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For Mum. And for my much-missed Uncle Gori – thank you for the love, the lessons, and the pancakes.
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Introduction

A Proustian Mush

You may not have been in this specific south-east London cafe but there’s a good chance you’ll be familiar with its particular aesthetic. Sunlight gushes in through vast windows on to raw plaster walls and gatherings of drooping succulents and cacti. Noodly experimental jazz drifts from Sonos speakers at a volume that is deliberately just a little too high. There are septum-pierced staff wiggling foamed milk out of metal jugs and into matcha lattes, shell-shocked new mothers hemmed in by a wagon train of expensive prams and, most of the time, at least one fretful dachshund trembling beneath a table.

For all that my life as a restaurant critic is somewhat predicated on boundless variety, this is the sort of pacifying, predictable environment that I tend to gravitate towards when I am off-duty. There is stasis, routine and a screensaver-mode familiarity. I may mutter quiet curses at the parody of millennial entitlement that I’m implicitly partaking in – the braying, public Teams calls, the fussy little coffees – but there is comfort, drift and a pleasing lack of surprises. Or, at least, there has been. Today, for the first time ever, one of the staff has brought over my usual morning security blanket, a bowl of creamy porridge and seasonal fruit, with an unbilled side order: the ghost of my former self.

It is the fruit that is the issue. What is normally a handful of blackberries, a roughly quartered plum or, sometimes, thin sliced wisps of pear is, on this occasion, thick coins of chopped banana, fanned out in a neat, ornamental crescent. To be clear, I do actually eat and enjoy bananas. Whether that means smooshing them into pancakes, turning them into banana bread or just downing a perfectly ripe one with the fervour of a glowering peak-period Pete Sampras topping up electrolytes between sets.

No, it is more that bananas presented in a specific, outwardly innocuous way – cut into the embellishment for toast or cereal, or into those faintly brown, softened rounds that fill out low-grade fruit salads – snap me back to the irrational revulsion of my youth. Never mind that I have fashioned a career out of a willingness to essentially eat anything that is put in front of me. Never mind that, these days, I am exactly the sort of person to pile excitedly into curried snail flatbreads, springy lobes of honeycomb tripe, guffing, lavatorial lengths of andouillette sausage and, on one occasion, guacamole garnished with a crushed handful of dead grasshoppers.

To be faced by banana, in a form and context outside my usual precise specifications, is to feel this enthusiasm and openness temporarily slip away. All at once, I am my younger self. The kid who had a squirming dislike of basically all fresh fruit and vegetables. The kid who, in my mother’s telling, would wail and gag theatrically if anyone had the temerity to peel a banana or messily devour an overripe mango in his immediate vicinity. If eating well is exploration, the excitement of questing out to unfamiliar territories, then I was a committed recluse, hermetically shut away from a universe of potential culinary hazards – grimly thick cucumber slices, cherry tomatoes, any fish not neatly entombed in bright-orange breadcrumbs – and safe in my refuge of fearful, nose-wrinkling avoidance.

This was the apparition from my past that wafted up from that steaming bowl of porridge: the truth about my inner nature that I could somewhat outgrow and carefully obscure but never truly escape. Everyone who has ever been a fussy eater will know that it manifests most as different forms of panic. The fear of forcing down something unpalatable; the fear of judgement if you decide not to. And the shadowed fear, also, of the hunger that you know could be the end result of such stubborn avoidance. Being picky can feel like an arm wrestle between selves. Between the version of you that wants to fit in and the version of you that unapologetically knows its own mind and palate. To be reacquainted with these feelings by some inoffensive slices of banana was to re-encounter the boy I was.

 

Why am I telling you this? Why, in an exciting and varied eating life that has taken in mind-expanding Californian tacos, transcendent rotisserie chicken from a grimy Tangier storefront, and hushed, three-Michelin-starred temples to high French gastronomy, am I choosing instead to begin this book by alighting on a decidedly ordinary cafe breakfast eaten on a nothing Monday? I think my reasoning, insomuch as it exists, is twofold. First is the firm belief that it is the small, seemingly inconsequential and oft-repeated meals that truly define us. There is a tendency, particularly in the scrupulously photogenic, like-chasing world of modern food media, to focus on food experiences that project rarity, specialness and importance. To edit entire lives of eating into a selective highlight reel of all those big, universally recognised signifiers of culinary importance: the long-haul pilgrimage to a supposed bucket-list spot, the starred, special occasion lunch, the whirling locus of hype and attention, ornamented by a snaking queue, where the entire point is to decide whether the reality is worth the fuss.

Don’t get me wrong. These blockbusting, generally fancy instances of consumption have a justified status as the nucleus of the food landscape. And yet I am aware, as someone who writes about not just my own eating habits but those of the wider culture, that the undue prominence of these sorts of gastronomic experiences can lead to a skewed picture. Yes, meals that present as particularly meaningful or important are often just that. But what about the steadying handrail of a Pret breakfast baguette, all soft crunch and tumbling flecks of peppery egg mayonnaise, that you’ve eaten more times than you could accurately count? What about the puffy, brutish, jalapeño and pepperoni personal pizza that feels like the absolute quintessence of your grubby, snakebite-burping university existence? Or the musty hospital vending machine coffee that reminds you of heartbreak, but also of hope?

Succour. Sustenance. Joy. Life’s meaningful memories, connections and lessons coalesce around these little, decidedly unglamorous instances of nibbling, crunching, slurping and inhaling. Food writing tends to valorise the buzzed-about and aesthetically immaculate, the complicatedly wrought and multiple Michelin-starred. It is wholly understandable, but it does rather subject you to the tyranny of momentousness, where the eating life you project doesn’t really tally with the one that you live and value. To the feeling that, as a restaurant critic, you are living an inadvertent lie of omission. This book, then, is my attempt to set the record straight. To show how I really eat and have eaten – how we all truly eat – and untangle why it’s so important to how we see the world and our place in it.

That issue of identity is the other reason the chopped banana incident – and its attendant reflux of childhood emotion – feels like the ideal portal to the world you’re about to enter. To be snapped back into youth is to be confronted with all manner of instincts, habits and impulses that you have likely spent most of a lifetime trying to unlearn. Fussiness around food is something a person grows out of, an amusing, unexpected piece of personal trivia to break out while spooning mignonette on to a plump Carlingford oyster.

But the truthful edges smoothed by time are still truthful. Decades after the fact, I can look back at my intensely finicky childhood relationship with food and see the bigger picture. Food is identity and agency; likes and dislikes are how we try to impose our will on an often confusing, adult-initiated world. What we think of as childhood fussiness around food is, at root, often just a strong set of gastronomic opinions without the means to properly articulate them. More generally, our eating proclivities betray the historical and social context that we have grown up in. That which we unanimously regard as delicious – the fried starches, piquant, ketchuppy sauces and sugared puddings that can generally counteract fussiness – is usually the product of human ingenuity, circumstance, corporate will or some combination of all three. That widening of the frame, the ‘why’ of tastes that even a picky child like me found irresistible, is part of the stories you are about to read.

There is more to it. To spurn a dish is to semaphore a message. And so, if we follow this line of thinking, what was it that the younger me was trying to communicate about his unglimpsed essence, through those strong aversions at the dinner table? What can we divine about the persona and perspective I was trying to cultivate for myself from the squeamish rejection of all things perishable, pungent and messy, the unhealthy obsession with cartoonishly proportioned American convenience foods, the youthful conviction that ‘curry wasn’t for me’ despite never having actually gone to the trouble of trying it? Well, the truth is, my eating identity, like my actual identity, is knottily complex. There is Nigerianness. There is Britishness. There is the reverberative impact of parental abandonment, bursting suitcases of cultural baggage, and the kind of class incongruence that tends to go hand in hand with an immigrant background.

All of this and more plays out in the disputed territory of my palate, an ever-shifting mass of likes and dislikes that offer a broader insight into the varied cultural forces that have shaped and continue to shape me. To the vexed tussle between how I define myself and how the world seeks to define me as a black man. This is the nub of it. In exploring my journey from maddening fusspot to professional taster – and how that youthful pickiness is inextricably linked to the exacting, analytical nature that I’ve been able to turn into a career – I will also unravel how food relates to identity. Not just for me, but for all of us. Because there is normally more to our culinary passions than meets the eye; more that we can learn from a resurfaced banana phobia and a reacquaintance with our former selves. Sometimes, when you are chased by a ghost from the past, the best thing you can do is allow yourself to be caught.

I should make a point, as we set the table, about those ghosts, memories and ownership. These stories are based on my own recollections and perspective. As attempts to corroborate details have proven, other people who were there either remember things starkly differently or don’t remember them at all. Throw in the conspiracy of silence that is traditionally part of Nigerian family histories, a code of secrecy that would shame most organised crime syndicates, and you can hopefully see why I have chosen to tread carefully. Where others are involved – and my disclosure naturally strays towards revelations that are not mine to make – I have tried to be circumspect. Names have frequently been changed to add what is hopefully a freeing veil of anonymity, but this is very much the truth as I saw, tasted and felt it.

That, again, is part of why I have begun things at this particular point. The past is to be questioned but, also, very much listened to. And so, amid the contented burble of that cafe, I pushed the chopped banana to one side. Not quite ready to fully let go of the picky eater I used to be. But eager to understand how I had got from there to here.
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