
10 H&H Series, Thursday June 13, 2013

wine Liz Sagues restaurant Joseph Connolly                                            

 L’Antica is tiny, white and unprepossessing. 
And although the place is barely three months 
old, the menus are unbelievably dog-eared and 
wine-stained. The service is friendly and smiley, 
but casual to the point of somnambulism

For apéritifs, think pink

All this sunshine 
– which, by the 
time you read this, 
may of  course be 
no more than a 

happy memory – has prompted 
me to return to the pleasures of  
pink. And pleasure it is, sitting 
outside in the right weather, glass 
and nibbles (or even a full meal) 
beside you.

There’s a lot of  talk about how 
rosés can be fine food wines, and 
I’m not going to argue with that. 
But the biggest delight of  pinks 
of  all shades and flavours, surely, 
is as sunshine partners, apéritifs 
before the serious eating begins.

I need to come clean 
immediately: my particular 
preference is for Provence rosé. 
I love the pale shell-pink colour, 
so much more tempting than 
the strident raspberry of  many 
other regions’ offerings. And I 
particularly enjoy the light yet 
serious flavours, which go beyond 
berries to herbs and spices and 
even sometimes include a mineral 
element, plus their clean, dry 
character and the delicate balance 
of  all the sensory components in 
the best examples.

Sadly, but not surprisingly 
given that close to 90 per cent of  
Provence’s wine production is 
pink, they’re not all perfect. But 
do give them a try – especially 
those I suggest. While Provence 
is likely to be the most prominent 
word on the label, there are 
three appellations: Côtes de 
Provence, Coteaux de Aix-en-
Provence and Coteaux Varois 
en Provence, stretching along 
the Mediterranean coast and 
up into the hills just beyond, 
from Saint-Rémy-de-Provence to 
Saint-Raphaël. All are likely to 
be blends, incorporating all or 
some of  syrah, grenache, cinsault, 
mourvèdre and tibouren.

Majestic provides the best 
high-street selection, ranging 
from £7 upwards (you need to buy 

at least two bottles, or individual 
prices are higher). Highlights of  
those I’ve tasted recently are M de 
Minuty (£10) and AIX (magnum, 
£20), but there are lots more good 
examples. These – and others 
where I’ve given no vintage – are 
2012.

Jeroboams has a good choice, 
too, including three wines from 
the excellent Domaine Gavoty 
– Tradition is £11.20, or try the 
baby of  the range, Melopee, £9. 
And Whispering Angel from cult 
Provence rosé producer Château 
d’Esclans at £14 case-price is one 
of  a number of  summer offers. A 
bigger choice of  Esclans rosé is at 
www.fromvineyardsdirect.com, 
including a 12-bottle mixed case 
(four each of  Whispering Angel, 
Sacha Lichine Single Blend 
and Château d’Esclans, £167.40, 
delivery included).

Pale and pretty
The multitude of  pinks beyond 
Provence can also be tempting, 
especially such pale and pretty yet 
serious and food-friendly wines as 
Les Pins Couchés 2011, made by 
Rhone master Jean-Luc Colombo 
from syrah and mourvèdre 
grapes growing just above 
Marseille (around £10, Ocado 
and independents). Also from 

close to the Mediterranean comes 
genache-dominated Domaine de 
Saint Rose Coquille d’Oc, brightly 
fruited and stylish (Waitrose, 
currently on offer at £6).

Others I’ve tasted recently and 
enjoyed include the crisp, crunchy, 
excellent value La Jalousie from 
southwest France (The Wine 
Society, £5.50), a delightful pink 
rioja by Muga (Waitrose, £9.80), 
and from right across the world, 
Villa Maria Private Bin, an 
eclectic mix of  merlot, viognier, 
pinot gris, gewürztraminer and 
malbec which succeeds in being 
fresh and aromatic (£10, Majestic, 
Tesco, Wine Rack and www.
nzhouseofwine.co.uk). Don’t 
forget England’s contribution 
– M&S English rosé, made by 
Chapel Down from pinot noir 
plus six other varieties in lesser 
quantity, has attractive lingering 
fruit (£12).

A final summery temptation: 
every Friday night through June 
and July London Zoo will open 
late offering a rosé-hued Bordeaux 
Jardin du Vin wine bar (whites 
and reds, too) plus masterclasses, 
samples and food to match the 
wine. Tickets from £25 (half  price 
to Zoological Society of  London 
members, over-18s only.  See www.
zsl.org/zoolates for details.
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Loads of Italian 
dough but a very 
poor offering

Do you like Italian 
food? Of  course you 
do – everybody likes 
Italian food. Italian 
food is yummy and 

made with not just pasta but big 
mother love and a warming burst 
of  sunshine. It’s true that in this 
country we don’t know much about 
its variety and intricacy, most 
Italian restaurants apart from the 
very finest (Locanda Locatelli, say 
– or Murano, where the sublime 
Angela Hartnett is cooking) 
tending to confine their menus to 
the tried and tested: sure-fire hits 
to which our palates have become 
accustomed. And most notable and 
much-loved among these is what 
is rather horribly referred to as 
‘spag bol’ – a mean and nauseating 
reduction suggestive of  hardly 
more than Heinz Spaghetti or else 
a very basic and cheaply produced 
bowlful of  industrial pasta topped 
with frankly heaven knows what. 
A true spaghetti (or, even better, 
tagliatelle) Bolognese is, of  course, 
a lovesome thing, and there are 
many places in London where very 
decent examples may be enjoyed 
in exchange for not much money 

at all: Giovanni Rana, for instance 
– a great place near Regent’s Park 
which I reviewed last year – and 
even Strada and the few remaining 
Spaghetti Houses. The original 
of  these in Goodge Street is quite 
unchanged (gingham cloths, 
chianti bottles, fairly obscene 
pepper mills) and the basic dishes 
are better than you might expect.

Grub for the poor
The other great Italian favourite, 
of  course, is pizza. Pizza, oh pizza 
… the crimes that are committed 
in thy name! It is very often seen 
to be an emergency stopgap that 
will either soak up the booze when 
summoned from Domino’s late 
into the night, or else something 
out of  a supermarket freezer 
going under some wholly ersatz 
Italian name such as Mamma 
Mia (though never Al Capone or 
Il Duce) whose utter purpose is 
to keep a starving student alive 
and shirking for another wasted 
day. The origin of  the thing is 
hazy. It seems to date back only a 
thousand years or so (so no ancient 
Romans were chowing down on 
a pizza) and is mainly associated 
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with Naples. As with all this sort 
of  dough- or batter-based food 
(Yorkshire pudding, pancakes 
and so on) it was filling and not 
very nutritious grub for the poor: 
quickly baked flatbread made a bit 
more palatable by whatever you 
happened to have around. Until 
about 100 years ago, pizza tended 
to be a sweet thing – as were crêpes 
– except in Naples, and hence the 
preponderance of  tomato, where 
there were just the two savoury 
varieties: the Mannara (tomato, 
oregano, garlic, extra virgin olive 
oil) and the Margherita (tomato, 
mozzarella, basil). Some authentic 
pizzerie still sell nothing else. 
Then the Italian immigrants in 

America (most notably Chicago) 
started making the things, and 
called it a pizza pie – and, as Dino 
so memorably crooned to us, 
should the moon hit your eye like 
a big one of  those, that’s amore 
(obviously).

The origin of  the very word 
“pizza” is also unclear. There are 
loads of  possible derivations, but 
the one I favour stems from the 
Italian verb “pizzicare”, which 
means to rapidly pluck (as in 
pizzicato) – for the baker had to 
pluck the thing swiftly from the 
oven, or else it would burn. Which 
brings us fairly neatly to a new 
little place in Heath Street called 
L’Antica … where, I’m afraid, 

there just aren’t any good little 
pluckers. For the pizza that my 
wife ordered (the – don’t laugh 
– Sophia Loren) had a blackened 
base – and black too were the thick 
and bubbled-up edges. The classic 
Neapolitan pizza has a soft base 
(Rome favours the crispy) but here 
we had soggy, alternating with 
singed. It was strewn haphazardly 
with gloopy orange tomato, a 
reasonable goo of  mozzarella and 
– allegedly – artichoke, aubergine 
and courgette, though you really 
had to take it on trust. The black 
olives were something of  a 
disgrace: whole, dry and factory 
pitted – the bounciest mass-bought 
variety, adding nothing whatever 

in flavour. Sophia Loren once 
famously declared that “everything 
you see I owe to pasta” – which 
is just as well, because she never 
would have touched this thing with 
a gondola pole.

The trouble is, they think 
they’re pretty good. On the A-
board on the pavement (complete 
with larky balloon, this no doubt 
intended to convey to the yummy 
mummies that here is an Italian 
place that will be sweet to their 
children) it says: “Ever tried a 
real pizza?” I rather fancy that 
this is a misconceived dig at Pizza 
Express which is literally one door 
away, and – although a shadow of  
its glory days – has proved over 
20 years or so to be one of  the 
rare successes in this desert for 
restaurants. Anything above the 
Tube station, I’m telling you … 
with the exception of  La Gaffe, 
they come, they go, faster than 
you can remember their name. 
L’Antica, indeed, was – until 
a couple of  months ago – the 
boarded-up wreck of  some Indian 
joint called Bombay something or 
other which had been derelict for 
years. While to the other side of  it 
is the old Horse & Groom, which 
a few months ago reopened as a 
trendy American hot dog, burger 
and cocktail place – Dach & Sons, 
well reviewed by me quite recently 
… and now once more a building 
site.

Crumbling brick walls
Outside, L’Antica is plain, white 
and very unprepossessing … but 
to be fair to the place, it is plain, 
white and very unprepossessing 
on the inside as well. Tiny, about 
20 covers, crumbling brick walls, 
one large mirror, hard floor, bare 
tables, white-tiled open kitchen and 
the sort of  fashionable high-tech 
naked light bulbs that resemble 
the valves on the kit of  a vintage 
radio ham, and, predictably, 
emitting zero in the way of  light. 
And although the place is barely 
three months old, the menus are 
unbelievably dog-eared and wine-
stained. The service is friendly and 
smiley, but casual to the point of  
somnambulism.

I don’t actually like pizza (can’t 
really see the point of  it – and 

if  I’m going to eat dough, would 
far prefer a sandwich) but there 
were very few pasta options. So I 
had gnocchi a la Sorentina. Don’t 
much like gnocchi either, but 
what’s a man to do? Here’s a joke: 
a tapping is heard at the door of  
my inner man. “Gnocch gnocch!” 
“Who’s there?” “No one. No one 
at all.” Just more bloody dough: a 
ribbon of  very standard Neapolitan 
sauce and a fringe of  basil. Boring 
beyond words. And then we shared 
a home-made tiramisu which was 
spectacularly good: fluffy and 
creamy, if  light on booze.

So what can the target audience 
be here? Impossible even to hazard 
– though certainly not the young 
and cool, because it’s far too small 
and dull. Pizza Express is on its 
doorstep, and further down Heath 
Street is Piccola, which also boasts 
a proper wood-fired oven, but 
whose pizza and pasta are infinitely 
better than in this place. And the 
bill, at nearly £38, seemed very poor 
value indeed: two plates of  dough, 
one bottle of  beer, one small glass 
of  wine, one pudding. Oh dear … 
one never likes to be a prophet of  
doom, but I can see this stretch 
of  Heath Street closing in for yet 
another kill. And then on the way 
out, didn’t we run slap-bang into 
Sophia Loren, of  all people – who 
told me gorgeously that she eats 
here all the time …! Which is so 
demonstrably untrue that I wonder 
why I bothered to put it in at all.

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

L’ANTICA 
66 Heath Street, NW3 
Tel: 020 7431 8516

 Open Monday-Saturday noon-
11pm. Sunday noon-10.30pm.

Food: 
Service: 
The Feeling: 
Cost: Not expensive, obviously, 

but seemingly more than it should 
be.

Joseph outside L’Antica in Heath Street, Hampstead

Yum Cha Silks & Spice 27-28 Chalk Farm Road, London, NW1 8AG.
Table Booking and General Enquiries: 020 7482 2228 Deliveries and Takeaway Orders: 020 7428 0565

Yum Cha Silks & Spice
is an Oriental restaurant and bar
with 4 karaoke rooms
We specialise in Dim Sum and also Far East Asia cuisines. 

50% off
Dim Sum

Every Monday, Tuesday
& Wednesday after 5.30pm

FREE DELIVERY
020 7428 0565
FOR ORDERS OVER £15 WITHIN 3 MILES
DELIVERY FROM 17.30 UNTIL LATE


