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Introduction

What does it mean to be middle class? What do modern British MC people say, do and buy, and why? This is the question pondered by The Middle Class Handbook every day – and through all our field work and observation there is one sensibility that has emerged as a binding force. Awkwardness. It governs every little moment in middle-class life – every thought, action and interaction. To be MC is to hesitate and dither at every turn, consumed by the fear of potential embarrassment and social catastrophe. And that’s what this book is all about.

In these pages, middle-class readers should consider their foibles and tribulations understood and celebrated. There’s no such thing as ‘too middle class’ or ‘so bloody middle class’ – accusations that may well have been levelled at you from time to time. ‘Bloody MC’ is a great way to be. Those of us who live in a perpetual state of awkwardness and self-doubt have a heightened awareness of how our actions affect everybody around us. We’re desperately worried about causing offence and appearing rude. And that’s lovely, isn’t it? More people could stand to be a bit more bloody MC, really.

But being so wrapped up in improving the overall impression we have on our social circle can be exhausting – going on the right sort of holiday, having just the right sort of cooker hood, pushing the appropriate buggy, etc., because we still live in a nation and culture riddled with class snobbery. But the focus has shifted from background, education, accent and profession to questions of taste. In particular, taste as defined through consumer choice; even more specifically, taste as defined through brand loyalties. And all this pride and anxiety about ‘stuff’ and what it says about you can make you lose your way.

The average MC person lives in a constant state of insecurity – feeling nervous, unsure of their tastes, preoccupations, behaviours and sensibilities. We not only understand these sensibilities; we think they’re brilliant, sometimes funny and something to be proud of. So this book is here to recognise the conceits that make middle-class life quite such a tense, worrisome business, and to offer tips and advice to help you say, do and buy all the right things.

What on earth do you do when someone’s bag is taking up a whole seat on a busy train and you want to sit down? What’s the correct way to approach the communal cheese board at a dinner party? What can be done about guests who stay a bit too long after dinner? What are the top five places to locate your Sky dish to make sure people can’t see you have one? How do you subtly boast about your summer holiday destination? What are the best twee understatements that will cover up your indulgent behaviour (‘enjoying a slice of cake’ when you’re actually scoffing a whole chocolate gateau)? Why is it quite so important to our self-image that we keep making an effort with Chekhov, muesli, Westerns and that Stalingrad book despite them all being utterly tedious? Why on earth do we hide our pants?

Do. Not. Panic. We have all the answers to these and many, many more questions. This book observes, champions and chivvies along Britain’s worried twenty-first century middle classes as you navigate umpteen awkward everyday moments and dilemmas. It’s a handbook of taste and etiquette, a conspiratorial cheer and a kick up the bum when necessary.

Reading this book will help you master of the art of being middle class. We’re not saying it will rid you of your hang-ups – we would hate to do that, because there’s no such thing as ‘too middle class’, remember. But, it will draw your attention to them so you know why you’re doing what you’re doing, and you can refine your methods for ultimate effect. This book is here to understand and soothe, and to help you, our marvellous British MCs, be the best you can be.

No longer will you sigh and cringe about your middle-classness. You’re MC, and we’ve got your back.


Chapter 1

How to Eat

The middle-class relationship with food and drink is loaded with awkwardness and anxiety. Why do squeezy plastic bottles of pickle and mustard make us feel not just awkward but actually a bit humiliated? Why is real gravy a status symbol at the middle-class lunch? Why should we never give up on muesli, resigning ourselves to eternal breakfast cereal disappointment? Is it OK to make sex noises while you eat? (Definitely not.) Follow us as we analyse this relationship and provide a clear, calm and collected guide to some big middle-class food dilemmas. We’ll start in the only right and proper place, which happens to be fraught with tensions: the cheeseboard.

An Essential Guide to Cheeseboard Etiquette

How did such a humble foodstuff as cheese become a minefield of social etiquette? Marital rifts open up at dinner parties because the husband has cut the nose off the Brie; people send the cheese course back in a restaurant because it hasn’t sufficiently ‘breathed’; you have to scrape bits of runny cheese off the hard one because someone has used the wrong knife; people are overheard asking whether they are supposed to eat the rind of the Yarg. And we have still not reached a consensus as to whether the cheese course should come before or after the dessert. Or rather, ‘pudding’.

Most cheese, like most red wine, should be served at room temperature, not fridge temperature, in order that their flavours can be appreciated to the full (obviously this rule does not apply to cream cheese or fondue). Ideally the cheeses should be arranged from mildest to strongest, although most people go with whatever looks pretty.

The game of helping yourself to the cheeseboard is to try to keep each cheese intact, if at all possible. This is easy if you have a long log or wheel-shaped bit of cheese, but a 3D mathematical challenge when it comes to pyramids and wedges. On no account lift an entire cheese from the board onto your plate; they are not fairy cakes.

It’s also important that everyone gets to taste both the best bit of the cheese and the worst – hence no nicking the nose of the Brie – and that everyone takes a bit of the rind. Whether or not you choose to eat the rind depends on what the rind’s made of and how much of a gastro show-off you want to be.
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If you’re doing Atkins, or just don’t care for water biscuits, cheese on its own, lifted to the mouth with a fork, is encouraged. But take care to follow everyone else in using the same knife for the same cheese – no one wants Stinking Bishop on their Tomme de Montagne (and that’s not a euphemism), or bits of goat’s cheese in the membrillo.

How to Behave in a Gastro Pub

Gastro pubs were conceived in the nineties to take the old uptightness and formal rituals out of eating good food. The middle classes, however, find it hard to take formal rituals and uptightness out of anything without replacing them with some new etiquette. In truth, gastro pubs are now as riddled with unspoken rules as a Pall Mall club. Here are the ten most important.

1 Finish your pint before starting the food

If you’re midway through a pint when the food and wine arrive, do you finish the beer before starting the wine, leave it, or drink both together? The situation is best dealt with by holding back ordering a pint at all. If you can’t resist, you should deftly and inconspicuously sink it as the food arrives.

2 Do adjust the table

Gastro pub tables are always, always uneven, and the chance of someone getting up, tilting the table violently and spilling a drink is high. Kudos awaits the person who confidently doubles up a beermat and jams it under the offending table leg.

3 Don’t order ostentatious omissions

Competitively healthy people sometimes try to trump those ordering the least calorific dish by requesting a modification that would make it even less fattening (salad instead of chips, no dressing on the salad and so on). This is unacceptable; it creates a terrible atmosphere.

4 Be careful who you share food with

If two people who know each other well are eating together, no one will object if both take a sample forkful of their dish and place it on the edge of their fellow diner’s plate so that they can try it. When there are more than four people, this is rather more awkward, but it can be acceptable – even endearing – if one diner makes a particular request for ‘a try’ of someone else’s. On no account should ‘a try’ be forked or spooned directly into someone else’s mouth. This is vulgar and should only happen behind closed doors between people who are in a relationship.

5 Do not have a mass fag break

If some smokers in the party decide to go outside for a cigarette, that’s fine, but it is unacceptable to leave one person on their own, and not ideal to leave two; in the latter case, they will almost certainly bitch about you.
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6 If you must order dessert, share it

Middle-class diners have become uncomfortable with dessert, as eating a whole one is seen as unhealthy and a bit greedy. It is, though, acceptable to share one. A sharing partner can be identified by tentatively asking if anyone is having dessert. A potentially interested dessert-sharer might then say, ‘I was thinking about it . . .’, whereupon you should say, ‘Well, do you want to share one?’ If no sharer comes forward, but someone urges you to ‘have one if you like’, you can say you were just interested in finding out what the odd-sounding dessert on the menu looked like, and then change the subject.

7 Be bold in dealing with the last bit

The problem with sharing dessert – and other shareable dishes such as potato skins or garlic bread – is that you will probably be left with a last bit, which everyone feels too self-conscious to take. Our recommended simple solution is to ask, ‘Does anyone else want this?’ and when no one says, ‘Yes’, boldly and confidently eat it. Everyone else will feel grateful to you for dispelling the awkwardness. If you want to avoid this situation but still share a dessert, try the cheese, which is easier as it comes in several distinct ‘parts’. In this case, don’t forget to . . .

8 Discuss the cheese

Middle-class people hugely enjoy talking about the provenance of things, especially food. As modern cheese plates usually come with a guide to their origin, other diners will appreciate a few minutes’ debate on the subject (‘I never knew there was a Northamptonshire cheese! How interesting!’ and so forth).

9 Pay with a card

These days, everyone knows that it’s bad form to ask for a reduction in your contribution to the bill because you didn’t have dessert/wine/whatever, although if other diners suggest it, it is OK to accept this. To split the bill, everyone should hand over cards and ask the waiter to take an equal share from each. Don’t produce cash, as this will lead to confusion, with someone taking your cash, paying for both on the card and disorientating the waiter.

10 Tip as per a restaurant

Customers in gastro pubs tend to tip far smaller amounts than they do in restaurants. This is mean, irritating to staff and unjustified; if anything, gastro staff will be paid less than their restaurant counterparts.

How Middle Class is your Pub?

The pub snack has long been an important part of going out for a drink. Maybe it’s because you fancy something nice and salty to accompany your bottle of Belgian beer. Maybe it’s because you want to bond with someone over some interesting nuts. Or maybe it’s because you went straight to the pub after work without having any tea and by half past nine, the five pints of Staropramen on an empty stomach mean that you need to eat three packets of crisps in quick succession to stop you keeling over.

A few years ago, these snacks began to go upmarket. First, as we all remember, came the posh crisp. The crisps themselves became chunky and irregular, and the flavours moved up several notches in class terms. Cheese and onion became sour cream and chive; salt and vinegar became balsamic vinegar with crushed sea salt; ready salted was replaced with cracked black pepper and so on. More recently there’s been another, major change in the type of bar snacks pubs sell. You might have heard, ‘Oh, sorry, we don’t sell them any more. We do tapas now instead.’

But tapas don’t serve the same purpose as a packet of crisps. You can hardly share bowls of second-rate patatas bravas, grilled halloumi or calamari rings in the same way as you can a few packets of Walkers salt and vinegar. This is an extreme case, of course, but an increasing number of pubs no longer sell simple bar snacks. You know the ones – the nice salty little snacks that you can eat from the packet without fuss or mess. Increasingly, middle-class pubs sell exotic nibbles and bowls of outlandishly flavoured nuts, seeds, straw, worms or whatever.

So, is your pub middle class? Just check out the snacks it sells. Here’s a handy guide:

[image: Image]

NB Pickled eggs, like dimpled pint glasses, can currently be found both in old-school ordinary pubs and fashionable middle-class ones reviving traditional English food. There are some other snack foods, a no-man’s-land sub-genre, that can be found in both. These aspire to middle-classness, but seem really not to know what they are or who they’re for: Twiglets, Mini Cheddars, Scampi Fries and perhaps even McCoy’s crisps.

Real Gravy: the Dinner-Party Weapon

Back in the seventies and eighties, there was something very naff about the whole idea of gravy. It was acceptable with Sunday lunch, but apart from that it smacked of the olde-worlde, insular postwar British cooking that smart young things were rejecting with their sauces and dishes from Italy, France, China and India.

Liking gravy signified parochial Little-Englanderdom; after all, the inauthentic chicken tikka masala had supposedly been created to satisfy drunk Englishmen demanding some gravy with their delicately spiced wonder from the subcontinent. Little wonder gravy became so devalued that no educated person under forty could (or wanted to) make it, and for most people who did want it, its creation began with Bisto’s plant-food-resembling instant granules.

Of course the middle classes did still eat real gravy, but to escape embarrassment, it had to be rebranded as ‘jus’.

It is, surely, thanks to the revival of interest in traditional British cooking that the word and concept of ‘gravy’ has regained respectability, but the problem is that now barely anyone knows how to make it, and these days instant granules are simply unacceptable at the middle-class table.
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The ability to cook your own gravy for a joint of organic beef or comfort sausage and mash has become a middle-class status symbol, a sign that you can cook without recipe books, and we advise you to teach yourself, immediately. Plonk down the boat with self-conscious casualness and show off your gravy literacy. And when someone asks you how you make it, say, ‘Oh, just chuck some mustard and cornflour in the roasting pan’, as if it’s de rien, while you enjoy the meaty pride bubbling up inside you.

Muesli: the Eternal Disappointment

There’s just no really nice brand of muesli, is there? We try to eat it because it’s healthy, and we alternate brands because we keep thinking that this time we have found the right one. Alpen is too sugary and powdery; no-sugar Alpen is just powdery; Waitrose own-brand is like pet food; Jordans has just enough nuts and oats to feel like punishment. We did think that Dorset Cereals, despite that babyish copywriting on the box – why do all brands feel they have to talk to you like a chummy primary-school teacher? – had the answer, but you soon get sick of there being too many big ‘Chilean flame’ raisins and the fake-fruit-flavoured oats. (When did we reach the point where simple raisins had to be ‘Chilean flame’?) The only course of action is simply to accept that muesli is tedious – but persist with

Trying Without Buying at Food Markets







Please Just Stop: Sex Noises while Eating





Squeezy Condiment Bottles: Awkward




Ostentatious Refusal of the Children’s Menu




OEBPS/images/f0021-01.png
ORDINARY PUB MIDDLE-CLASS PUB
Nobby's chilli nuts Bowl of chilli puffs
KP dry roasted peanuts Wasabi peas
Walkers grab bag Burts chips
Doritas Nachos sharing platter
Bombay mix Japanese rice erackers
Salted peanuts Toasted cashews
Bags of cockles Moules mariniéres*
Mr Porky pork scratching Artisanal pork seratchings

*only avallable i the dining ares, of course






OEBPS/images/f0016-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.png





OEBPS/images/title.png





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
The Brt of
Being
Middle
Class





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Being
Wiclells

How to Handle Life’s Awkward Micro-moments





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





