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Beaujolais is currently enjoy-
ing a run of good vintages. After 
the stunning but uncharacteris-
tically powerful 2009 came the 
excellent, stylish 2010, and 2011 
is looking pretty appealing too. 
So here are a couple more sug-
gestions, both also from 
Duboeuf: Chiroubles 2011 (£10 
Waitrose), full of character, in-
terest and dark perfumed fruits, 
and Morgon Jean Descombes 
2010 (£10 Majestic), crunchy yet 
serious in an almost burgundi-
an style.

Next stop, Portugal and spe-
cifically the spectacular Douro 
region, home of port and – in-
creasingly – good red table 
wines. I spent a memorable few 

days there last summer, but sad-
ly the itinerary didn’t include 
Quinta do Noval, the French-
owned, English-managed home 
of some very fine examples of 
both.

Cedro do Noval slightly 
breaks the Douro mould by in-
cluding syrah among the blend 
of purely Portuguese grapes. I’d 
like to disapprove – indigenous 
grapes should be lovingly pre-
served – but the wine is splen-
did, especially with a little bot-
tle age. The currently available 
vintage, 2007, is spot on now 
(£15.50 The Wine Society, £18.35 
Berry Bros & Rudd).

While beaujolais is more a 
charcuterie-and-salad wine, Ce-

dro is one for a posh barbecue – 
think best Hereford or Aberdeen 
Angus steak.

Back to France, where juicy, 
adaptable Côtes du Rhône comes 
at a more quaffable price. You 
need to pick and choose, as some 
bottles are oversweet or boring-
ly simple, but here too 2009 and 
2010 are star vintages while 2011 
adds generosity to quality.

Garlanded

As with the Duboeuf exam-
ples, big operators can do good 
things: both Les Dauphins Côtes 
du Rhône Villages (£8, Waitrose 
– I tasted the dense, aromatic 
2010; the 2011 comes garlanded 
with serious medals) and bright, 

enticing Tesco Finest Plan de 
Dieu 2011 (£8) are from the huge 
Cellier des Dauphins group – to 
get an idea of how huge, its wine-
making plant can fill 300,000 
bottles a day. A lot more UK su-
permarket Côtes du Rhône 
comes from the same source.

The region where the grapes 
– predominantly grenache – 
come from is enticing. I’ve not 
been to the cellar, but just a few 
kilometres south was wonderful 
in late March this year, eating 
out at lunchtime with the car 
thermometer registering 30 de-
grees plus. Sunshine like that 
bursts out of those two wines. 
And what more can you ask of 
summer?

 Beaujolais cru vineyards at Morgon 
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Such a lovely location, shame about the food

»Primrose Hill and Re-
gent’s Park formed a rath-
er large part of my dreamy 

and sunlit childhood sum-
mers – largely because they 
were free. In those days, fa-
mously, we made our own 
entertainment – no real 
choice in the matter. It does 
make me guffaw with scorn 
when I see the papers choked 
with supplements devoted to 
‘What to do with the kids 
this summer’ – most of the 
entertainments suggested 
involving a second mortgage, 
I should have said. Parents 
never used to ‘do’ anything 
with the kids (and nor, mer-
cifully, did they call us kids). 
We had toys, we had the odd 
ice cream, courtesy of Mr 
Whippy, we had each other 
… and we had Primrose Hill 
and Regent’s Park. The Hill 
was chiefly for rolling down, 
which seemed to me then just 
about the only sensible thing 
one could do with a hill. 
There used to be a series of 
simple plank benches all the 
way down it, against which 
rolling children tended to 
shatter limbs, so they got rid 
of them. Regent’s Park, of 
course, meant the zoo – a 
rare and valued treat. These 
days, tickets for one adult 
and one child come in at just 
shy of 40y quid: in return for 
that sort of money, you would 
in the old days have expected 
to take home with you at the 
very least a pride of lions.

Chimps’ tea party

The chimps’ tea party was 
always my favourite – dis-
continued now, along with 
elephant rides and anything 
else that might be construed 
as enjoyable. Those chimps, 
they always seemed to be 
having so much fun … much 
more than us, anyway, as we 

Our reviewer rather enjoys himself on a sunny afternoon at The Garden Café in Regent’s Park, despite the worst efforts of the kitchen staff

 Joseph Connolly at The Garden Café in Regent’s Park

glumly devoured our puny 
sandwich. Had the Garden 
Café then existed in Regent’s 
Park, we wouldn’t have gone 
to it. Eating out was practi-
cally unknown.

And now it’s all I do. So on 
one of the spectacularly hot 
and sunny days that God 
has neatly shoehorned in 
between the weeks of mon-
soon, that is where my wife 
and I found ourselves. A 
more casual approach to eat-
ing has rather taken London 
by storm, just lately. People 
increasingly like to eat out-
doors (if it isn’t bloody rain-
ing). Hence all the vans. 
Have you heard of the vans? 
London is awash. Rather at-
tractive mini-camions: 
street food for the gourmet. 
There’s Rainbo in Leather 
Lane, a converted 1948 
American Ford pickup: 
dumplings are their thing. 
Spit & Roast does what it 

says on the van, and at Cam-
den Lock Market you can 
find a pretty floral three-
wheeler called Braithwaite’s, 
specialising in English 
cream teas. Tea is just huge 
at the moment. I’m sur-
prised that nowhere yet has 
opened called Tea GB. Or 
Fifty Shades of Earl Grey.

Any restaurant fortunate 
enough to have an outside 
space is apparently coining 
it (if it isn’t bloody raining). 
The Garden Café in Regent’s 
Park is very near the Open 
Air Theatre, and an eating 
place of two parts. The inte-
rior is a rather gloomy 1960s 
works canteen, whereas the 
outside tables are amid a 
verdant oasis of perfect 
calm. It is run by a set-up 
called Company of Cooks, 
who seem to have secured 
for themselves a rather nice 
monopoly of restaurants 
within the grounds of places 

that guarantee a captive au-
dience: Kew Gardens, the 
Imperial War Museum, 
Chiswick House and quite a 
few more. Unlike on the high 
street, you can’t shop 
around, so you take your 
seat with gratitude and pay 
whatever it takes.

We were shown to a per-
fect table at the edge of a cir-
cular courtyard, the um-
brella keeping at bay the 
burning blast of the sun. I 
straight away ordered a bot-
tle of fizzy water – my tipple 
of choice, whenever parched. 
In true British tradition, the 
menu tells you what you 
can’t have, and when you 
can’t have it. Full English 
breakfast – but only until 
11.30. Fish and chips! But 
only on Fridays. And if you 
feel like a cheeseburger … 
well then it has to be Satur-
day, of course. Crazy, no? 
There is a set two-course 
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deal at £14.75, or three for 
£18.95, neither being much of 
a deal, and nor is the à la 
carte a bargain, but as I said, 
you are caught. And 15 min-
utes later, no fizzy water.

The waitress  then re-
turned. Without fizzy water. 
We ordered a baked tomato 
tart with salad and, for me, 
thyme grilled chicken with 
tabouleh and a lime and 
harissa yoghurt. I only want-
ed the chicken – don’t much 
fancy the rest. And to accom-
pany the fizzy water that was 
nowhere on earth, a glass of 
rosé … and my wife, who had 
been toying with having 
Owlet pear juice (with maybe 
just a dash of minced-up taw-
ny, the merest soupcon of 
ground barn) then saw a jug 
of Pimm’s. “My God,” she 
said, “it looks like it’s got 
half of Regent’s Park in it”. 
So could we have a glass of 
that, please dear waitress – 
oh and by the way, I do so 
hate to mention it, but where 
is the bottle of fizzy water I 
ordered just last spring? 
“They’re changing the till 
roll”, she said. Oh yes of 
course, well that absolutely 
explains everything.

Overcooked

Then the water arrived. 
Downed it in one. And then 
came the rosé. Which was 
warm. The Pimm’s had yet to 
make a showing. So I sent 
back the wine, and this was 
eventually replaced with a 
chilled glass: it does make 
you wonder. The tart was a 
square of pizza dough topped 
by four tomato slices (slight-
ly better than it sounds) the 
‘salad’ comprising five small 
and wilted leaves. My chick-
en breast bore more than a 
touch of unadvertised curry 
and was way overcooked, 
having all the texture of an 
upholstered tea towel. We 
had an extra of chips: nearly 
£4, quite literally only half 
cooked, and they couldn’t be 
bothered to peel the ends. 

The Pimm’s was paler than 
it should be (i.e. less Pimm’s) 
and had not just half of Re-
gent’s Park in it, but the 
sweet little imprint of some 
nice lady’s lipstick upon the 
rim. If I’d sent it back, we 
wouldn’t have got a replace-
ment until after the park was 
closed for the night – so my 
wife used the straws provid-
ed. And then I said “Look 
over there. See her? Looks 
like the chef, Rose Gray. It 
isn’t her, though,” and my 
wife said: “She’s dead,” and I 
said: “Well, I said it wasn’t 
her.”

Look, this place is all about 
sitting out somewhere ex-
tremely pleasant on a lovely 
summer afternoon. Take 
away the weather and an out-
side table, and there’s really 
very little left. We shared a 
pudding: summer berry pav-
lova. Mmmm … well. One 
strawberry, quartered. 
Three blackcurrants. Two 
raspberries. Meringue like 
cavity-wall insulation, and a 
squirt of aerated cream. So 
there it was: beautiful place 
and – despite just everything 
– an enjoyable experience (if 
you forget the lunch). Though 
not as much fun as the 
chimps’ tea party, of course. 
But then I ask you, what is?

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

 THE GARDEN CAFÉ 
Inner Circle, Regent’s Park NW1 
Tel: 020 8341 5384

Food: 
Service: 
The Feeling:  

 (if it isn’t 
bloody raining)

Cost: Two courses £14.75, 
three £18.95. Everything on the 
carte costs too much because 
it’s not much good.

have been bottled and shipped across from France and Portugal
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