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 Restaurant review

Turkish mountain to climb in St John’s Wood

»Someone	 said	 to	 me	 the	
other	 day	 “Do	 you	 like	
turkey?”	–	and	I	was	very	

pleased	 that	 they	 did,	 be-
cause	I	have	long	believed	it	
to	 be	 a	 much	 maligned	 and	
cruelly	underrated	bird.	Peo-
ple	 are	 forever	 maundering	
on	 about	 how	 very	 dry	 it	 is,	
rather	 than	 acknowledge	
that	simply	they	have	cooked	
it	badly;	leftovers	too	can	be	
wonderful,	if	you	know	what	
you’re	 doing.	 So	 I	 said	 all	
this,	 and	 the	 person	 just	
stared	at	me	glazedly	–	for	it	
turns	 out,	 you	 see,	 that	 he	
didn’t	 say	 “Do	 you	 like	 tur-
key?”	 –	 no	 no:	 what	 he	 had	
said	 was	 “Do	 you	 like	 Tur-
key?”	 –	 and	 this	 question,	
alas,	I	was	at	a	loss	to	answer.	
Because	I’ve	never	been.	De-
spite	 the	 fact	 that	 for	 many	
years	I	have	dabbled	as	a	per-
ipatetic	 travel	 writer,	 it	 still	
remains	 true	 that	 generally	
speaking	 –	 you	 name	 it,	 I	
haven’t	been	 there.	 I	am	the	
least-travelled	 travel	 writer	
on	 the	 planet.	 But	 it	 was	 on	
my	mind,	see	–	so	I	thought,	I	
know:	I’ll	go	to	a	Turkish	res-
taurant.	 My	 experience	 of	
such	cuisine,	I	have	to	admit,	
is	hardly	great,	and	tends	to	
be	 dominated	 by	 quite	 bad	
memories	 of	 Turkish	 De-
light,	 which	 made	 my	 teeth	
want	 to	 thcweam	 and	 th-
cweam	until	I	was	thick!

And	so	to	Sofra	in	St	John’s	
Wood	 –	 one	 of	 half	 a	 dozen	
outlets	in	London	owned	and	
masterminded	 by	 a	 chap	
called	 Huseyin	 Ozer	 (Ozer	
being	 the	 name	 of	 the	 more	
upmarket	 and	 consistently	
busy	restaurant	hard	by	the	
BBC	 in	 Langham	 Place).	
Here’s	what	he	has	to	say	for	
himself:	“I	am	a	devoted	am-
bassador	 of	 revolutionised	
Turkish	food.	You		will	redis-
cover	 the	 delightful	 eating	

The owner of Sofra, Huseyin Ozer, promises 
precision and perfectionism – but the 
ungainly mounds of food slapped on the 
plates belies this, finds Joseph Connolly 

experience	 in	 my	 restau-
rants”.	 Sounds	 all	 right,	
doesn’t	it?	And	Ozer	himself	
is	 described	 as	 being	 “pas-
sionate,	precise	and	an	abso-
lute	perfectionist”.	Well	coo.	
My	 only	 doubt	 now	 lay	 in	
whether	my	wife	and	myself	
were	 spiffy	 enough	 even	 to	
walk	through	the	door.

It’s	a	pleasant	corner	build-
ing	that	used	to	be	a	pub.	St	
John’s	 Wood	 fairly	 heaves	
with	 pleasant	 corner	 build-
ings	that	used	to	be	pubs,	all	
converted	 now	 into	 fairly	
grim	 things	 such	 as	 Café	
Rouge	 and	 the	 (these	 days,	
much	 diminished)	 Carluc-
cio’s	 chain.	 There	 seems	 to	
be	 just	 one	 proper	 pub	 left,	
and	 it	was	packed	–	as,	on	a	
Saturday	evening,	was	Sofra.	
The	initial	impression	is	of	a	
white	 and	 vaguely	 deco-ish	
vast	square	space,	this	nicely	
studded	with	the	odd	red	col-
umn	and	bits	of	red	and	lit-up	
glass.	But	guess	what?	It’s	all	
done	with	mirrors!	And	very	
brilliantly	too	–	as	in	fact	the	
place	 is	 really	 quite	 small,	
though	 supplemented	 by	 an	
agreeable	outside	space	with	
large	 umbrellas.	 Proper	
white	 tablecloths,	 which	 is	
always	a	good	thing	–	and	al-
though	it	says	on	the	website	
that	there	are	“fresh	roses	on	
every	 table”,	 there	 weren’t	
fresh	roses	on	any	table,	nor	
even	 any	 stale	 ones:	 just	
warm	 bread,	 green	 olives	
and	 a	 tealight.	 I	 observed	
that	 this	 place	 was	 very	
warm.

We	had	a	glass	of	pink	Ital-
ian	 frizzante	 that	 tasted	 of	
cherry	cola,	which	I	think	is	
a	good	thing.	The	menu	is	cu-
rious	 indeed	 –	 all	 the	 meze,	
rice,	 tagines,	 rice,	 skewers,	
rice	and	rice	that	you	might	
expect,	 but	 also	 such	 as	
grilled	 fillet	 steak,	 fish	 and	

chips	 with	 mushy	 peas	 and	
apple	 crumble	 –	 none	 of	
which	sing	out	to	me	as	being	
“revolutionised	 Turkish	
food”	 (whatever	 ‘revolution-
ised’	bloody	means)	…	but	let	
it	 lie.	 It	 is	 clearly	 extremely	
popular	 with	 the	 locals	 –	
rammed	 with	 children	 and	
lots	 of	 people	 who	 appeared	
to	be	about	a	hundred	years	
old,	with	a	minority	smatter-
ing	 of	 ages	 in	 between.	 The	
resulting	 melange	 of	 cease-
less	 high-pitched	 howling	
and	deep	funeral	gloom	more	
than	amply	recalling	the	glo-
ry	days	of	Butlin’s.

18 lumps of liver
There	 are	 thirty	 hot	 and	

cold	 starters,	 and	 my	 wife	
was	hesitant	about	plumping	
for	Albanian	liver,	never	be-
fore	having	eaten	the	liver	of	
an	 Albanian	 (which,	 even	
more	 worryingly,	 was	 print-
ed	on	the	receipt	as	‘Albanian	
Live’)	…	though	it	turned	out	

to	be	merely	that	of	a	lamb,	so	
she	 ordered	 it.	 And	 so	 ar-
rived	 eighteen	 (count	 ‘em)	
very	large	lumps	of	deep	fried	
breadcrumbed	 liver,	 tasting	
just	of	unseasoned	liver,	with	
a	garnish	of	raw	red	onion:	a	
preposterous	 quantity	 of	
heaviness	and	dullness	–	not	
too	 much	 sign	 here	 of	 ‘pas-
sion,	 precision	 and	 absolute	
perfectionism’,	I	think.	I	had	
monkfish	on	a	skewer,	which	
was	 good,	 if	 overdone:	 just	
the	four	lumps,	though.	And	I	
observed	that	this	place	now	
was	very	warm	indeed.

The	plates	took	nearly	half	
an	 hour	 to	 be	 cleared	 –	 and	
then	 we	 had	 to	 pass	 them	
quite	a	distance	to	the	waiter	
because	 the	 tables	 were	 so	
densely	packed	in,	he	couldn’t	
get	even	close.	He	apologised.	
I	 said	 “This	 place	 is	 very	
warm	indeed”,	and	he	agreed.	
“Aircon.	Is	broke.	I	feel	terri-
ble.”	 I	 endeavoured	 to	 reas-
sure	 the	 man	 that	 he	 was	

hardly	 alone	 in	 his	 misery,	
and	that	I	felt	terrible	too.	My	
wife’s	 duck	 tagine	 was	 all	
right	–	a	tender	and	flavour-
some	 roasted	 leg	 joint	 with	
some	 slightly	 soupy	 vegeta-
bles	 and	 a	 mound	 of	 boring	
rice.	I	had	lamb	on	a	skewer	
–	good,	lean	fillet,	and	plenty	
of	it,	though	once	again	nota-
bly	 lacking	 seasoning:	 the	
crunchy	broccoli	and	oily	red	
peppers	 were	 very	 good	 in-
deed,	 and	 the	 mound	 of	 rice	
was	boring.	These	dishes	had	
been	 handed	 to	 us	 by	 the	
waiter	over	the	heads	of	oth-
er	diners	–	I	had	to	stand	up	
to	get	a	hold	of	mine.	He	apol-
ogised.	 I	 said	 to	 him	 “This	
place	is	now	what	I	would	de-
scribe	 as	 really	 bloody	 ex-
tremely	 hot”.	 We	 solemnly	
agreed	 that	 we	 both	 now	
were	feeling	even	more	terri-
ble	than	before.

I	 had	 ordered	 a	 bottle	 of	
Turkish	 wine	 called	 Yakut,	
simply	on	the	grounds	that	I	

had	never	before	tasted	Turk-
ish	 wine:	 pretty	 good,	 actu-
ally	 –	 light,	 scented,	 not	 un-
like	a	very	young	Beaujolais,	
and	only	£13.95.	It	was	remiss	
of	me	to	not	also	have	ordered	
a	 great	 big	 bucket	 of	 ice	 so	
that	I	could	stick	my	broiling	
head	very	deep	into	the	thing.	
My	 wife	 then	 wanted	 to	 try	
the	 ‘Sofra	 Speciality’	 pud-
ding	 –	 Su	 Muhallebisi,	 de-
scribed	as	cubes	of	milk	pud-
ding	with	rose	syrup,	berries	
and	 nuts.	 Well	 there	 was	 a	
blanket	 of	 blackberries	 and	
raspberries,	vast	macadami-
as	and	squidgy	milk	pudding	
beneath	 –	 very	 far	 from	 cu-
bic,	 due	 to	 the	 goo	 of	 all	 the	
syrup.	And	that’s	the	trouble,	
here	–	apart	from	the	rather	
ghastly	feeling	that	somehow	
you’ve	strayed	into	the	coun-
try’s	only	joint	kindergarten	
and	geriatric	works	canteen:	
it’s	 all	 very	 generous	 …	 but	
it’s	lumpen.	Ungracious,	and	
it	doesn’t	meld:	a	series	of	in-
gredients	 that	 fail	 to	 add	 up	
to	a	dish:	it’s	just	big	hunks	of	
grub.

On	 the	 plus	 side,	 after	 all	
that	heaviness	I	emerged	into	
the	 blissful	 chill	 of	 the	
evening	 maybe	 ten	 pounds	
lighter,	 this	 all	 due	 to	 dear	
Ozer	having	chucked	in	at	no	
extra	 cost	 whatever	 an	 au-
thentic	 though	 revolution-
ised	Turkish	Bath.

n All previous restaurant 
reviews may be viewed on the 
website www.josephconnolly.
co.uk.

n Joseph enjoys a glass of pink Italian frizzante at Sofra

 FACTFILE
n SoFRA 
11 Circus Road, NW8 
Tel: 020-�586 8��8
n Open every day noon-11pm.
Food: HHHHHIIIII
n Service: HHHHIIIIII 
(the fault of the layout, not the 
staff)
n The Feeling: 
HHHIIIIIII
n Cost:  About £80 for a three 
course meal for two with wine

A	 new	 one-day	 workshop	 to	 help	 people	
cope	 with	 the	 psychological	 impact	 of	 di-
vorce	is	coming	to	north-west	London.

The	 Divorce	 Workout	 is	 a	 one-day	 pro-
gramme	designed	by	The	Divorce	Support	
Group,	 which	 started	 in	 Hampstead.	 The		
group	is	a	national	expert	service	set	up	to	
deal	 with	 the	 psychological	 impact	 of	 di-
vorce	and	separation

The	service	is	for	people	who	are	going	
through	 divorce	 and	 is	 designed	 so	 that	
they	 can	 meet	 others	 who	 are	 going	
through	 the	 same	 things	 and	 share	 their	
experiences.	Part	of	the	workshop	–	in	con-
junction	with	A	Kidspace,	a	group	set	up	to	
help	children	deal	with	divorce	–	also	deals	
with	how	you	can	help	your	child	through	
what	is	a	difficult	time.

Charlotte	 Friedman,	 a	 psychoanalyst	
and	family	lawyer,	who	set	up	The	Divorce	
Support	 Group,	 designed	 the	 course	 as	 a	
condensed	 form	 of	 the	 original	 divorce	
support	classes.

A	local	health	food	specialist	is	running	a	
series	 of	 cookery	 workshops	 to	 introduce	
people	to	the	health	benefits	of	superfoods.	

Anna	 Freedman,	 31,	 the	 founder	 of	
Wholefood	 Harmony	 who	 recently	 ap-
peared	 on	 ITV’s	 There’s	 No	 Taste	 Like	
Home,	 has	 created	 an	 autumn	 cookery	
course	 to	 show	 people	 that	 macrobiotic	
food	is	not	as	daunting	as	it	sounds.	“Macro-
biotic	is	a	Greek	word	which	means	living	
life	to	the	full.	Food	controls	the	quality	of	
the	 blood	 and	 I	 believe	 it	 can	 affect	 your	
mood	and,	in	turn,	your	relationships	with	
others.”	says	Freedman,	who	has	a	degree	
in	 biology	 and	 trained	 in	 macrobiotics	 at	
the	International	Macrobiotic	School.

Dishes created
The	classes,	which	can	be	taken	as	a	full	

course	or	seperately,	are	designed	to	make	
over	mealtimes.	Freedman	leads	the	group,	
where	people	create	two	healthy	superfood	
dishes	 before	 sitting	 down	 to	 a	 three-
course	meal.	“I	give	lots	of	ideas	for	ways	

people	can	use	healthy	ingredients.	I	want	
to	 raise	 people’s	 awareness	 of	 what	 they	
are	eating.	In	this	country,	we	eat	a	lot	of	
processed	food	and	refined	sugars.	Macro-
biotic	food	isn’t	complicated	–	it	is	simple,	
wholesome	and	tasty	food.”

n The courses run on Thursday evenings 
and Tuesday mornings until the end of 
November. More information is available 
from www.wholefoodharmony.com or 
07957 313 187.

An introduction to the joys of superfoods

n Course creator Charlotte Friedman

Help is on offer to cope with divorce

n The workshops run from 10 am to 2.30pm 
and the next one is on November 14 in north- 
west London. The cost is £60. www.
divorcesupportgroup.co.uk

n A Wholefood Harmony meal Picture: Petra Exton


