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wine Liz Sagues restaurant of the week                                                                                                                                  Joseph Connolly at Grain Store in King’s Cross

 In the Gents there is a Tracey Emin-type 
neon saying ‘Pea’, in pink.... and yes, I was 
willing to forgive them even that: because here 
is a seriously good kitchen serving classy and 
rather brilliantly conceived food

Meat eater finds 
a veg out spot 
surprisingly good

‘Well that 
was an 
extremely 
pleasant 
surprise 

…!” I craned my neck around, 
trying  to see who just had 
said that … and realised with 
something of  a shock that it had 
been me. Because I simply can’t 
remember the last time I thought 
that about a restaurant: I generally 
know, you see, as soon as I walk 
into a place (sometimes even as 
I am booking it) whether or not 
this is going to be my sort of  
thing, and whether or not I feel 
I am going to eat well here. And 
Grain Store, well … it just didn’t 
do it for me – I think very largely 
for the reason that I’ve visited 
so very many crudely converted 
warehouses and lofts just lately, 
all of  which have got the rough old 

brickwork arches, the open plan 
steel kitchen, the furniture from 
a salvage sale, or else knocked up 
from old palettes and driftwood … 
the ceiling a silver maze of  ducting 
and plumbing, looking for all the 
world like the secret underground 
plutonium installation that it 
is 007’s destiny to destroy by 
means of  a glorious fireball in the 
penultimate scene of  the film, just 
before he gets to canoodle with the 
girl.

Vast and trendy
So here we are, my wife and I, in 
vast and trendy Granary Square 
(hence Grain Store, see?) – now 
just the coolest part of  newly and 
bewilderingly cool King’s Cross. 
I’ve eaten around here a lot quite 
recently, because new and fabby 
fab places are opening all the time 
… but this one is different, because 

Making vegetables the main attraction pays 
off for this trendy joint – prompting even a 
traditionalist to warm to its ultra-cool decor

A rich red brings holiday 
memories flooding back

This is catch-up 
time, a moment to 
share details of  one 
of  the wines I’ve 
been drinking with 

pleasure over the summer – and 
there will be others to come next 
week. Some might even bring back 
personal happy holiday memories, 
given that so much wine comes 
from places which are a delight to 
visit.

This first wine does that for 
me: it bursts with the ripe, 
seductive flavours of  classic 
southern French red grapes 
grown in vineyards nestling in 
the hills of  the best area of  the 
large and generally very reliable 
Saint-Chinian appellation. La 
Grange des Combes, Saint-
Chinian Roquebrun, is a big but 
beautiful wine, dark and rich with 
perfumed fruit, elegant tannins 
and a balance which graciously 
disguises its 14 per cent alcohol. 
If  barbecue weather continues 
into September, it will remain a 
smart match for decent steak and 
as temperatures drop daubes will 
beckon.

The co-operative producers of La Grange des Combes aim to 
conjure up a taste of their wines’ southern French origins

Majestic is currently selling the 
2011 (£11, £10 for two-plus bottles); 
the 2012 was one of  the Top 100 
Languedoc-Roussillon wines 
selected by an expert UK judging 
panel earlier this year, taking the 
award for best Saint-Chinian. 
Both vintages are equally 
delicious and I hope Majestic will 
offer the 2012 in due course.

La Grange des Combes is one 
of  many good wines made by the 
Cave de Roquebrun co-operative, 
in the deservedly tourist-loved 
village of  the same name, some 30 
kilometres north west of  Béziers. 
I’ve liked the co-op’s wines for 
ages and always regretted there 
weren’t more available here. 
This summer, finally, I went to 
Roquebrun.

Flourishing vines
The village lines the banks of  
the sparkling river Orb and its 
narrow streets climb up the 
hill behind to where there’s 
a splendid Mediterranean 
garden, full of  exotic plants 
which flourish in the local 
microclimate, as do the vines.

Syrah, grenache and 
mourvèdre are the main varieties 
planted on the schist soils of  
the four villages in the Saint-
Chinian Roquebrun appellation 
(there’s another “cru”, Saint-
Chinian Berlou, also on schist 
but with carignan rather than 
syrah dominating). The Cave de 
Roquebrun also has vineyards on 
the flatter clay-limestone soils of  
the rest of  the appellation area 
and beyond and the grapes from 
its 80 vigneron members fill close 
to three million bottles a year – 45 
per cent sold outside France. The 
heart of  the production is red, 

though with some rosé and white.
All through the range, in 

vineyard and cellar, there is 
an emphasis on consistent 
quality and on techniques which 
emphasise the sense of  place. “We 
want consumers to find terroir 
in the wine,” says sales director 
Charles Keraudy, explaining 
why carbonic maceration (whole 
bunch fermentation) is used for 
all the top red wines.

There is, too, thought for the 
future, with wines made to age 
rather than be sold for a rapid 
return on investment. Current 
vintages of  very top cuvées 
go back up to eight years and 
certainly they benefit as time 
softens the influence of  new 
French oak barrels.

Keraudy is optimistic of  
more UK sales. Majestic apart, 
Laithwaites (www.laithwaites.
co.uk) sells Roches Noires 2010, 
another fine Saint-Chinian 
Roquebrun (£13), and Underwood 
Wine Warehouse (www.
underwoodwines.co.uk) has 
Terres d’Orb rouge vin de pays 
(£6.75).

But why not go and enjoy the 
wines in the lovely place from 
which they come. The Cave de 
Roquebrun is open all year, all 
week (except Sundays from 
October to April) to taste and buy. 
And during the tourist season 
the village has a tempting wine 
shop cum delicatessen, with 
an impressive range of  mostly 
natural and/or organic wines – 
the Cave Saint Martin.

An informal light meal on 
its riverside terrace, with an 
appropriate glass or two, is a 
happy way to appreciate France’s 
wine culture.

 La Grange des 
Combes is a big but 
beautiful wine, dark 
and rich with perfumed 
fruit, elegant tannins 
and a balance which 
graciously disguises its 
14 per cent alcohol

n Roquebrun, the river Orb and the vineyards, seen from the Mediterranean garden 

Any regular of  Hampstead 
High Street will know 
Maison Blanc, the 

traditional French boulangerie 
and patisserie with the best 
croissants in town. Now their 
high quality has been noticed 
nationally at the Great Taste 
Awards, where they were 
awarded seven Gold Stars across 
five of  their delicacies.

Customers having difficulty 
choosing what to order would be 
advised to try their classic Coffee 
Éclair, which picked up two stars 
at the awards. Another favourite 
that picked up the double was the 
Josephine, an exotic fruit mousse 
and vanilla genoise resting on a 
crisp macaroon base and topped 
with fresh fruit.

Maison Blanc’s scrumptious 
treats are stars in judges’ eyes

Their Apple and Rosewater 
Tart, Chocolate and Chilli Tart 
and Colombier picked up a star 
each at the prestigious awards, so 
rest assured that Maison Blanc’s 
baked delights are very much on 
the rise.

Alex Bellotti

n The patisserie’s Great Taste 
Award winners Picture: John Larkin
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factfile

n Joseph at Grain Store – with its steel lighting and chairs of differing designs all painted white  

the man behind it has form: Bruno 
Loubet, still much cherished for 
his rather great Soho restaurant 
Bistro Bruno, so many years ago. 
He then took it into his head to 
go to Australia for some reason 
… though now, quite wisely, he is 
back. And this new restaurant has 
a twist: well of  course it has a twist 
– how could a new and red-hot 
restaurant not have a twist? The 
twist being that vegetables take 
centre stage, meat and fish being 
reduced to mere spear-carrying 
extras, coughing discreetly in 
the wings. And it’s the very devil 
to get to: taxis simply give in to 
the unequal struggle and drop 
you vaguely within the postcode. 
But it was a hot and sunny day, 
so we didn’t at all mind an amble 
across the square, amid a chuckle 
of  squealing infants, cavorting 

amid the ubiquitous rows of  
schizoid fountain jets, one moment 
becalmed, the next simply raving.

The old granary, which also 
encompasses Caravan – a 
restaurant I have reviewed before 
– and St Martin’s School of  Art, is 
semi-wrapped in silvered zigzags, 
this semi-justifying some or other 
designer’s existence on earth. The 
inside is vast, and, in addition to 
the outline above, sports lighting 
cobbled out of  inverted steel 
colanders, and every sort of  chair 
uniformly painted white: mock 
Regency, chapel, Utility, Windsor, 
Ercol, you name it. The tables are 
raw wood, the linen napkins large 
and proper … okay, okay, but I like 
meat, see, so I wasn’t too excited 
by the prospect of  the menu to 
come. A waitress rattled off  the 
day’s specials, but she was of  

indeterminate provenance and so I 
failed to understand a single word 
of  that. Never mind: the menu 
will do us. Little plates and large 
plates – a dozen of  each, mix them 
as you will. I was scanning for the 
token meat, but what there was 
all seemed to be about internal 
organs, horny extremities or skin, 
rather worryingly. But then I found 
corn and quinoa tamale with salsa 
and sticky pork belly: that’ll do 
me. Preceded by roast pepper salad 
with artichoke and an anchovy 
dip. My wife adored the look of  
the whole menu, and eventually 
went for a salad of  endive, pear, 
runner beans and Roquefort with 
toasted hazelnuts and something 
called ‘smoked pepper jelly’ – this 
to be followed by buttermilk and 
caraway braised cauliflower with 
wood-baked onions and devilled 

duck hearts. Crumbs.
The water tumblers were 

Duralex: I bagged a clear one, but 
my wife’s was red, which made the 
water look a lot like blood, or at 
least Campari (woman at the next 
table had yellow, and I will draw 
you no simile). Wine is available 
in all sorts of  measures, and a 50cl 
pot of  Gamay was lightly chilled 
– the glasses so very narrow at 
the rim that in my case it was a 
considerable struggle to fit my nose 
in. The endive and so on salad was 
enormous and much enjoyed, while 
containing no endive whatever, but 
instead much chicory – and while 
these pairings and contrasts were 
hardly groundbreaking, still they 
were wholly successful: pepper 
was detectable, though there was 
nothing particularly smoked or 
jellyfish about it. My glowing red 
and yellow peppers were silkily 
exemplary, the blobs of  anchovy 
puree perfectly sublime. The green 
peppers were alternately bland and 
bitter, as green peppers will always 
be: I never know why they are 
served. A choice of  only two breads 
(odd, these days): focaccia and 
onion – and the focaccia was first 
rate. My wife’s duck hearts were 
set amid a gorgeous glossy goo, and 
were adored. “They taste,” she said, 
“like kidneys, which I love … and 
the cauliflower is just wonderful. 
Very mellow, and a perfect 
complement”. It was very lovely, 
with layers of  creamy flavour – 
served in a retro white and yellow 
cocotte, and enough for three 
people: so I ate a lot of  that. My 
tamale was a beautifully wrapped 
and tied truncheon of  maize leaf: 
I have received packages in the 
post that were far less expertly 
dealt with. And when I slit the 
leaf  ribbons and peered beneath 
… here lay something identical: it 
was becoming like Pass the Parcel. 
Eventually, one broached the corn 
and quinoa, and very good too. The 
cube of  pork was perfect: piggy, 
sticky, though not fatty at all.

Then we had a drink in the cool 
and easy bar area (there is also 
some seating outside) – leather 
divans with tubular bolsters – and 
a cylinder of  brown wrapping 
paper on the wall with a serrated 

edge so that old announcements 
could be torn off  at will, and a new 
one scrawled: ‘Today’s Cocktail! 
Negroni’. Not too surprising, 
that: a negroni is currently a 
very fashionable thing, as is gin 
in general. I looked around … 
and suddenly was rather loving 
the place. In the Gents there is a 
Tracey Emin-type neon saying 
‘Pea’, in pink. In the Ladies 
(I am told) is similar, this one 
reading ‘Sweet Pea’ … and yes, I 
was willing to forgive them even 
that: because here is a seriously 
good kitchen serving classy and 
rather brilliantly conceived food 
in a groovy atmosphere that I 
think will be even more popular 
than it already is. We stepped out 
then into the sunshine … still 
the babbling children amidst 
the bubbling water, bright green 
artificially grassed steps leading 
down to the canal, and the clear 
signs that here is very soon going 
to be one of  the most sought-out 
and happening areas of  London 
… and who, just even a few years 
ago, would ever have thought that? 
And there: that is the very moment 
when I heard myself  saying it: 
“Well that was an extremely 
pleasant surprise …!”

n Joseph Connolly’s latest novel, 
ENGLAND’S LANE, published 
by Quercus, is now available in 
paperback, as well as hardback, 
unabridged audiobook and ebook. 
All previous restaurant reviews may 
be viewed on the website www.
josephconnolly.co.uk. 

n Grain Store
Granary Square 
1-3 Stable Street, N1C 
Tel: 020 7324 4466
n Open Mon-Fri noon-2.30pm, 
6pm-10.30pm. Sat 11am-3pm, 
6pm-10.30pm. Sun 11am-4pm.
n Food: HHHHHHHHII
n Service: HHHHHHHIII
n The Feeling: HHHHHHHHHI
n Cost: Not all bad: eat as much 
or as little as you want … but 
probably about £80 for two, with 
drink.

An entire cow divided up for epic summer cook-out

One whole cow, two 
summer nights, and 
a lot of  hamburgers. 

On August 30 and 31, Camden 
Town Brewery will play host to 
an epic summer cook-out which 
sees burger restaurant Byron 
turn an entire cow into food.

The event, called Wholey 
Cow, will see a menu designed 
to make the best of  the entire 
beast – three different burgers, 
chilli cheese fries, sides of  mac 
‘n’ cheese hash browns and 
Bloody Bulls. 

Earlier this month, Byron 
staff  travelled up to one of  their 
Scottish farms to pick the best 
cow for the job before taking 
it back to London to put every 
part of  the animal to use.

The rich, tender forequarter 
will be ground into hamburger 

patties with the perfect 
combination of  fat and flavour.

Tougher but tasty cuts 
– shins, cheeks, tail – will 
be slowly braised into the 
ultimate, unctuous and melting 
chilli. Finally, the short ribs 
will be cured, slow-cooked 
and sliced to create a unique 
topping somewhere between 
bacon and pastrami.

To wash it all down, Camden 
Town Brewery will be serving 
their much-celebrated craft 
beers, complemented by a 
collection of  Byron ales, lagers 
and cocktails.

Alex Bellotti

n The event, at Camden Town 
Brewery, 55-59 Wilkin Street 
Mews, NW5, is on August 30 and 
starts at 6pm. n A Byron burger Picture: Paul Winch-Furness
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