s revolutionary fish and crustacea restaurants, not forgetting probably the most important early influence of Barbara Hulanicki’s mind-blowing Rainbow Room at Biba, in the early Seventies. This was the first time London had really seen contemporary glamour since the pre-war days of the Embassy Club and Café de Paris.

I had found a passion, and it certainly wasn’t banking. Could it possibly morph into a career?




Rolling the dice

I understood very quickly that I had made a big mistake by joining the bank, so I remedied the error by applying to and securing a place at Cambridge University. Relief for my parents, because they really felt that it was unusual for a ‘Prime Minister in waiting’, as they would have me, not to have a degree. With a clear path ahead of me now, I only needed to decide what to do in the interim ten months before the new academic year began. I was supplementing my earnings at the bank with a part-time job in a Chelsea wine bar called Charco’s, and I decided to make that a full-time position.

Charco’s was an early pioneer of the wine bar phenomenon of the 1970s, which came about because of a cartel maintained by all the pubs preventing the granting of new ‘full licences’ – and only limited wine bar licences. It was owned by the caterer to the Royal Family, Searcys, and was a sister operation to the larger and more licentious ‘The Loose Box’.

I found I was comfortable in my barman role at Charco’s and was soon promoted to assistant general manager – and what with living and working on the King’s Road in the early Seventies, I was coming out of my shell.

When my university matriculation papers came through, this prompted more indecision, followed closely by uncertainty.

It was time to roll the dice.

The matriculation dice throw was so important that I used two dice. It is fair to say that the majority were all assuming I would take up the place, albeit at a changed time and with a very different agenda. ‘Two sixes’ would dictate that if I achieved a managership of Charco’s or a similar bar within a month of turning twenty-one, I would skip university altogether and make my career in hospitality.

[image: A handwritten and drawn note. It shows dice spilling from a barrel with text around it saying ‘Hello Jeremy-Here in California if all dice aren’t flat on the bar, it’s called a ’hotel.’ You scoop up the dice, throw them back in the cup and roll again. Best wishes & best of luck to you, John.’ Dated Oct. 4, 2018, Chinatown, San Francisco.]
The double-six option was highly unlikely to win because it was qualified by other circumstances, but it needed to be there to satisfy my own Dice Man risk rules. And then it came up and I was both exhilarated and nervous, but also realised that I had a dilemma because I couldn’t wait for the qualifying element to transpire as I had to return my papers. This was soon remedied by the owners of Charco’s calling me in to be advised that I was indeed going to be the manager. ‘The die was cast.’

And so I made the foolish mistake of foregoing my place at Cambridge. This is something I have regretted all my life. It was perhaps my first major life lesson, so please learn from me and don’t ever abandon yourself to the whims of chance.

Within two years of being frustrated by Searcys refusal to invest in the fabric of the space that I now managed, I succumbed to an offer to join the burgeoning mini-empire being established in Battersea by a French restaurateur called Jean-Michel Gautier. His businesses included a restaurant, wine bar, patisserie and wine importer, and I learned my trade there as assistant director. But it was an unhappy time that often found me enviously checking out the movement of my colleagues as I floundered within the constraints of a job that was strangling me.

And so I started the quest for how my life should develop. The nadir of my search was reached when I found myself in front of the principal of a careers guidance agency, having taken their facile test.

‘What can we do for you, Mr King?’

‘I am lost in the search for a vocation. I feel I can do anything, but I crave the direction and help of someone who can tell me unequivocally what I should do with my life.’

‘We get asked for this all the time, and while normally it is deemed impossible to answer definitively, in your case we can say unequivocally what we feel is the career for you.’ Drumroll and bated breath. ‘Unquestionably you should be an accountant.’

I know why they opined this, because I am inherently mathematical and logical, but it was the last thing I wanted to hear.

‘The only branch of accountancy I could possibly countenance would be turf accountancy.’

At this he got excited, saying that would answer the more flamboyant aspect of my character, which he couldn’t put his finger on. This would be perfect.

I left.

Everybody had advice, and the people-pleaser in me went into overdrive trying to accommodate the perceived wishes of my family, my friends, my peers – the only person excluded was myself.

I only achieved focus through two parental interventions. The first was when I dragged myself back home to Somerset at the behest of my father because the owner of the company that he ran, Pyrok – a rather mundane creator of protective coatings for buildings – had asked whether I would like to become my father’s successor. I felt I was obliged to fulfil this wish, and I can still remember the anguish I experienced on the train as I travelled to ratify it. But, more particularly, I still see the tears of joy running down my father’s cheeks when I finally plucked up the courage to say ‘no’ just before the final interview. He had concealed that he really didn’t want me to join him but felt obliged to support the request. He was clearly the source of my ‘people-pleasing’. He later told me, on retirement, that throughout his time with Pyrok there hadn’t been a day when he hadn’t dreaded going to work. This steeled me to be more selfish in the pursuit of a career, a resolve that was further strengthened when my relieved mother said, ‘I know I always talk about you being Prime Minister, but all I really want for you is that you don’t wake up aged thirty and start regretting.’

But I owe the decisive intervention of my career to John Maxwell, or Max, the brilliant front-of-house manager for the hottest new restaurant in town at the time, Joe Allen. I met Max as a customer at Joe Allen, and as he lived in Battersea we started to see each other more. Max had a first-class degree from Harvard and was a Rhodes Scholar, and yet was happy working in restaurants. One day I mentioned to Max that I wanted to get out of the industry and he advised me not to. He asked me what I liked about the business and then told me, ‘You’re going to come and work at Joe Allen.’

I said, ‘I can’t do that, I’m an uptight Englishman.’

Under Richard Polo (surprisingly an ex-accountant and US naval man), Joe Allen was like a speakeasy in feel and attracted all the theatre world and actual royalty.

He said, ‘No, no, no. You’re going to come and work here and we’ll teach you how to run a good restaurant. And more importantly – and I think you’ll get much more out of this – we’re going to teach you how not to run a good restaurant.’ And that is what I did.




An early lesson in ramifications

Up until well into the Nineties, the piano that stood near the entrance to Joe Allen bore two deep dents in its lid. These had been instrumental in a significant lesson I learned early in my career.

When I joined the staff in 1979 there was a lot to take on board, but the two years that followed would prove to be among the most formative of my life. One immediate challenge I faced was my relationship with the general manager, Richard Polo. Richard didn’t seem to like me and was, I realised in retrospect, intimidated and threatened by my presence. He behaved terribly, readily assigning me menial tasks and often trying to humiliate me – maybe in an attempt to get rid of me. He nearly succeeded, but once I learned that if I didn’t allow anything he said to get to me, and always cheerfully acceded to requests and orders (rather than begrudgingly and sulkily trudging off to complete them), his bullying lost its power. To Richard’s credit he saw this too and changed tack, and as a consequence we became enduring and close friends for over forty years.

But that’s not the point of this story, which comes instead from one of his admonishments. It was a Saturday night in the summer of 1980 and we were serving theatregoers who were in their ‘dinner break’ of an all-day performance of Nicholas Nickleby at the Aldwych Theatre. The production was eight and a half hours long and there wasn’t too long a gap between the two acts.

A table of four called me over to ask where their food was and were clearly quite agitated. Now, the maîtres d’hôtel didn’t get involved in service, but on this occasion I felt it necessary. Head chef Martin Wilson, on the range, was surprised to see me in the kitchen and even more so when I asked him, ‘How soon for Table 31?’

‘Don’t ask,’ came the reply.

‘I just did,’ was mine.

‘I said don’t ask!’

‘Well, I have to ask, because unless I give them an answer they are going to leave.’

‘I SAID DON’T FUCKING ASK!! FUCK OFF!!’

‘OK, I won’t ask – I’ll check myself.’ And I looked around the front of the ‘pass’ to see that Table 31’s food was actually next up. ‘Ah, next up – thank you.’ And went off to inform them. Having done so, I was just telling my colleague Tim at the desk what a complete dickhead Martin was and why couldn’t he have just told me rather than do this power play, when my colleague’s eyes flared wide. He blanched and shouted, ‘Turn around!!’

I did, to see Martin racing up between the tables brandishing a big cleaver, which he clearly intended to bury in my skull. Tim tried to intercede and I side-stepped to avoid the blow, but in truth I feel that even psychotic Martin was aware that murder was not suitable retribution. He dissipated some of his fury by slamming the handle down on the piano lid twice, leaving the indentations, before the chefs hauled him back to the kitchen.

Later, Richard Polo arrived and took me outside – I assumed to apologise for Martin’s egregious behaviour. But I was quickly disabused of that notion; it was me Richard was furious with, not Martin.

He explained that I should indeed have ‘fucked off’ out of the kitchen when told to, rather than aggravate a clearly stressed Martin even more.

‘But what about the table?’ I indignantly asked.

‘You should have sacrificed it; apologised and picked up their bill,’ he said.

I didn’t understand until he explained that I had risked Martin completely going berserk and either walking out or been rendered useless for the rest of the evening service, thus jeopardising the 300-odd covers expected. If that had come to pass, all 300 would have had a terrible time rather than just one table. For someone who is good at gambling, I had failed to play the odds – but I had certainly learned a great lesson.




Partnership

Chris and I got to know each other better after I joined Joe Allen in 1979, when we frequented each other’s restaurants, often meeting after service, too, or to go out lunching at places that offered adventure and discovery to our still-inexperienced palates: restaurants in Chinatown, Greek tavernas in Soho or the Kosher Luncheon Club in Whitechapel. More often than not we were joined by Liam Carson, another manager at Langan’s, who I am afraid I usurped in forming a bond with Chris in terms of forging a future together.

Liam went off on a more exciting and wild journey with managerships of the Kensington Roof Gardens, Maunkberry’s Club and particularly the Groucho Club, which was both his triumph and downfall. There were too many temptations, and although he made the Groucho’s reputation and its success, it came at a price. When his patient wife Gabby extracted him from the danger that the club had become, they went to live in France, but that was not the life for Liam and on returning to London he never enjoyed the success or glamour that he had before. Sadly Liam, who was the same age as me, died at the age of fifty-one, and it was particularly poignant that when I was leaving the funeral I saw John Spiteri, veteran maître d’hôtel of many a successful restaurant (St John, The French House, Sessions Arts Club, et al) and asked him whether he would like a lift
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