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restaurant of the week                                   wine Liz Sagues

Our reviewer scoffs tapas with a renowned 
biographer while lapping up the literary talk

 There are also some rather unusual 
breakfasts on offer involving such things 
as chorizo, ‘freshly made churros’ (Spanish 
doughnuts) and ‘seasonal greens’. Which, you will 
admit, makes a change from bacon and egg

We ate until we 
were stuffed and 
then we had pud

We are now of  the 
season when the 
bestseller charts 
are thoroughly 
dominated by 

non-writers who didn’t write the 
books that generally will sell in 
bales to non-readers who will 
not read the books – though still 
are eager to queue for hours to 
acquire the signature of  whatever 
chef, model, actor or comedian 
purportedly created the thing. Or 
footballer. Because recently The 
Times serialised David Beckham’s 
“latest book” which is, we are told, 
“in his own words”. Crumbs, I 
thought – that could easily go well 
into double figures, then – and 
his wife might even chip in with  
half  a dozen of  her own. One of  
the extracts was headed “How 
I found Redemption” – whom I 
assume to be one of  his children, 
who momentarily strayed: easy 

to check, because if  so it will be 
inked upon his body, somewhere 
about. Probably more words on his 
skin than there are in the book.

Some real writers – who put 
their heart, soul, sweat and blood 
into the thing – really do resent 
these celebs being fawned over by 
publishers, and wooed with huge 
advances. Others, though (the 
older, the wiser) are altogether 
more sanguine – and one of  those, 
Andrew Lycett, a biographer of  
note, was my guest for lunch at 
Caldo, a new place in Queen’s 
Park. I say a new place, but what 
it is in fact is a revamp of  an old 
place called Penk’s, which I’ve 
reviewed before. Now usually 
when a restaurant remains in the 
same ownership and relaunches, 
we are presented with little 
more than a spring clean, a 
tweaked menu and the upping 
of  prices. But here is a perfectly 

How yeast raises quality

There’s a five-letter 
word that is crucial 
in the creation 
of  wine, but is 
rarely heard by 

consumers. Yeast is the magic 
molecule which consumes the 
sugar in grape juice, turning it 
into alcohol and also influencing 
the final flavour of  the wine.

It occurs naturally in the air 
in vineyards and wineries, but 
many winemakers – especially 
in large, highly commercial 
companies where consistency is 
crucial – prefer to use cultured 
yeasts specifically developed to 
make the kind of  wine they want. 
The results from natural yeast 
aren’t always predictable, and 
sometimes fermentation is tricky, 
but the wine often has splendid 
character.

In a few very individual styles 
of  wine, yeast has a second, 
equally crucial role. These are 
where it develops on top of  
wine in a partially filled cask, 
forming a protective layer against 
damaging oxygen and turning the 
liquor beneath into something 
quite extraordinary. One rare-
in-the-UK example is the famed 
vin jaune of  the Jura region 
of  France. But that’s a very 
expensive wine.

At a much more affordable 
level, and quite remarkable 
value for money given the effort 
and time which goes into their 
creation, are fino and manzanilla 
sherries. If  you could cut a 
section through the casks in 
which these develop, you’d see a 
pale liquid separated from the air 
above by a layer of  fluffy yeast 
known as flor.

Flor’s role is not simply 
protective. It subtly changes the 
flavour of  what originally is a 
neutral white wine made from 
palomino grapes grown on the 
poor chalky soils of  Spain’s Jerez 
region and lightly fortified by 

grape alcohol. In continuous 
interaction with the wine over 
months and years, flor consumes 
alcohol, dissolved oxygen, sugars 
and acetic acid. The process is 
known as biological ageing – 
quite different from the oxidative 
ageing of  most wines and deeper-
coloured sherries. There’s a 
by-product, too, acetaldehydes, 
which give fino and manzanilla 
their characteristic scent and 
flavour.

Pungency
They have a particular pungency, 
sometimes nutty, sometimes 
salty, sometimes with hints of  
fresh apple or dried fruits. By 
the time they’re bottled, even the 
youngest are several years old: 
they progress through a regulated 
stack of  barrels, newest wine on 
top, oldest at the bottom. As wine 
from that bottom line is drawn 
off  for bottling, the barrels are 
replenished from the line above, 
which in turn is topped up from 
the next one up, with the topmost 
refilled with the new vintage wine 
– the solera system.

Fino and manzanilla are the 
antithesis of  the sticky, cloying 
drink which made sherry so 
deeply unpopular. They are 
fresh and appetising – as Beltrán 
Domecq, president of  the sherry 
regulators, evangelises, they’re 
wines to partner food, not simply 

almonds and olives but also such 
wine challengers as artichokes or 
vinegary salads.

Just what stunning value 
they are is exemplified by the 
new Pedro’s Alcamista range, 
sourced for Majestic by exuberant 
Anglo-Spaniard Peter Dauthieu 
from small family bodegas where 
sherry is made more for pleasure 
than profit. The fino (£9) is 
serious and special.

Romate Perdido fino is a touch 
richer and more mature, yet still 
wonderfully fresh – remarkable 
for £7.50 from The Wine Society, 
which also offers stylish Hidalgo 
Pastrana Pasada manzanilla at an 
unbeatable £10.50.

Other delights among many 
available: Barbadillo Solear en 
rama manzanilla, £12 half-bottle, 
Oddbins; Fernando Castilla 
Antique fino, £17.40 50ml, The 
Sampler; Heredos de Argueso 
San Leon manzanilla, £14, and 
Romate Marismeno fino, £16.50, 
both Highbury Vintners; La Guita 
manzanilla, £12.30, Theatre of  
Wine; Valdespino Inocente fino, 
£16, www.cambridgewine.com; 
and a very special treat is Emilio 
Hidalgo La Panesa fino, £36, www.
lescaves.co.uk.

Don’t ignore supermarket 
own brands – some are a decent 
starting point (check the label 
small print – big names can be 
there).

� From 
single cell 
to dense 
oxygen 
barrier: 
how flor 
develops
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� Joseph with Andrew Lycett at Caldo in Queen’s Park Picture: Nigel Sutton

startling transformation. Not 
that the old look was particularly 
awful – and nor is the new look 
terribly wonderful … it’s just the 
extraordinary contrast. Because 
Penk’s was richly coloured and 
bistro-like: hung with bohemian 
paintings and lit by glowing 
pendants. But Caldo (which means 
hot, of  course) is guess what…? 
Yep: cool. In that pale grey and 
planky sort of  way that I’m 
actually getting mighty tired of. 
Though here is a very impressive 
ceiling-high bar, attentive staff  
and really a pretty good feel. At 
first I thought the place was quite 
full, but it turned out that nearly 
everyone there was a builder or 
fitter of  some description, still 
applying the finishing touches.

The food too is quite different: 

we now have tapas (which, yes, I 
did last week – but how was I to 
know?) – though there are also 
some rather unusual breakfasts 
on offer involving such things as 
chorizo, “freshly made churros” 
(Spanish doughnuts) and 
“seasonal greens”. Which, you will 
admit, makes a change from bacon 
and egg. Also available is “fresh 
juice made on the spot”, these to 
include apple, pear, carrot, celery, 
beetroot and ginger (a glass of  
ginger juice being not everyone’s 
immediate choice). Apart from a 
bit of  charcuterie, the lunch menu 
comprises a dozen little plates, 
with specials of  the day being 
grown-up portions. So we ordered 
patatas bravas, grilled king 
oyster mushrooms with garlic 
and tomato, grilled octopus with 

radish and cucumber, chargrilled 
skirt of  beef  with anchovy butter, 
Basque-style gratin of  crab and 
shrimp, and grilled saddle of  lamb 
with chickpeas. The waiter said 
that this was ample, and while at 
the time I had no reason to doubt 
his word, it turned out he was 
wrong. But for the meantime … let 
us now chat.

Andrew and I have known 
each other on and off  for ages, 
but still I had no idea that – 
since university – he has been 
a thoroughly local boy, having 
lived in West Hampstead, Fortune 
Green and Kilburn, before moving 
to Primrose Hill. He’s lived there 
for 20 years with Sue Greenhill, 
until recently a photographer, 
without whose presence and 
camera no literary party or launch 

was ever complete. During that 
time, Andrew has made a name for 
himself  as a biographer of  authors 
– although his very first was of  
Gaddafi, this dating back to his 
days as a foreign correspondent. 
“I stopped all that when I turned 
40,” he says. “I knew I wasn’t going 
to be another John Simpson, so I 
concentrated on books instead.” 
Since then he has done Dylan 
Thomas, Ian Fleming, Conan 
Doyle, Kipling and – just published 
– Wilkie Collins. This received 
good reviews – The Spectator being 
of  the opinion that Andrew is the 
“Hemingway of  biographers” 
(and should you wish to discover 
more, he is talking about it all this 
very evening, Thursday 14th, at 
Waterstone’s in Hampstead). 

Ridiculous napkins
But apart from art, writers need 
food … and here it now came. And 
– mercy of  mercies – the plates 
arrived in rapid succession. The 
beef, if  tough, had a good and 
nutty flavour (ie, very skirty) – and 
I dribbled the sauce a bit, which 
was when I discovered that the 
only napkins around were those 
ridiculous little nothings in a US 
diner-style dispenser so tightly 
packed that they tore in half  as you 
attempted to tug one out: they are 
minuscule, and useless. Andrew 
favoured the crab over all, though 
also enjoyed the octopus (better 
than I feared) while I was more 
for the lamb – very tender, nicely 
seasoned – while the mushrooms, 
although sliced on a mandolin, 
were chewy chewy chewy. And 
then I realised what was missing: 
tortilla, and meatballs. Rarely 
absent on a tapas menu … so where 
were they? The waiter said that 
meatballs were available only on 
the dinner menu, which he showed 
me. And the dinner menu was 
identical to the lunch menu … with 
the sole addition of  meatballs. 
Which I wanted now – and, very 
graciously, he said that I could have 
them: which was nice. And they 
were too: pork, with flaked almonds 
– pretty good. Andrew – who had 
been protesting his fullness – now 
decided that he was in fact empty, 
so we also ordered grilled fillet 
of  sea bass and salt cod fritters 

with aioli. This was more or less 
a fishcake – Andrew liked it more 
than I did – but the bass was an 
improvement: fresh, with a crisped-
up skin. And I can never leave 
patatas bravas, even if  they’ve gone 
cold … so I didn’t leave the patatas 
bravas, even though they’d gone 
cold.

At that point, having ordered 
practically everything on the 
menu, we truly were stuffed. So … 
pudding, then – a bitter chocolate 
ice cream with fudge sauce for 
Andrew, and for me, a white and 
dark chocolate truffle – which 
turned out to be quite sublime: a 
glossy cylinder of  deep and creamy 
mousse. Almost certainly bought 
in – and I’d rather like to know 
where it was bought in from. The 
ice cream was also reasonably 
good, and over pud we chatted 
about Wilkie Collins. Turns out he 
was local too: lived in Marylebone, 
but also Avenue Road (where he 
wrote some of  The Woman in 
White) and Pond Street (oh dear – 
he wouldn’t recognise the old place: 
his house was on the site of  the 
Royal Free Hospital). “I would like 
to have spent some time with old 
Wilkie,” said Andrew. “It would be 
intriguing to get some sort of  sense 
of  what it was really like to be a 
Victorian.” Funny … I’ve always 
known exactly what it’s really like 
to be a Victorian, but there you 
go…

� Joseph Connolly’s latest novel, 
England’s Lane, is now available 
in paperback (Quercus £8.99). All 
previous restaurant reviews may 
be viewed on the website www.
josephconnolly.co.uk 

� CALDO
79 Salusbury Road, NW6 
Tel: 020 7604 4484
� Open seven days, 9am-noon.
� Food: ����������
� Service: ����������
� The Feeling: ����������
� Cost: As ever with tapas, as 
much as you want. We were 
piggish – with four glasses of wine, 
the bill was about £80.

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


