


American Food

The first thing Barack Obama was compelled to do as sworn-in president of the United States was to eat an inaugural luncheon in the Capitol’s Statuary Hall – a 100-year-old event hosted by the Joint Congressional Committee on Inaugural Ceremonies and attended by 200 hungry congressmen, Supreme Court judges and other worthies – that looks like it was conceived by an obese nine-year-old on the back of a 48-hour Oreo bender.

Halfway through the main course, I imagine, the most exciting new president since JFK will have suddenly realised the enormity of the task that lies ahead of him. He no doubt reflected, with a weary belch, that this was not what he got into politics for. And when they finally plonked his pudding in front of him, he will have been tempted to lean across to Vice-President Biden and whisper: ‘I can’t do this, Joe, you take it from here,’ before bolting for the door marked Rest Rooms with a suspiciously bulging napkin in his left hand, never to be seen again.

In theory, the menu tied in with the Abraham Lincoln-themed festivities of the day (always beware a themed meal): ‘Growing up in the frontier regions of Kentucky and Indiana, the sixteenth president favoured simple foods including root vegetables and wild game,’ declared the White House website ahead of the grand scoff. ‘As his tastes matured, he became fond of stewed and scalloped oysters. For dessert or a snack, nothing pleased him more than a fresh apple or an apple cake.’

And so, obviously, they prepared a menu that began with many kilos of lobster, scallops, shrimps and black cod boiled in cream and vermouth, then ladled into pastry cases, glazed and baked into pies. Mmm, the joys of simple food. 

After the ‘fish stew’ came a lovely, simple ‘Brace of American Birds with Sour Cherry Chutney and Molasses Sweet Potatoes’, served, like everything else, on replica china from the Lincoln Administration. 

Again, I’ve looked up the recipe on the White House website (they’re terribly proud of this meal and have posted all the recipes in a do-it-yourself-at-home format so that the world’s fattest nation can celebrate the renaissance of its democracy in calories – the only language it understands) and discovered that this involved a duck breast slathered with cherry and raisin jam sharing a (replica Lincolnian) plate with a pheasant breast that had been stuffed with, and I quote, ‘football-shaped patties’ of a rice-and-canned-chicken-soup concoction I would hesitate to put out for the foxes.

I mean, ‘football-shaped’? 

What sort of a national cuisine measures out its ingredients in footballs? The rest of the world uses tablespoons and cups but in America, hell no, we gonna use a football of rice! We gonna let our wide receivers go and we gonna throw that damn lunch for a touchdown!

It’s all so giant and sweet and sickly. And as if that wasn’t enough, the birds were served with a dish of ‘molasses whipped sweet potatoes’, involving these already very sweet vegetables being baked and then mashed with – wait for it – brown sugar, molasses, orange juice and maple syrup. Talk about your five portions. This was food for a nation of babies. No wonder presidents do so much running. Any less than five miles a day and within a year Obama won’t even fit in the Oval Office.

And then after a meal that already had more sugar in it than your average wedding cake, the guests at Statuary Hall were expected to eat an apple sponge cake served with vanilla ice cream and a cinnamon sauce based on, and again I quote: ‘caramel sauce (store bought)’.

The tragedy of American cooking is that it just can’t get a grip of ‘simple, elegant and smart’. America is fantastic at chow. It leads the world in low-key catering. It is great at barbecues, fried chicken, burgers, sweet pies and soft drinks. It is kiddy heaven. But it can’t do grown-up. 

Bashfully imitating what it thinks of as European soph­istication, upscale American cuisine always overelaborates. It puts wetback waiters in rented tuxes and serves clam chowder from silver tureens, it flames things at the table and always puts a lobster on the side. It makes no choices, it does everything at once: surf’n’turf, pancakes and bacon, marshmallows and yams.

No pheasant needs its breast stuffed, no duck needs cherry chutney. No lobster truly revels in the company of cod, shrimps, scallops, vermouth and cream. To be honest, and this is a funny time to say it, but I’d much rather have been invited to a Bush luncheon of barbecued pork chops and Bud. 

I have no doubt that Abraham Lincoln’s simple meals of fresh sea scallops, root vegetables and wild game were absolutely delicious. And I wish the guardians of modern American presidential cuisine had had the confidence to replicate them exactly, without all the modernising and fannying around. 

American upscale dining is in a parlous state, but I guess nobody is better placed to put it right than the new Messiah whom this terrible, terrible meal was designed to celebrate. 



Not long after the inauguration I found myself, by chance, in the Southern part of the United States and thinking about its food once again. I found that, like most of the paradoxes enshrined in its bright-eyed little constitution, America’s food, for the most part, offers the illusion of choice and democracy while providing, in reality, a single, unending, fascistically regimented product that runs counter to everything we climbed out of the sea and grew heads for.

I ate hotdogs in the South. I ate cheese-dogs, slaw-dogs, chilli-dogs, chicken-dogs, fish-dogs, veggie-dogs, double-dogs and choc-dogs. I ate them at baseball games (where the match-day programme listed 48 different kinds of food available at 120 outlets in the stadium), and at the roadside and at a famous restaurant called Varsity that was celebrating its 75th anniversary. 

And I ate pulled pork with vinegar sauce. I ate it ‘tailgating’ in the car park at a college football game, at a fund-raising barbecue for a Republican senator, and in tacquerias and upscale old-school eateries. I ate fried chicken and Cuban sandwiches, burgers, beans, black-eye peas and field-peas with fake eyes, turnip greens and tacos and 80 types of fried potato. Fried chicken, fried fish, fried ribs . . . and everything, every goddam mouthful (with the exception of a home-cooked pot-roast, a picnic and one great restaurant called Bacchanalia) tasted the same. 

The food in the Land of the Free is no different from the food in rural Ukraine in the darkest hours of Stalinism. It’s just brighter coloured and there’s more of it. 

Ask for eggs and they ask how you want them. Say ‘fried’ and they say ‘fried how?’, say ‘over easy’ and they say ‘regular, large, extra large, brown, white, duck, chicken or ptarmigan, free-range, organic or farm fresh, whites only or yolks too, salt or no salt?’ And then they bring you the plate and you wonder why they bothered to ask if they were going to put the eggs on a waffle and cover them with maple syrup and grits. 

Grits are the sick of an infant child who has been fed sweetcorn too early in the weaning process. But they are the very mortar of soul food. In fact, they may be the very mortar of mortar. (The real answer to how an American wants his eggs, of course, is ‘hatched, raised to maturity on a diet of GM corn and steroids, killed, dunked in flour and salt, fried until it resembles no more a chicken than a wind-eroded sandstone gargoyle, and served with fries.)

Two weeks of salt, fat and sugar left me fat as an off-season oyster, happy/irritable (depending on that moment’s blood-sugar status), bloated and hungry, slightly greasy, full of wind, unwilling to travel anywhere except by car, disinclined to read, preferring to lie farting in front of the television, bored by sporting events with pauses of more than eight seconds between goals, uncomfortable in anything but jogging pants and trainers, slack-jawed from a lack of chewing (the food being soft enough to ingest straight from fork), so tending to drawl my words and avoid long or difficult ones, and too dependent on consumption and too obsessed with volume and cheapness to have any time for the contemplation of liberal thought. 

I was an American. I lay smudged across the seat of my SUV with a three-litre plastic cup of Coke, and cried: ‘Nuke Iraq, lock up the wetbacks, lynch the faggots, shoot the gynaecologists, send money to Jesus and bring me a jumbo chilli-dog and a root-beer float. And get me a voting form and point my writing hand to where it says “Schwarzenegger”.’





Adverts

The Broadcast Committee of Advertising Practice (BCAP) has, at long last, ruled that television adverts can no longer be louder than the programmes in which they appear. 

Better late than never, I suppose. I have mostly given up watching television because of the shrieking of the adverts. It’s just so horrible how you’re sitting there on the sofa after dinner, vaguely watching some costume drama with ladies in bonnets on a river bank sharing out the egg sandwiches, and trout taking the fly with a muted ‘glop’, and you’re half asleep and drifting into a sort of reverie where you’re asking Miss Bennet if there isn’t, perchance, a slice of cucumber to be had hereabouts, and she raises her long eyelashes and says: 

‘BUY STUFF! BUY STUFF NOW!! RA RA RA!! BLAAAAA!! KRANG!!!! BUY LOADS OF IT!!!! ONLY NINE NINE NINE FIVE!! COME DOWN TO THE CRAPHOLE WAREHOUSE!! SOFAS CAN GO UP AS WELL AS DOWN MAY CAUSE HEATBURN IN PREGNANT BABIES!!’ 

And you leap up thinking hoodies are at the door and grab your tennis racket and run out naked into the street. And then you realise it was just the ads. 

I guess it is because television is so dismal that the ads are so loud. The advertisers know that whoever sits down to watch Britain’s Got Property Ladders, Get Me Out of Here! is bound to be asleep within minutes and if you want to tell them about the terrible disposable garbage you think they should buy with the money they don’t have because they spend their whole pathetic life in front of the television, then first you’re going to have to WAKE THEM UP!! WAAAA!! BANG! BANG! BANG! DON’T SHOP FOR IT!!! ARGOS IT!!! WHATEVER THE HELL THAT MEANS!!! WA! WA!!! IT’S THE SAME OLD CRUD AS BEFORE, YOU JUST DON’T HAVE TO HAUL YOUR BIG GREEDY ARSE OFF THE SOFA TO GET IT!! 

And if the viewers aren’t asleep, then they’ve almost certainly gone into the kitchen to make a cup of tea and there is a chance that, from there, if the volume doesn’t suddenly soar, they won’t be able to hear some D-list celebrity saying: ‘BUY FROZEN PEAS!!! THEY’RE GREAT!!! MUCH BETTER THAN FRESH!!!! SEALS IN THE FLAVOUR!!!! HURRAH FOR BIRDSEYE!! WAAA! WAAA!!!!’ 

But these new regulations state that ‘adverts must not be excessively noisy or strident’. It’s my dream come true. At half-time in the football, from now on, there will be a faint tinkle of theme music and then a chap in suede shoes and a V-neck will say, quite quietly: ‘Why not have a Carlsberg, it’s perfectly acceptable beer.’ 

And then there will be a car, sitting nice and still by the road, and a voice saying softly: ‘Here’s a car, it’s much like all the others. If your own car is beyond repair, this is one of the many essentially identical vehicles you might consider as a replacement.’ And so on. 

And from this great start can we not go still further to reduce the depressing and deleterious aspects of advertising? Can we not, perhaps, make the abdominal muscles of those men in the aftershave ads a bit less ludicrous? Nobody has abs like that. And can we make them a bit less handsome? And those enormous bulges you see in the pants ads, I think it’s time they were scaled down. 

And those big perky breasts on the girls in the beer adverts – they’re just not good for marriages. Come on, let’s saggy them down a bit so the missus doesn’t feel quite so critically scrutinised coming out of the shower. 

In fact, let’s do away with hyperbole altogether. No more Ford Super Sunday – just Another Irrelevant Football Match Sponsored by a Mediocre Car Company Sunday. 

No more ‘Fifty Greatest Comedy Moments’ but ‘Fifty Joyless Clips to Which We Already Had the Rights So It Cost Us Nowt’. 

And once we’re making some things a bit less noisy and strident, mightn’t it be possible to make everything a bit less noisy and strident? Could they maybe turn the neon signs in Piccadilly Circus down a fraction? It would look so much classier. And might they be able to turn the volume down in the headphones of the guy sitting next to you on the Tube? And maybe also on the phones of the teenagers on the top deck of the bus because, really, this isn’t a hip-hop gig, it’s a frigging bus. And that courier roaring off to the next set of traffic lights, can’t we turn the sound down on his motorbike? Or kill him? 

And the fat blokes outside the pub with their shirts off, could we please turn off their tattoos? And must their trainers be quite so blindingly white? And whose idea was birdsong at dawn? And newspaper columnists these days, will they ever shut up? 





Anorexia Hysteria

Asked during an interview with a fashion website if she had any mottos, Kate Moss replied, ‘Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels’. And the clouds parted, and the sky opened, and Hell rained down upon her.

‘Outrage over Kate’s size zero motto’, screamed one news­paper. ‘Storm at “anorexia” comments’, cried another, putting ‘anorexia’ in inverted commas, of course, because Kate didn’t say anything about anorexia at all.

Most of the time the tabloids lambast Kate for the twin evils of endorsing drug abuse and taking pleasure from sexual intercourse, but this time they were furious because, by apparently celebrating a lifestyle choice which involves exercis­ing willpower in the face of temptation in order to feel good about herself, Kate is, of course, encouraging teenage girls to develop a mental illness and die.

It’s so stupid and hysterical and infuriating I don’t know where to start.

It is quite tempting to start with the disastrous collapse of journalistic standards – largely thanks to bloggorrhoea, the web generally, and the Cowellisation of our culture – that leads a journalist (working for an apparently very widely read and respected website called Women’s Wear Daily) to ask one of the world’s most famous (and undeniably powerful) women a question as facile and dim-witted as ‘What’s your motto?’

In Kate’s shoes (yummy), I’d have said, ‘My motto is “don’t waste time talking to website imbeciles whose attention span runs no further than the length of a word-belch on Twitter”’ and hung up.

But Kate is not like that. Kate thought for a minute and then decided to say something that dovetails with her profile, is quite funny, and is completely, utterly true. 

Of course being thin is better than being fat. (The very paper that was ‘outraged’ by Kate’s comments on page 21 ran an interview on page 53 celebrating the weight-loss achievements of a Casualty actress under the headline: ‘Anyone who says they’re fat and happy is lying. And I should know. I went from this . . . to this . . .’ alongside a grotesque ‘before’ picture of a woman you could render down to grease a fleet of battleships, and an ‘after’ pic of a woman not much bigger than Kate Moss.) 

And they were right the second time. ‘Fat and happy’ is a myth, a monstrous lie, and I thoroughly endorse Kate’s statement. I don’t eat anything like as much as I’d like to – despite eating for a living – because I don’t want to be fat. And if my saying that leads half a dozen boys to stop eating until they die because they want to be like me, well then, frankly, those are boys we’re probably better off without. 

I long to be skinny. I’d die to be skinny. As it is, I content myself with a borderline OK BMI because I can’t manage any better. I simply don’t have Kate’s staggering willpower. But I try. I weigh myself half a dozen times every morning (before I pee, then afterwards, then left foot first, then right foot first – which, bizarrely, seems to give a different reading – then pre-poo, then post-poo, then again if I so much as blow my nose or trim my beard) and then determine how much I’m allowed to eat today accordingly: if I’m under 12 stone 7 pounds then I can eat pretty much anything. If I’m over that then I deduct a thousand calories for each pound I’m over, and if I’ve crept to 12 stone 10 pounds then I eat nothing at all and go for an hour-long run on the Heath, taking the hills as fast as I can – which will make me feel sick, with a bit of luck, and not want to eat.

I was chubbyish once, and miserable as hell – this would be ten years ago – then I lost a bit of weight, a stone maybe, and, Pow! Happiness. Pay rise, lots of cute girls, TV career. It’s not rocket science. And the only way to lose weight and keep it off effectively is to develop a sense of the long-term as opposed to short-term effects of everything you eat. The ability to act with future as opposed to immediate wellbeing in mind is one of the defining mental strengths of the human.

As such, Kate’s apparently simple philosophy is wonderfully advanced and extremely timely. To every action there is a consequence, that is all she is saying. But it is something that is being increasingly forgotten in our instant-gratification, bling-bling, X Factor, fizzy pop, white bread world. Kate owes all she has to her shape, and she accepts the acts of denial on which that shape depends. Cigarettes, hard drugs and (it is said) orgies, are all things that do not appear to do her any harm, so she feels no need to eschew them. Lucky girl. I wish I was made of the same stuff. She is an absolute icon of willpower, self-knowledge and strength – she is cut from the same cloth as the brave Tommies who won us two world wars.

The wider application of Kate’s consequence-aware behavioural code might see impressionable young people being told, ‘No drunken night out with the girls is as fun as not being raped by an unlicensed minicab driver and left for dead in a grimy back street’, or, ‘no summer of bunking off and smoking joints in the park when you should be revising for your GCSEs is as much fun as a life spent not being a dustman.’ 

The message that every action in life has a consequence is a glorious and honourable one to propound. 

 Apart from anything else, what we have in the developed world is an obesity crisis, not an anorexia crisis. Sure, it is sad that a handful of young women harm themselves every year in the pursuit of the size zero mirage, but it is nothing compared to the 100,000 Britons who die every year from diseases related to obesity. If Kate’s bon mots are really so influential that they will stop people eating, reverse the obesity tide (especially in children), save the £4 billion a year lost to the national purse as a consequence of mass fatness, and bring our life expectancy averages back on track then, frankly, a few unhappy teenagers is a small price to pay.

And anyway, Kate is only being honest. She is admitting that to look the way she does she has to not eat. That is a much less dangerous message to young girls than all those models who claim to eat normally. ‘I love fast food, especially burgers’, most models say in interviews, trying to seem normal, ‘and I’m forever bingeing on chocolate’. But the truth is they have livid skin, foul breath and hairy backs because not a morsel passes their lips from one week to the next. These sour-faced, lying vixens are the ones who are making young girls on healthy diets think there must be something wrong with them. Not honest Kate.

I did a lame-arse television food quiz in the summer with, among others, the theoretically more womanly-sized supermodel Sophie Dahl. At one point Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall handed round a bag of cherries. We all tucked in. Afterwards, the more-than-womanly-sized Clarissa Dickson Wright gestured towards the lovely Sophie, who now has her own cookery show, and said, ‘That’s the first time I have ever seen someone taking bites out of a cherry.’





Barcodes

I think we are all well aware that 7 October 2009 saw the 57th anniversary of the invention of the barcode. It’s bizarre that we are, because it was hardly the most interesting thing about 7 October 2009, which was also, as you probably know, the 438th anniversary of the Battle of Lepanto, Heinrich Himmler’s 109th birthday and the 97th anniversary (to the very day!) of the first transaction made on the Helsinki Stock Exchange. But it is the glorious 57th of the barcode that we know about. 

And we know about it, of course, because Google decided to commemorate it in their ‘doodle’ du jour. And that is how we come to collectively know things about our days now. Once, it was the church calendar that told us: everyone knew intuitively that it was Whitsuntide, Ash Wednesday or Michaelmas. Then it was newspapers, and we all knew what the headlines were. And then it was television, and we all knew that tonight we’d find out who shot JR. But now it’s whatever the hell some Korean kid in Silicon Valley feels like commemorating in a search engine logo doodle.

And so eight billion people, more or less, got up on Wednesday, logged on, saw a barcode where the multi-coloured ‘Google’ normally is, and thought, ‘Eh? What’s that? Oh, right, it must be the anniversary of the barcode. And that’s probably “Google” written as a barcode.’

And how right we all were. And then I bet we all thought to ourselves, ‘I wonder when it was invented? 1970-ish? Maybe mid-1960s at a push?’, and were astounded when we clicked on the image for more information and found that it was invented, in fact, way back in 1952.

‘1952?’ we all probably screamed. ‘That was coronation year! People in England barely had televisions, let alone barcode scanners! The very notion of the “shop” was still pretty much in its infancy. Most people in England were still driving their geese to market on Saturday mornings, hoping to exchange some of the feathers for a turnip and a quill. And in America they already had barcodes!’

No doubt you, like me, have thought since last Wednesday of practically nothing but barcodes (unless you are Vladimir Putin, who was also 57 on Wednesday and was probably too excited about all the cake and presents to notice). First of all I thought, ‘What’s so big about the 57th anniversary? Has Google, with all its binary programming and innovative teccy numerical stuff, simply done away with base 10 and its hidebound ‘gold’, ‘silver’ and ‘diamond’ anniversarial demarcations, and now the big one is really the 57th, or ‘large lump of grit’, anniversary? 

And then, like me, I am certain you gave a moment’s thought to the two chaps who (we learn) invented it, Norman Joseph Woodland and Bernard Silver. Such wonderfully evocative American names, so perfectly representative of opposite sides of the ‘Dream’. It’s so immediately obvious that good old Norman Woodland (‘Norm














Academic Sex

When a fruity-looking old don from a pay-as-you-go Mickey Mouse university like Buckingham writes a slobbering piece in the Times Educational Supplement about how ‘There will be a girl in class who flashes her admiration . . . enjoy her! She’s a perk,’ one is always, inevitably, going to feel the impulse to vomit.

I certainly felt it when I saw those pictures of Terence Kealey, Buckingham’s vice-chancellor, with his great big Professor Brainstawm head, the standard-issue hair tufts above the ears, the unruly eyebrows, and read about how, ‘she will flaunt you her curves, which you should admire, daily, to spice up your sex life, nightly, with your wife’.

I was sick mostly at the thought of the old goat storing up images of his students in the old fantasy-bank (schoolboys have a more satisfying, internally-rhymed name for it) and then running through them in his mind while heaving away later on top of the missus who no longer quite does it for him. 

But I was also revolted by this so-called senior academic’s misuse of a straightforward transitive verb. She may well ‘flaunt her curves’. She may well ‘flaunt them at you’, which puts ‘you’ in the dative (in Latin, tibi) and the curves safely in the accusative, where they should be. For the object of the sentence, the noun in the accusative, must be that which is flaunted. ‘Flaunt you her curves’ is a solecism. A meaningless word pile. The old ram was clearly so excited with thoughts of his students’ hidden bits that he lost all control of his grammar. And that is what makes him unfit for purpose. Leer, by all means. But leer with grammatical precision.

Prof Brainstawm goes on to compare the look-but-don’t-touch role of the lecturer to a punter in Stringfellows, and I have to say, as a modern man, that upsets me. I don’t like to hear women spoken of like that. I am a feminist. I absolutely believe in women’s rights to equality in law, society and the workplace; that they should have their own running races and everything. All that. So I was sitting there, huffing and puffing about this old pant-rummager, and then I thought, ‘Hang on, let’s be honest about this, how different is he from me?’

In my last year at university, and for several years afterwards, I toyed with the idea of a career in academia. I got the grades, I was offered the funding, I rather enjoyed the library grind of it. But journalism distracted and only later, as the excitement of the daily newsroom slog began to pale, did I begin to think again of doing the DPhil and going back to teach.

And then I realised that my newfound academic zeal had nothing to do with tiring of journalism, and nothing to do with intellectual curiosity. I just wanted to sleep with teenage girls. That was it. That was the only reason. Plump young ladies sitting there in the tutorial, all wet-eyed and tight-skirted, bulging and blooming. Staring at you. Hungry for information. Hungry for anything you have to offer.

And the reason the urge was so potent was because I would be making up for lost time. In three years at Oxford I had sex with only five girls. Three years holed up in the middle of nowhere with 6,000 perfectly presentable (if occasionally somewhat over-serious) young women, and I managed to get it on with only five of them. It’s pathetic. The greatest waste of time of my life. To this day, hardly an hour goes by when I do not get up from my desk, pace my study, and then fall to my knees, weeping, and cry aloud: ‘Five, goddamit! Only five! What was I thinking of?’

What I was thinking of, of course, was getting a stonking degree. And I did. Right up there in the top handful for the year. And that is because I was not screwing my socks off, and so had time to read and write and think. And so they asked me to come back and teach. And I thought about it very seriously. I thought about it, on and off, for the next ten years, even as journalism started to go reasonably well for me. And it was a long time before I realised that I was considering a ‘return to academia’ (as failed men of letters always rather heroically call it – as if, like Han Solo in the Millennium Falcon, it is never too late to come swooping back into the picture and save the day), purely so I could have sex with my students.

I solved the problem in a different way, in the end, by looking up all the girls I had fancied at university and sleeping with them now, ten years later, ticking them off retrospectively (I guess we were ticking each other off) and then sort of mentally plugging them back into my past and – pace Stalin – rewriting my teenage sexual history.

I may have slept with only five girls at university. But I have probably slept with 12 or 15 girls who were at university with me. It’s a nice grammatical distinction. And one that I am very well qualified to make, having, as I said, had plenty of time to work extremely hard at my English degree, what with all the shagging I wasn’t doing.

And I’d guess it was the same for Dr Kealey. He’ll have got where he is by first getting a great degree because he was too thin and spotty to get laid very much. And now he sits there in lectures, sick with 50 years of blue-ballitis, wishing he could turn back the clock, screw the girls, and to hell with the lifetime of pedagogy.

And I dare say it’s the same for all academics. For they are all – every last one of them – people who got first-class degrees because they didn’t have very much sex. And they are all very angry about it. And they become tutors and lecturers so they can go back and make up for it. It is this fascinating paradox on which the whole structure of world tertiary education rests.

And if I suggested above that I have in some way got all this out of my system, I lied. In the last few years I have found myself invited to universities more and more, to speak at the Oxford Union, to guest-edit a student magazine, to address the Cambridge University Food Society, whatever. I have accepted these invitations only very occasionally and, now that I am married, I don’t accept them at all. Because on every single occasion, I think without fail, I have copped off with the first student I met. 

Sex is what universities are for. For geeks to lose their virginity and studs to get their numbers up, for gays to come out or go back in, for public schoolboys to have their eyes opened by a big-arsed lass from the Valleys and council-estate girls to grab a bit of posh; for old to do it with young, poet with critic, student with teacher, counsellor with counselled, patient with doctor, friend with friend, drunk, stoned, high as a kite or stone-cold sober, and there is no point pretending otherwise.

To Dr Kealey, I say: put up or shut up. For heaven’s sake, find a girl you like, give her one from me, and then go back to your books, your lecturing, and, if she’ll have you, your wife.





Angry Restaurant Critics

I rarely choose to tell a story out of which I emerge looking like a complete arse. It’s a writer’s prerogative to tell what he wants to tell, and leave out what he prefers to be forgotten. But, hell, we’re all friends here, and you know what a pillock I can sometimes be. So I’ll tell it like it was.

My editor on The Times Magazine, Gill Morgan, was leaving the paper after 20 years and I had promised to take her out for lunch. I was foisted upon her at the end of 2001 for reasons lost in the mists of time and she had always been very tolerant of me. Always stood by me when I’ve made a tit of myself. Always given me a month off whenever the collapse of a patently unsuitable love affair meant that I could ‘never write again’. So I couldn’t take her to just any old place. 

Unfortunately, in Wapping and its immediate environs even ‘any old place’ is quite a tough ask. Indeed, ‘any old place’, in the corrupted gastronomic language of Tower Hamlets, is tantamount to a hatful of Michelin stars anywhere else. Mostly there is nothing at all, and the places that there aren’t are terrible. 

But then I remembered that Roka had just opened in Canary Wharf, only three days by taxi from Times House. The original Roka in Charlotte Street is still going strong five years after get­ting one of the worst reviews I have ever given, so I thought this might be the time to say, ‘Okay, you win’, and try them again. Roka is famously plush, elegant and glitzy, after all, and thus ideal for a ‘treat’ lunch. 

And I knew the food would be good. When I reviewed it in 2004 I was impressed by its then-fashionable pan-Asian-plus-sushi approach. It was the sort of stuff one found at Nobu, Sumosan and Zuma: Japanese for round-eyes. The great old cuisine made easy, accessible, cut down into little chunks and read aloud to children. Japanory, if you will. And they did it very well.

It was everything else that had upset me: the aggressive doormen, the snootiness, the craven mid-Noughties money-hunger, the screaming Eurotrashery. And I ripped it to shreds. And then, when everyone else loved it, was afraid to return.

But I’m told they’ve changed, and that the Canary Wharf outlet isn’t like that at all. It could hardly afford to be, with a local catchment made up of lonely, under-salaried office wonks in polyester shirts taking a once-in-a-lifetime break from Prêt.

But I called ahead to smooth things, just in case. I don’t normally do this. Normally, as you know, I go incognito in the quest for objectivity. But this wasn’t about objectivity. This was about Gill. I wanted to make sure we would be welcome. I didn’t want to risk, as happened in Charlotte Street, being looked up and down by a Transylvanian doorman and frogmarched into the basement for being poor. Nor did I want Gill to have to suffer a spit-flavoured Revenge Soup as part of her last hurrah.

 With the call made, and the path smoothed, I called Gill to promise stacks of toro and rivers of Cristal, and said I’d pick her up on Friday at one. Which I did. And from the lowering shadow of the Wapping Fortress we headed out to Canary Wharf, staring out at the terrifying, dehumanised moonscape of Docklands from the back of the car like The Specials in the Ghost Town video, driving round and round that godforsaken, glass-walled circle of hell, goggling at the suited zombies and wondering if it could possibly be true that Roka was here at all.

‘There it is!’ cried Gill at last, many days since we had last sighted land. And so I paid the man his seven hundred pounds, and we bolted across the road and in.

The restaurant was humungous and rammed to the gills. Hundreds of people sat up at high, bar-like tables on three levels. There was an open kitchen. Dozens of staff. Nobody greeted us. Nobody said ‘Hi!’ Nobody took our coats. 

Typical, I thought to myself, and apologised to Gill. I grabbed a waitress, who told me to wait my turn. I waited and waited. I went to a till and buttonholed another waitress. She said there was no record of my reservation. She said they were full. 

‘Noooooooooooooooooo!’ I cried. This could not be. Not again. Not today.

I told her she MUST be wrong. That I had spoken with the boss. That I had SPECIFICALLY impressed upon them the importance of not screwing this up for me. She smiled. She was typical of Roka, I thought: jaw-droppingly beautiful and utterly useless. How could they have lost my reservation? MY reservation!

I asked for the manager. He couldn’t help either. I said to Gill, ‘I’m going to kill someone, I’m going to kill someone . . .’ 

The beautiful waitress said she’d try and find us a table. And while she tried, I had time to notice what an awful place it was. So loud and big and indelicate. So cheap-looking, so full of poorly dressed shlubs drinking pints and eating burgers. Burgers? What the HELL had Roka come to? 

What a cynical exploitation of a name. How rudely misleading, to lure me out here, fully six thousand miles from home, on the basis of being Roka, and actually to be some cheapo diffusion knock-off money-spinning craphole imitation!

The beautiful girl showed us to a table. It was terrible! I refused it. Too near the loos. Too small. Too noisy. She said it was all they had. I telephoned Roka head office to threaten legal action, a TV exposé, mass death! But nobody answered. All out stabbing babies, no doubt.

Gill tried to calm me. She lifted me from the floor, where I was rolling and banging my fists and kicking my legs, and told the other terrified diners not to worry about my foaming mouth, it was quite normal. 

‘The table’s fine, Giles,’ she said. ‘Let’s just eat.’

They brought the menu and the wine list. They didn’t have Cristal. They DIDN’T HAVE CRISTAL! Oh God. The Cristal was the only reason Gill had come! Roka was making a liar of me! By God I was going to slaughter them in print. Slaughter them! 

I ordered a bottle of Dom Perignon, which was the best champagne they had, apologising all the while to Gill. As the waitress loosened the cage on the cork, I glanced down at the menu, at the salads and sandwiches, the potato wedges and pastas. 

‘Is the Japanese stuff on another menu?’ I asked.

‘Japanese?’ said the waitress. ‘We don’t have Japanese food.’

I looked at Gill. 

I looked down at the menu again, where it said ‘The Parlour’ at the top of the page.

‘This. Is. Roka?’ I said, as the cork popped open on the £135 bottle of Dom.

‘No,’ she said. ‘This is The Parlour. Roka is upstairs.’    



What else do you need to know? Do you need to hear about my hasty dropping of bank notes on the table and run for the door? About my effusive, grovelling apologies to the beautiful waitress, and her smiling refusals to take a tip from me? 

Gill was beside herself. She just kept laughing all afternoon. When we did eventually find Roka, and sat down to a very good meal, I doubt she tasted a mouthful.

‘I’m so glad you saved this experience for me!’ she said, when she finally caught her breath. ‘I’m so glad you saved your best till last.’
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