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Foreword
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BY STEPH MCGOVERN

I am writing this while eating one of John’s coconut macaroon brownies (I say one, I’m on my third now). Despite the voice in my head saying ‘just have a bite, don’t eat the lot’, I can’t stop myself. That’s the thing with John – you have one little nibble of what he has to offer and you just want to devour the lot. No euphemism intended (that’s a lie, most of our conversations are filthy).

John, who is of course a GBBO champion, made the brownies for me on the TV show we work on together (Steph’s Packed Lunch, Channel 4) and the more I think about it, the more I realise that these little squares of coconutty, meringuey, chocolately deliciousness are pretty much John in cake form. Yes, gorgeous, that’s obvious. Half the nation fancies John Whaite but I think that’s the least interesting thing about him. John, like his brownies, is rich in layers . . . the fluffy and playful top ones followed by the deeper ones full of flavour and complexity. And much like the coconut in this particular recipe, there’s a sprinkling of randomness too. Together they make one hell of a bloke that I feel very lucky to have in my life.

We first met about three years ago when I was putting together what we call the ‘family’ for my TV show. I never take any notice of cooking programmes so I had no idea who he was, but that didn’t matter. The minute he walked into the room I loved him. His Wigan wit, his forensic mind, his gentle nature, his naughtiness coupled with the unusual career path he had carved for himself made him a joy to chat to. And we haven’t stopped chatting since.

John is also one of the cleverest people I know. Whether we’re debating the obesity crisis, toxic masculinity, artificial intelligence or whether inspirational quotes on cushions are naff, John brings the chats to life. He listens to other views, takes time to learn the facts, which he sometimes carries around on scraps of paper, and isn’t afraid to stand up for what he believes in. He is someone you want to be around. Your clever mate who you like going out with because you’ll have a laugh and learn stuff from too.

You will also never find a man more honest than John. Some might say too honest. I have been known to turn up in his dressing room moments before we are about to go on air to check that he really wants to say what I know he is about to reveal on telly. His response is always the same. ‘It’s me, though, isn’t it. If I’m going to be honest, I have to be honest about everything.’ This is what you’re about to get shed loads of in this book. Raw, uncensored and, at times, uncomfortable truths.

So go on, get comfy and let yourself enter the wonderful and crackers world of John Robert Whaite . . . enjoy.



Coconut Macaroon Brownies
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MAKES 16

Seeing as Steph mentioned these brownies, I thought it best to include them, just in case the very mention of them got your heart racing. They’re a chewy, dense brownie, topped with a light coconut macaroon meringue mixture. They’re definitely intense and layered, just like yours truly (according to Ms McGovern).

For the brownie batter

135g (4⅔oz) dark chocolate pieces

135g (4⅔oz) unsalted butter, diced

175g (6oz) caster sugar

100g (3½oz) plain flour

2 large eggs

Sea salt flakes

For the topping

2 large egg whites

120g (4 ½oz) caster sugar

120g (4 ½oz) desiccated coconut

• Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/400°F/gas mark 6. Grease and line a 20cm (8in) square cake tin, preferably loose-bottomed, with baking paper (parchment paper).

• Put the butter and chocolate into a heatproof bowl and set over a pan of simmering water. Stir occasionally until melted and glossy, then remove from the heat – it’s always wise to wipe the base of the bowl to prevent any condensation from getting into the mixture. Mix in the sugar, flour and salt until combined, then beat in the eggs. When you first add the eggs, the mixture will look grainy and split, but keep beating and it should become smooth and velvety. Pour into the prepared cake tin and set aside until needed.

• For the coconut topping, whisk the egg whites until foamy, then gradually add the sugar while whisking – I do this on a high speed in my freestanding electric mixer, but it can be done in a bowl with handheld electric whisk. Once the sugar has been added, continue whisking until you have a thick and smooth meringue, then fold in the coconut with a spatula. Spread the macaroon mixture onto the brownie layer and level it out with a small palette knife or the back of a spoon.

• Bake for 30 minutes, then allow to cool completely. Once cooled, refrigerate for at least 2 hours (or freeze for an hour) so you can slice them as neatly as possible – wipe the knife in between cuts with a damp cloth to help cut cleanly.


A Proper Cuppa
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Before I begin, I want to get something very straight (perhaps not the best line with which to open a memoir that is full of stories about gay shame and struggle, but a little gallows humour never hurt a soul): how to make a cup of tea. I consider myself a fairly liberal chap, open-minded and used to going with the flow. But when it comes to my brew, I am evangelical and devout, unwavering and unquestioning. Admittedly, I didn’t get to this stage of brewing bigotry without some trial and error. I’ve supped many a too-bitter cuppa before now, and have retched a few times at the pale and weak milkiness of a bag-meets-water-for-a-second mug of pond filth. That kind of tea is an abomination to all of humanity.

I’m writing this introduction with a cup of tea made to a very strict protocol – one, I should add, that has changed hundreds of people’s opinions on how to make the perfect brew. I have shared this method several times over the past few years on Instagram, and of all the recipes I’ve effortfully tested, retested, tweaked and shared, this one has had the most feedback.

First, I fill my mug with boiling water to warm it. There’s no need to discard the water – that would be wasteful. Instead, I either pour it back into the kettle, or tip it into a second mug to cool and swig later. The teabag goes into the warmed mug. While I’m a proud Lancashire lad, the War of the Roses is expunged from record while I’m making my tea – Yorkshire Tea, for the win. I pour the recently boiled water on to the teabag and set a timer for seven minutes precisely. I cover the mug with a saucer to keep everything wonderfully hot, then, when the time is up, I DO NOT SQUEEZE THE TEABAG. Instead, I gently escort it from cup to bin with a spoon. Squeezing the teabag makes the tea bitter. If my partner makes me a brew in which a squeezed teabag has been involved, I spit it out furiously.

You can keep your teapots and cosies, your loose-leaf teas and your strainers. I like a bag.

Now that’s all ironed out, I shall begin.


Preface
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I never thought I’d write a memoir. I never thought I’d do a lot of the things I have done in my thirty-four years, but life has a wonderful way of surprising us. I’ve never really liked surprises – I was the child who ransacked the cupboards at Christmas to find the presents, who was insistent on never, ever having a surprise birthday bash. If one could learn to predict the future, I’d be first on the waiting list. But having this opportunity was a gift of fate I couldn’t decline.

It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Naturally, it’s an emotional drag, but it’s difficult in a logistical sense, too. Trying to summon memories after time, tequila and trauma have eroded many of my brain cells has been an irksome task at times. It has taken great discipline, stamina and organisation; traits that, as I get older, seem to be more evasive and as rare as hens’ teeth. But I think I got there in the end. One way of coping with this – and something in which I rarely allowed myself to indulge in the past – was submitting and giving up for the day. The process of writing my memoir has taught me that if the day is against you – one of those endless, insurmountable days when every single thing seems to be off balance and discordant – then you should simply accept it’s a shit day and do something else. Something enjoyable. You might think that life is too short to give up for the day, but as a friend once corrected me: life is too bloody long not to.

It’s been quite painful at times – very painful, in fact. To look back on difficult memories, moments when I wish I could just bob back in time and change a particular course of action to prevent myself from making the wrong choices, has been embarrassing, shame-inducing (though I’ll come on to that, eventually), tear-jerking and revelatory. Someone like Oprah might call these ‘teachable moments’: opportunities to learn and grow. Embarrassment, shame, guilt – all the negative emotions and feelings – are gifts to us. I know that sounds so hippy-dippy and platitudinal, but it’s the truth. Sugar-coated or raw, the fact is we can learn from our mistakes. We can choose to let them hack us down, fell us like old, infected elms, or we can choose to see them as the mallet and chisel of Michelangelo, sculpting us, making us more polished.

This, I guess, is my story about just that: learning and growing up. I came to fame in 2012, aged twenty-three, through the hit TV show The Great British Bake Off. In years, I was a young man, but in my head, I was still very much a child, confused and unsure of his identity and pathway. Over the last ten years, I’ve had to mature, narrowly scraping through, and deal with the loss of my partner, my home, my life.

Reflecting on one’s past is growth, and if that’s a huge part of therapy, then writing this book has been an intense crash course of a Harley Street standard. I’ve had multiple rounds of therapy over the years – some good, some terrible – but none of that has compared to sitting here, writing these words, mulling over whether I should reveal my truth to you, a complete stranger. But a huge part of moving forward is accepting the truth, without shame or judgement. Look at the snapshot, look at what you learned, and move forward.

One of the more challenging aspects of growth I have dealt with is the separation from my parents. I live only three miles or so away from them, and I’ve only recently had that eye-opening revelation that many people experience much younger – and others, sadly, never – that I am not my parents. I can disagree with them, while respecting them. I can feel the bitter sting of their hurtful words, while pitying their own strife and pain. I can find their opinions indigestible, while enjoying sharing food and company with them. They are and I am separate, individual masses of atoms, linked solely by blood. Sometimes, you just have to be the firebreak in your family tree and move away from the pack.

It’s a hard pill to swallow for so many. We grow up being told never to question the priest, the police, our parents, but our individuality demands otherwise. Finding the right balance between bending these ancient, arcane rules and breaking them is one of the hardest parts of getting older. But when you get through that tricky time, life seems to fall back into place again.

What is true for me may not necessarily be true for others, but I’ve found that as I’ve navigated those first hurdles of life – mistakes and separation – empathy has been the trophy. With a sense of context and resolve, growth allows us to more easily consider the perspectives of others as they make mistakes – affecting themselves, another or me – and to forgive them. Forgiveness is a milestone in the journey of love. Without reaching that granite marker, the pathway is closed off for the winter.

Life with other people can be painful and gut-wrenching. The words, actions or absence of others can leave you heavily winded and writhing on the ground in agony. But, I fear, it’s all part of the bigger picture. We are here to have our hearts shattered into a million pieces from time to time, so that we can rebuild it.

You might expect food to feature prominently throughout this book, given my rise to fame and subsequent career as a TV chef. Well, there’s definitely food in here. At times, I’ll give you a handful of recipes in a chapter; at others, there’ll be little mention, if any. The truth is, while food has the ability to soothe my soul, it can also chill me to the bone. As someone with bulimia, I can be haunted as much as comforted by food, and that’s a war I’m still very much fighting. Food can be concomitant with guilt and shame. It’s definitely here, spattered across many of these pages, but its presence is sometimes a little more subtle.

Perhaps it’s linked to the bulimia – probably, but I really don’t know for sure – but the pain of growing up gay in a world that still wasn’t quite ready to accept me as such has certainly shaped me as a man. I still don’t think the world is yet fully accepting of queer people, but it does fill me with fizzing joy to see the kids of today enjoy their aesthetic fluidity and freedom to roam within their own boundaries of sexuality. That’s not to say every young person feels liberated – many are still bullied and persecuted for their sexuality or gender – but I hope my story will offer solace to those souls.

This book can sometimes be a little morbid. I won’t apologise for that. I think each day we walk the earth, we skirt a little closer to the end. Surprisingly, that fact – memento mori – has been a remedy to my darker days of depression and alcohol abuse. As Jack ‘Dr Death’ Kevorkian said: ‘When there is nothing left to burn, you have to set yourself on fire.’ I’ve found doing so hasn’t left me in a pile of ashes on the floor, but has instead burnished and rejuvenated me, fired away the bullshit and left the glistening embers of truth. And on that note, dear reader, allow me to present you with my truth.
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