Week 9 Plates of Food
Breakfast

Breakfasts are the meals that have stayed most consistent through my life. Most mornings now |
start with espresso and eat either porridge or muesli. The porridge has a bit of honey or sugar,
occasionally cinnamon, or apple jam on top. My muesli is nothing fancy, just supermarket with no
added sugar, plus milk, dried apricot or apple ring added, or some fresh fruit, depending on what is
around. Occasional variants are toast and Marmite, jam or honey, and at the moment Hot cross bun,
though these are usually later, and on days when | have a second espresso.

The sound of childhood breakfasts, before | made my own, was the scrape of metal spoon on
aluminium pan stirring porridge. The childhood home of one of the Beatles is a National Trust
property | think, and | once saw a picture of the preserved kitchen, and it mirrored ours. Very similar
grey pans on simple wooden shelves up above a stove in a dark corner. Ours was gas and | both liked
it for its mottled blue-grey finish and was alarmed by the need to light it with matches. So there’s a
contrast — now it’s wooden spoon, non-stick pan, induction hob, and | probably put more milk in the
mixture than my mother did. | no longer eat a sticky mass chilling rapidly in a wide shallow bowl
having drizzled a generous trail of golden syrup in a complex pattern on the top. Portuguese bowl
with handpainted blue dots from Liberty’s at saletime for me now.

| do also remember a few years of packet cereals, which presumably were the summer version of
breakfast. | enjoyed Sugar Puffs which my grandmother must have bought in specially for my visits.
The standard cereal at home was Shredded Wheat, so unpalatable it needed sugar on top, and made
even worse by some vitamin supplement called Bemax in the form of dry green flakes.

Even children were given tea to drink then. It came with milk and sugar. My tactic was to let it go
cold and when ‘clearing the table’ throw it away discreetly, watching it cling to the Belfast sink.

What | have described was the weekday breakfast, part of the regular routine of getting ready to be
out of the house for primary school. | have no memory of being walked to school, though that must
have happened at first. | do remember calling for the boy next door, who was younger than me, then
walking to the end of the road, up Waterworks Road, past a garage on the corner, round to the one
busy road that had to be crossed. Here quite a large group of children would assemble and at
intervals the lollipop man would stop the traffic for us. Then it was uphill again pretty steeply, about
twenty minutes in all. But | digress...

Weekend breakfast was a particular torment. If my father was working on Saturday it would be the
usual, but on Sundays we inevitably had The Cooked. This came with what | can only describe as
emotional baggage. It was meant to be special, nice that we were all together, the food was too
expensive and took too much time to make every day. In short, a recipe for disaster for the youngest
member of the family, who did not like the fat that soaked into the bread, bacon and tomatoes that
might otherwise have been fine, and who was repulsed by eggs fried or scrambled. | managed to
tolerate boiled eggs, if the yolk wasn’t hard, if the white wasn’t watery, and | did enjoy half a
grapefruit which was occasionally offered. Yes, | was a fussy eater, a difficult child, ungrateful. | was
sorry to be this child, but | would just rather have had porridge. And no tea thank you.

Breakfasts did however look up around 1967, when my mother discovered Health Shops. Out went

Shredded Wheat, in came Swiss Breakfast Food, somewhat dusty, bagged like flour. Out went sliced
bread, in came wholemeal, sometimes even home made. The Health Shop was in North End, a small
shopping centre fairly near my grammar school, and covered by my bus pass, so | was several times



a week charged with walking there to buy things, which was no chore, because my friend Carol’s
house was in that direction, and we gained chatting time on the walk. Eventually there was an
acceptance that not everyone liked tea, or eggs (‘though they are good for you, and wouldn’t you
like to try one?’). Instant coffee came in and | adopted it for a few years.

And that is the origin of my breakfast. Since teenage years | have stayed with the muesli, and |
mostly eat wholemeal bread, though less of it than in the past. Porridge has remained fairly
constant. A holiday in Italy introduced the home espresso. | still buy grapefruits now and again. No
sugar on top though.
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