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Joseph Connolly joins
the Captains of
Industry for a meal of
bits other restaurants
can’t reach

A swig of fashion
NO-ONE thinks of vinho verde as a

posh wine, but my first encounter
with it on its home territory was in

very aristocratic circumstances.
The ornate gates of the Palacio de

Brejoeira swung open in front of our scruffy
hired Polo, and waiting at the end of the long
gravel drive was Dona Maria Herminia Silva
d’Oliveira Paes, owner of one of northern
Portugal’s most respected wineries. Then (it
must have been close to 20 years ago) the
only UK stockist of its wines was Harrods,
and today in their home country they retail at
up to £90 a bottle.
She didn’t exactly look the chatelaine’s part,

though – gumboots and raincoat. But vinho
verde country is pretty damp, which contributes
in no small way to the wine’s crisp character.
Brejoeira wines are 100 per cent

alvarinho, not one of the triumvirate of
grapes – loureiro, arinto, trajadura – blended
into typical vinho verde. I remember them as
wonderfully aromatic and stylish, a world
away from what was long the cheap favourite
of students or DIY table-lamp makers. Now,
fashion has swung in Dona Maria’s favour,
and alvarinho wines featured quite strongly
when the region’s viticultural commission
showed off its wares in London last month.
What struck me most tasting through

wines from nearly a dozen producers (sadly,
Brejoeira wasn’t among them) was the
variety – from light, crisply aromatic, gently
spritzy glassfuls through to much more
serious food-worthy wines, some even barrel
aged. There was a handful of reds, too,
deeply purple in colour from the vinhao
grape, one of the few in the wine world
where flesh as well as skin is red.
Sadly, the producers who impressed me

most – biodynamic Afros, whose intense,
classy red was included in the latest of the
annual “top 50” Portuguese selections made
by leading UK wine writers, and Quinta de
Carapecos, with a smartly-styled, well-made
range of single varietals and blends – have
yet to find UK distributors. They deserve to
be on sale here, soon.
As an aside, it’s not so surprising to find

reds in this green region.
Little more than a century ago they rather

than whites were the main export, and they
still make up a quarter of output.
I’m indebted to writer and consultant

Sarah Ahmed, who gave an excellent master
class at the tasting, for those two facts and a
lot more – that vinho verde represents 15 per
cent of Portugal’s wine production, for
example, with 30,000 growers providing the
grapes to 600 bottling enterprises.
She emphasised, too, how in recent years

polyculture – vines trained on overhead
pergolas with other crops below – has been
replaced by conventional single-crop vineyards
on low trellises, with a resulting rise in quality.
So, given the unavailability of the wines I

liked best, what did the participants provide
for sunny day drinking here? Sogrape, the
country’s biggest wine business and a major
exporter, offers modern and more traditional
styles in Gazela, a soft, easy, clean aperitif
(around £7, www.everywine.co.uk), and
Quinta de Azevedo, zingy, perfumed and
long, quintessential vinho verde (£6-6.50,
less on multi-buys, at Majestic and
Waitrose).
But, sadly, I can’t locate a UK outlet for

Palacio de Brejoeira. Ah, memories...

LIZ SAGUES

ST JOHN is in his heaven – or
hell, dependent upon your
taste. Here we have uncom-
promisingly British, and
stripped down to the bone –

such defiant unfanciness in accor-
dance with the unassuming Georgian
terraced building just around the cor-
ner from Smithfield.
Last year, to the consternation of its

diehard admirers, the whole place
closed for a six-week refurbishment.
The bright white walls and ceiling
were jollied up to the extent that they
are now bright white, and wholly
indistinguishable from before. The
floor is hard and industrial, just as it
always was.
The sole adornment is a plain wood

Shaker hatrack. The chairs are dull,
the refectory-style tables covered in
paper cloths (white, need you ask)
with no ornamentation. The stainless
steel kitchen is open to view while the
overhead pendants (white) have mir-
ror-domed bulbs so as to illumine bug-
ger all. If you come to dinner rest
assured that it will be all white on the
night. So heaven? Or hell?
This unique establishment has had a

very loyal audience since it opened 15
years ago, but only recently has it
been acquiring awards and a far wider
recognition. This year it was given a
Michelin star, which is astonishing,
frankly. Not because the food does not
merit it (it does, it actually merits two)
but because the place is the very
antithesis of what Michelin inspectors
ritually go for: there is no decor, no
trolley, no French cuisine, no rich and
traditional sauces, no little frothy free-
bies – ravioli of this, cappuccino of
that. Indeed, apart from air condition-
ing, there are no creature comforts
whatever.
Restaurant magazine placed it at

number 14 in the world, number two
in Britain (after The Fat Duck) and
number one in London. Crumbs.
Fergus Henderson is the famous

chef – but in a good way: he is known
for his cooking and not for flirting,
bitching, profanity, ill-temper or
advertising Sainsbury’s. His concept is
simple: “nose to tail eating”, he calls it
– although he murmurs of difficulties
with lungs, and admits to being utterly
trounced by the sphincter (other than
that, though, he goes the whole hog).
Now I’ve got to be honest here –

me, I’m not that gone on noses, you
know – tails I can frankly take or
leave. And here’s the rub: whether or
not you truly enjoy your meal here
wholly depends upon whether the
parts of always top quality animals on
offer on the day in question happen to
be those that you feel you can decently
put into your mouth without the help
of a rich sense of humour, a stiffish
drink, or else for the sake of a bet.
Out of step with your average

restaurant critic, I tend to prefer the
central and outer parts of your cow,
lamb or pig, while avoiding all
extremities and any hint of innards.
So if you are a fan of nettle soup,

crispy pig’s skin, duck hearts, goat’s
curd, ox tongue, eels and kid faggots,

Get your snout
into the trough

then on the day I had lunch there, you
were in for a treat (those faggots, they
haunt me still… I just couldn’t help
wondering whose kid it was).
I was with a couple of Captains of

Industry who lunch here once or twice
a week (it inspires that level of devo-
tion). These are the sort of chaps who
affect never to notice such fripperies
as decor, and here they affect not to
notice its total and utter absence. One
of them kicked off with white cabbage
(to match the walls), the brown of the
accompanying shrimp being the near-
est this place is ever going to get to an
explosion of colour. He loved it – hap-
pily dunking first-rate bread (there is
an on-site bakery) into fine olive oil.
Plutocrat number two declined a

starter on the grounds that he was din-
ing that evening (probably here). I
couldn’t resist new season asparagus
with hot butter: excellent, of course.
As to mains, one chum was going

to go for braised rabbit with bacon
and mustard, while the other was toy-
ing with snails, sausage and chick-
peas. At that point, a special was
scrawled on to the blackboard (which,
and this shouldn’t surprise you, is
white). Halibut and chips.
The three-inch thick tranches they

pounced upon had them in raptures (in
that they nodded, once). And the
chips! One so often hears of “the per-
fect chip” but here, truly, was it: large,
utterly crunchy, blissfully golden –
and then a detonation of soft and pota-
to-flavoured potato within. My new
potatoes also possessed this same rare
quality: potatoeyness – it’s as if you’ve
never actually tasted one before.
And with them? Roast Middlewhite

with braised Little Gem: fine and ten-
der pork, not fatty, deeply flavoursome
and extremely comforting. The lettuce
had bits of carrot and bacon strewn
into it, also highly gratifying. And
here’s something: le patron mange ici.
At the very next table, there was

Fergus Henderson. Many might prefer

le patron cuit ici, of course, but since
the onset of Parkinson’s some years
ago, the boss tends to take a back seat.
The delightful waitress (they are all

friendly and professional and dressed
in, um – whites) brought us a decent
Cotes du Roussillon at £24.15 – the
sort of thing that shouldn’t at all have
gone with the two lads’ halibut, but
they never care about things like that
(this is the attitude that got them where
they are today). It was superb with my
pork, though, so who can mind?
So far, then, so heavenly – then it

got a bit hellish. Pudding: the white
blackboard had come up with an apple
crumble with a fine and proper cus-
tard, so one of the Masters of the
Universe leapt on that, the one who
was dining later (probably here)
declining. I had a chocolate terrine
with vanilla ice cream: this was sensa-
tional – just a thick slice of the cool
and sticky, intensely chocolatey centre
of a sachertorte, meaning you don’t
have to plough through the spongey
bit. So where’s the hell in any of this?
Well, it wasn’t the grub – it’s just that
three feet away on the counter dividing
the restaurant from the open kitchen, a
commis chef began to dismember a
lamb. The whole thing. Chop chop.
Skin skin. Slice slice. Oh yuck.
One of the chaps I was with said he

hadn’t noticed, the other rather liked it.
One woman diner dropped everything
and went up there for a close-up… so
it’s just me then, is it?
Later, the commis hauled out a

bright blue first aid box and applied an
elastoplast (not, obviously, to the lamb,
which by now had simply gone to
pieces). I latched on to the first aid
box because of its bright blueness
(colour!) – quite as welcome as the
huge and sunshine yellow bucket
(more colour!) lugged through the
restaurant while all were still eating by
a mop-wielding cleaner.
So all this extravagant unpreten-

tiousness… well – if you love it, it’s
heaven, and if you honestly just can’t
bear it, it can be rather hellish.
Down in the gents, there’s a Dyson

Airblade – the genius’s latest gizmo for
drying your hands. The sign says to
insert your hands and extract them
slowly. So I inserted. It set up a roar
like a brace of jet engines while suck-
ing ferociously – and I can tell you,
matey, those two hands of mine were
extracted like greased bloody light-
ning. I think it was the thought of that
poor kid and his faggots: they haunt
me still…

FACTFILE
❏ St John, 26 St John Street,
EC1M 4AY
❏ Telephone 020-7251 0848
Food: ★★★★★
Service: ★★★★✩
Decor: ✩✩✩✩✩
Open Mondays to Saturdays
noon to 3pm, 6pm to 11pm
Sundays 1pm to 3pm
Cost: £110 for two with wine
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Looking for a special ingredient?
Then try us first at Phoenicia
We are specialised in imported, exotic ingredients from

the Mediterranean and the rest of the world.

• Fresh Meat Counter • Fresh Fruit & Vegetables
• Organic Food Section • Coffee Bar • Home Made Cakes

• Fresh Sandwiches • Catering Service • Business Contracts
• Specialised Section of Pasta and Olive Oil

• Local Delivery.

We are open 7 days a week
Mon to Sat 9.00am till 8.00pm, Sunday 10.00am till 4.00pm

Named one of the top 20 deli’s in London
You will be surprised by the variety of stock we carry!

Mention
this advertto receive a
special
treat


