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wine Liz Sagues

restaurant of the week

Ugly duckling is a swan Restoration is a
delight but not
the self-service
2012 looks like it was a vintage year for burgundy so buy now

T

he en primeur
question is simple:
should you put
money up front
for wine that you
won’t see for many months and
that won’t be ready to drink for
probably a lot longer?
The complications are legion.
Quite probably, you haven’t
tasted the wine, certainly not
in its ready-to-drink form, and
when you do you might not like
it. It may not develop as well as
predicted, or it may have been
over-hyped. It might prove to be
no cheaper than if you’d waited
and bought it at prime maturity
straight off the shelf. Or – horror
– the wine you’ve paid for could
simply be a ﬁgment of a shady
broker’s imagination.
On the other hand, you could
end up with a wonderful wine at
a sensible price, which sold out
moments after you authorised
the credit card payment and will
never be commercially available
again. Remember, though, that
before your wine crosses your
doorstep there will be duty
(currently £2 a bottle), VAT and
probably delivery charges to pay.

Golden rule

My own forays into this mineﬁeld
are minimal – a case or two each
year from The Wine Society’s
Rhône offer, perhaps a little
not-too-pricey white burgundy
– so I can’t offer much practical
experience. But one golden rule is
to ignore any cold-call offer. Buy
only from a known, recommended
source (a good person to seek
advice from is wine writer Jim
Budd, a specialist in spotting
dodgy dealers – see http://
investdrinks-blog.blogspot.
co.uk/). Also, never count
on a princely return on your

Our food critic’s joy over Kenwood House’s
makeover is tempered by some queueing
■ Famille Barraud offer ﬁne wines from their domain in Mâcon
investment. Buy for your own
enjoyment.
All that said, this is the season
of burgundy en primeur offers,
and the 2012 vintage is full of
delights. “If you don’t buy 2012,
you’ll be missing out,” warned
Charles Lea as the wine media
sampled the Lea & Sandeman
selection. He deﬁnes 2012 as
“another successful, even great
vintage”, but there’s not a lot of
it: “2012 has one serious problem,
and it is one which gets even
worse in some areas with 2013 –
quantities produced have been
massacred.”
If the weather wasn’t bad
enough, with a dank spring, wet
early summer and spectacular
hailstorms, there were even
occasions where wild boar
ran rampant among the few
remaining grapes...
Praise for the vintage is pretty
well unanimous. Ben Collins,
ﬁne wine director at Bibendum
in Primrose Hill, says the wines
have “a little magic up their
sleeves for future drinking”,
adding that he most frequently
described them as “intense,
concentrated, seductive”. Philip
Tuck MW, wine director at Louis
Jadot’s UK importer, Hatch
Mansﬁeld, sums up the vintage
as “concentrated and refreshing
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– two adjectives that are music to
the ears of any wine lover”. At
Berry Bros, the happy verdict of
burgundy director Jasper Morris
MW is: “The ugly duckling turned
into a swan.”
So surely the result must be
pressure on prices, and for many
of the most in-demand wines
they have risen, though often not
outrageously. Those wines will be
the hardest to ﬁnd, too.
But there are excellent potential
purchases in less-fashionable
appellations – as Charles Lea says,
if you can’t afford chassagne,
look at meursault, if you can’t
afford meursault look at pouillyfuissé. Mâcon and chablis are
generally splendid, and there
can be decent value among the
juicy-fruited, appealing reds in
such appellations as maranges,
marsannay and mercurey.
I hesitate to make
recommendations, as it’s wisest to
discuss your personal taste with
your preferred merchant, but here
is my favourite, unextravagant
wine from each of the three en
primeur tastings I’ve had the
pleasure to attend: Berry Bros,
Santenay Clos des Mouches David
Moreau; Lea & Sandeman, Saint
Véran Les Pommards Domaine
Daniel Barraud; Louis Jadot,
Beaune Grèves.
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very possibly are also certiﬁably
blind. Everyone else loathes all
modern architecture while it is
under construction, despises it
once it is built and dreads the
thought of either working or living
in it. The same is true in a street
near you on a more domestic scale:
let’s make the roof a bit deranged
at some point, bung a window in
here, and another one … let me
see, where now …? Oh here – here
will do; a few planks, a bit of
tiling and steel, that should do it.
And last week I went to Kenwood
House, and practically fainted with
pleasure.

Fortunate

Because it is beautiful – and, since
its very recent restoration, even
more beautiful than ever. On its
completion, the Earl of Mansﬁeld
who had commissioned it, loved
it – as did anyone fortunate enough
to be invited there. That’s what
Robert Adam was for – to create

I drank ﬁzzy water: I would have quickly
grabbed a baby bottle of red, but I had been
tutted by the people behind, and chivvied by
the woman at the till
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T

he late and
magniﬁcent Auberon
Waugh once gave
me the following
heartfelt advice:
“If ever you meet an architect,
you should hit him”. This made
me laugh – and it should have
made you laugh too, because we
know exactly what he meant.
How is it that architects continue
to be not just permitted but
encouraged to throw up these
vulgar and deﬁantly asymmetrical
atrocities all over this beautiful
city of ours? Oh yes, there will
always be people who protest the
loveliness of such as the Shard,
the Gherkin, the Cheese-Grater
or the Walkie-bloody-Talkie (and
maybe soon the Switchblade,
the Pimento, the Cornetto, the
Tampon) but such people tend to
be obsessed with all this so-called
vibrant and thrusting 21st century
multiculturalism, or else are
maybe sociopathic twerkers who
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Joseph Connolly at The Brew House
Countess Howe. Also a beautiful
tiny Constable oil of the Heath,
with a pink streaked sky. The huge
Orangery used in the old days to be
home to Stubbs’s Whistlejacket – a
lifesize oil of a horse – but now is
given over to a motley of kiddies’
toys, very incongruously.

Smatterings

■ Joseph and his wife braved the January cold to dine in the garden of The Brew House at Kenwood House
buildings that people yearned
to own and live in, and then to
furnish them appropriately. The
same is true of every Georgian
street and building in the country:
when they were new, they were
as praised and adored as they
are today. So at what point in
history, I wonder, did architects
collectively and enthusiastically
lose their minds? Well the 1960s,
actually – during a time when
everything else in terms of design
was really rather wonderful. That
universal malaise that came upon
the architects has proved to be
chronic: very evidently, there is
no cure … but it is we who must
endure the daily ravages of the
disease.
But where does one begin with
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the joys of Kenwood …? Well at
the entrance, probably: the ﬁne
and noble Ionic columns are now
a lovely deep putty colour, the
welcome of the hall – with its
newly-woven carpet and blazing
ﬁre – just exactly what you need
on a winter’s day after a long and
muddy trek across the Heath from
Hampstead. Longer than it needed
to be, actually, because I got lost
again. It has become something
of a tradition: every time my wife
and I come to Kenwood, I lead the
way and we get lost. Then, upon
our eventual arrival, I realise
where I went wrong and vow that
our return journey will be utterly
seamless. And of course get
lost again … though always in a
completely different way.

SQUARE
Restaurant

The redecorated library is the
star of the show – absolutely
stunning, its elegant plaster
mouldings a poem in pinks and
pale blues. More access now, and
an opportunity to inspect the
books themselves: bit of a ragtag, actually – undistinguished
volumes on the whole, and even
some dummy fronts. Then a canter
around all my favourite pictures
in this fabulous collection: the
Rembrandt self-portrait always
seems to grow in physical presence
and might. The Hals … the
Vermeer … a Romney portrait of
a cheeky-looking wench whom
I was unsurprised to discover
was called Mrs Tickell … and
then my absolute favourite: the
huge Gainsborough of Mary,

So food now, yes? To get to the Brew
House you walk past the gloriously
pretty garden façade of the house,
and down a ﬂight of steps. Even
on a January Tuesday, the place
was choked – but it was a very
sunny day, and there were a lot of
parties and groups, all of a certain
age – not youth clubs, shall we say.
Also a generous smattering of
mums with pushchairs. There was
a queue in a fairly dingy corridor
– a bit like school, this suggestion
reinforced by a weighty-looking
mortar and pestle perched upon a
sign, beneath which we all were to
troop: reminded me of the bucket
of water or worse atop an ajar
door in St Trinian’s. The menu is
small, fresh and seasonal, which
is just what you want. Soup and
cakes seemed to be favourites – but
my wife and I went for Devonshire
sausages and braised chicken
breast respectively, each of them
supplemented by the same boiled
potatoes and a medley of peas,
greens and those little white onions
that some people favour over an
olive in their dry martini. Now I’m
not awfully good at this self-service
lark: shufﬂe shufﬂe, slide slide,
being tutted by the people behind
you, chivvied by the woman at
the till. The room itself is lovely:
high-ceilinged, and decorated in
eighteenth century decoupage
and elegant swagging – but the
bit where you are meant to eat
looks rather like a whitewashed
dungeon, with a rather care-inthe-community undertone about
it … so we went into the garden. I
know: eating outside in January
…! Actually, a very mild winter
was always guaranteed by my wife
and myself having independently
bought new and yet to be worn
heavy coats.
The sausages were excellent,
and the chicken, though tender,
was rather bland: if you are going
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to braise it, then maybe leg and
thigh would be a better bet than
breast. The vegetables were truly
ﬂavoursome, the peas seemingly
fresh … though hardly possible in
January, surely …? There are small
brown paper napkins that proudly
read ‘‘100 per cent recycled’’,
but it was a total waste of effort:
thoroughly useless little things. My
wife enjoyed a beer called Curious
Brew, made by one of this country’s
best winemakers, Chapel Down,
and I drank ﬁzzy water: I would
have quickly grabbed a baby bottle
of red, but I had been tutted by the
people behind, and chivvied by the
woman at the till. Then beetroot
and seed cake for my wife (“I really,
really like this”) and for me a
wedge of Victoria sponge: dry, not
light enough – Mary Berry would
hardly swoon – and going it at £3.75,
I thought: probably roughly what
Lord Iveagh had to fork out for his
Rembrandt.
When we emerged from the
Heath at Jack Straw’s Castle,
having got very elaborately lost
indeed, I saw that the beautiful
Georgian Heath House has been
obliterated by scaffolding and made
ugly and squat by white plastic
sheeting – temporarily, obviously,
but rendering it uncannily similar
to a completed modern building.
Which reminded me to roam the
Village in quest of an architect, so
that I might hit him.
■ All eleven of Joseph Connolly’s
novels are available in paperback
(Quercus) and on Kindle. All previous
restaurant reviews may be viewed
on the website www.josephconnolly.

FACTFILE

■ THE BREW HOUSE
Kenwood House,
Hampstead Lane, NW3
■ Open 9am-4pm (6pm in
summer).
■ Food: ★★★★★★★✩✩✩
■ Service: Self service: tutted from
behind, chivvied from in front.
■ The Feeling: ★★★★★★★★✩✩
■ Cost: Two mains, two cakes, two
coffees, a bottle of beer and one of
water came to £35.
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