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 There I saw it on the menu: horse steak, at 
30 euros. What an opportunity, I thought – I’m 
never going to see this on offer in England. Not 
knowingly, anyway. And I’ve never eaten horse. 
So I have to do it! And then … I chickened out.

It resembles an opulent jail from the outside 
and rejoices in a bizarre name, but there’s 
nothing silly about Bob Bob Ricard’s food

In praise of la différence

Wine-writing 
isn’t all about 
swanning round 
sunny vineyards, 
sampling the best 

wines in the world and generally 
doing – at someone else’s expense 
– what most wine-lovers would 
choose if  they won the lottery. At 
the moment, for example, I’m not 
looking forward to tomorrow’s 
crack-of-dawn alarm before seven 
hours of  judging anything from 
teeth-strippingly acidic sparkling 
wine to 2010 bordeaux in this year’s 
International Wine Challenge.

Similarly, the line-ups of  close 
to 200 bottles put out by some 
supermarkets at their twice-yearly 
press tastings are frequently more 
intimidating that pleasurable. And 
trekking round wine trade fairs 
in stuffy, neon-lit halls isn’t my 
favourite form of  exercise.

But it isn’t all like that. When 
I’m asked about my job, the word 
privileged is one I use often. For 
it is a privilege to have access to 
so many wines, many of  them 
fabulous – even though I have, 
mostly, to spit them out rather than 
swallow.

Perfect revelation
The purpose behind this musing 
is to highlight one tasting I went 
to a few weeks ago, where in a 
totally overwhelming selection of  
bottles there were two tables which 
made so much sense: each one 
showed wines from a single classic 
French appellation, from the 
same producer, yet from different 
terroirs. That’s a perfect revelation 
of  why wine can be so fascinating.

I’ll write about the red 
experience later – I’ve got some 
other bottles still to taste, to 
broaden the discussion. So it’s the 
turn of  the white first. For chablis, 
2010 is generally considered a 
finer, longer-lived vintage than 
soon-pleasurable 2011, but both of  
them have typical mineral, stony 
character and reflect the places 

from which the wines come.
Careful comparative tasting 

of  two vintages of  all the seven 
grands crus and the 17 best-
known premiers crus would be 
too much of  a challenge. So the 
selection of  two grands crus and 
four premiers from Simonnet-
Febre, the chablis house of  Louis 
Latour, was an ideal education. 
The 2010 premiers crus, still very 
young but with their personalities 
clearly developed, clearly 
demonstrated the differences 
resulting from just a small change 
in soil, exposition or any of  the 
other subtleties dividing one sub-
appellation from another.

This isn’t the place to analyse 
them, but the steely length of  
Montmains, with an enticing 
nutty edge to its pure fruit, was 
my favourite. Fortunately, it’s 
the easiest to buy: both Ocado 
and Wine Rack stock the 2010, at 
£18-19. Lovely, too, was Vaillons 
(more good local distribution, 
2010 at Spirited Wines, £22, and 
– a bargain – 2009 offered by 
www.slurp.co.uk for £16.50). 
Perhaps illogically, my preference 
switched with the 2011 examples. 
Both were sulky, somewhat 

unapproachable infants, but 
Vaillons had a hint of  a smile I’d 
love to see expand. Who knows 
what a year’s growing up will 
show. There was one extra 2011 
premier cru – Mont de Milieu 
– of  which there wasn’t a 2010 
example. I wish there had been, 
for the 2011 was the star of  that 
vintage.

Is it worth trading up (prices 
are roughly doubled) to grand cru 
level? That depends very largely 
on your credit card spending 
limit and the precision of  your 
palate. If  someone else is buying, 
for me the choice is Preuses 
– 2009 is wonderfully stylish and 
the 2011 will surely develop into a 
very fine wine indeed. Merchants 
such as Millesima, Fine & Rare 
and Christopher Keiller should 
stock the grands crus, but most 
recent vintages will be in bond 
still.

And a final word on less posh 
chablis. The tasting confirmed 
that paying the small difference 
in price between Simonnet-
Febre’s 2011 petit chablis and the 
next step up, straight chablis, 
is definitely worth it (2010 is in 
Wine Rack, £15).

 Jean-Philippe Archambaud, the director of Simonnet-Febvre

Press button for 
bubbly, then get 
started on some 
English delights

Just back from Paris, 
where I was rather busy 
plugging the French 
edition of  my latest 
novel, England’s Lane, 

and – in between times – scoffing 
French food. Then I did the same 
in Brussels – and in a splendid 
traditional Flemish restaurant 
seemingly untouched since before 
the First World War … there I saw 
it, on the menu: horse steak, at 30 
euros. Well what an opportunity, 
I thought – I’m never going to see 
this on offer in England, am I? Not 
knowingly, anyway. And I’ve never 
eaten horse, have I? So I simply 
have to do it…! It’s an absolute 
must, yes? And then … I chickened 

out of  it and went for – not actually 
chicken, but cow. Which was 
excellent, but a bit pathetic of  me 
– and still I do feel that I’ve rather 
let the side down. Never mind: I 
might take a short trip to Bruges, 
maybe, and on that occasion I vow 
to have stallion and chips.

It was a pretty intense trip: 
they’re always very good to you, 
foreign publishers – top-rate 
hotels, travel and so on – but 
by God, once they’ve got you 
there, they very much want their 
money’s worth. So back-to-back 
interviews and increasingly daft 
photo shoots all day long, prior to 
grateful collapse before the dinner 
table. Whereupon I ate more 
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Joseph at Bob Bob Ricard, a classy joint on the site of the old Circus restaurant

BOB BOB RICARD 
1 Upper James Street, W1 
Tel 020 3145 1000

 Open … from 7am until 3am! For 
all you insomniacs out there.

Food: 
Service: 
The Feeling: 
Cost: About £120 for three 

course meal for two with wine.

French food, drank more French 
wine … never a hardship, but of  
course in France, as I’m sure you 
know, if  it ain’t French, it simply 
doesn’t exist: buying Scotch beef  
and Stilton in Paris is something 
of  a guilty secret.

Weird name
So back in Blighty, I thought I 
could rather go for something 
English – and there isn’t a massive 
choice. I ended up in a restaurant 
that has been on my antenna 
since it opened a year or two ago, 
simply because of  its very weird 
name: Bob Bob Ricard. So who is 
Bob…? And can he be so good they 
named him twice? Ricard, now 
… could he be the pastis fellow, 
do we think? He of  the beautiful 
bright yellow triangular ashtrays 
of  old? Well, opinions differ. One 

story I heard was that it was co-
owned by an Englishman called 
Bob, an American called Bob, and 
a Frenchie called Ricard. Which 
makes a sort of  sense. But some 
say this is all baloney: it’s actually 
owned, I was told, by a Russian 
oligarch called Shutov and an 
English fellow by the name of  
Richard. So if  this is truly the 
case, then the place ought really to 
be called Dick Dick Shutov, which 
I think you’ll agree is catchier still.

Anyhoo … this is really rather 
a classy joint on the site of  the 
old Circus restaurant in an odd 
position between Beak Street 
and Golden Square. The exterior 
looks like an opulent jail – heavily 
barred, but in gleaming brass, 
and rather amusingly opposite a 
branch of  Greggs. The theme is 
continued hugely lavishly within 

– an interior by David Collins (who 
has done loads of  upmarket and 
fashionable London restaurants) 
who clearly was granted a 
mind-boggling budget. What we 
have here is jazzy: marble floor, 
mirrored ceiling, tremendous 
brass chinoiserie fretwork, many 
sub-Ming blue-and-white vases and 
jars, fresh flowers and comfortable 
blue leather banquettes, jauntily 
piped in white. All the seating is 
in the form of  booths, which is 
actually rather inspired. And next 
to your table is a button that reads 
‘Press for champagne’. There is 
also a three-pin socket for, I don’t 
know – a shaver, maybe: if  I’d 
known it would be there I would 
have brought along my hairdryer 
and saved a bit of  time in the 
morning. So look – of  course I 
pressed for champagne: how could 

I resist? And what happens is, a 
light goes on over the dazzling 
brass and glass bar, and some bloke 
bawls out “Champagne …!” and 
another bloke beetles over with a 
flute of  Pol Roger for a stiff  £13.50. 
My lunch chum Christopher had a 
martini, and that cost the same.

Cut glass, silver salt and pepper 
grinders, thick linen napkins, 
marble tables … my God, there’s 
been a few quid spent in here. 
Christopher is a liquidator, who 
has been involved in the closure of  
about 30 restaurants in the past: 
“It’s heartbreaking,” he says. “All 
the beautiful fixtures and fitting 
are torn out and dumped, 300 
Riedel glasses will be sold for £20 
… and the wine, very strangely, 
always seems to disappear…” I 
think no such fate will befall this 
place: it has cool on its side. The 
menu is full of  English delights 
(salmon, lobster, venison, both 
fish and shepherd’s pie) and there 
are two set lunch offers: a steak 
frites with a glass of  red at £19.50, 
or lemon sole goujons frites with 
a glass of  white for £22.50. The 
rest of  the menu is surprisingly 
reasonable-ish, though the wine 
prices are a little cheeky.

Beautiful sight
So Christopher was starting with 
a wafer-thin pickled beetroot and 
goat’s cheese salad – which was 
a beautiful sight: the green like 
chlorophyll, the red like blood; 
“suggestively sour,” he said. 
“Gentle – not acrid”. I went for 
‘classic prawn cocktail’ – but it 
was rather nicer than that: 10 
long and identically sized prawns 
draped over the rim of  a silver 
coupe, the lettuce and Marie Rose 
sauce within, and more of  that 
in a separate bowl along with a 
muslin-wrapped half-lemon: fresh, 
and charmingly simple. Then it 
was a question of  crisp, pressed 
and roasted belly of  suckling pig 
with red cabbage and crumbled 
black pudding for Christopher 
– while I was intrigued by chicken, 
mushroom and champagne pie 
with truffle gravy. I asked the 
friendly waiter if  I would need 
anything else with that, and very 
bizarrely he suggested “chips …?”. 
I thought not – so we shared a wide 

and shallow ramekin of  deeply 
creamy mash, and some crushed 
peas. The pie came in its own oval 
basin, the crust a work of  art: dark 
glazed like polished mahogany 
and embossed with a lattice design 
incorporating the BBR logo. A 
shame to break into it … but I did. 
Not quite as deep as the bowl it 
came in, but very gorgeous and 
flavoursome: the little jug of  truffle 
gravy added immeasurably to the 
depth … though of  course any 
champagne was undetectable, as it 
usually is. Christopher’s pork came 
as a golden slab – it looked so good, 
I very nearly confiscated it. “The 
crackling bursts pleasantly,” he 
said. “The pork is properly piggy.”

As, then, were we – charging 
into a shared “striped strawberries 
and cream souffle”. This was 
a pretty pink puff  of  a thing 
– though not notably striped – to 
which one added a soupçon of  
strawberry coulis, the merest 
trickle of  pouring cream … and 
was rewarded with a heady and 
ethereal delight – which, had it 
featured on the menu in the Garden 
of  Eden, Eve would have gone for 
like a shot (and following which, to 
hell with everything).

So all was fine and dandy … but 
still that Brussels restaurant was 
preying on my mind, you know. 
Next time I’m there, I promise, I’ll 
have the horse. After all, if  Richard 
III was willing to sacrifice his very 
kingdom for one, the least I can do 
is stump up 30 euros.

 Joseph Connolly’s latest novel, 
England’s Lane, is published by 
Quercus as a hardback and ebook. 
All previous restaurant reviews may 
be viewed on the website www.
josephconnolly.co.uk. 


