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wine Liz Sagues

restaurant of the week

Why riesling is the thing Beamed up from
the menace of
planet Kilburn

W

hich is the
grape which
the wine trade
reveres yet
many wine
drinkers cold shoulder? It has to
be riesling, a grape with bags of
character of its own but also a
marvellous ability to reﬂect the
place where it is grown.
It is odd how fashion changes.
Back in the late 19th century
the Rhine’s great rieslings were
valued far more here than the best
of Bordeaux reds, but more recent
ﬂoods of dilute, sweet liquid
killed off that reputation among
all but those drinkers who still
had access to the proper thing.
And cheap, quick-ﬁx efforts to
join the new mode for dry wines
were disastrous, producing wines
which were even less palatable
than the sugar-water versions.
But that’s all at the bottom
of the wine price table, where
Germany’s average UK retail
price per bottle here languishes
at little more than £4, close to a
pound below the retail average
and nearly £3 less than market
leader New Zealand. Pay a proper
price, and German riesling, dry
or sweet is splendid. Germany,
though, isn’t the only country
that grows riesling. Often, it’s the
more consumer-friendly rieslings
of the New World, Australia in
particular but New Zealand and
Chile too, which are suggested
as an easier introduction to the
grape. Back in Europe, no one can
forget the great examples from
Alsace – but here, as sometimes
with German rieslings too, the
sweetness level isn’t always
clear to the uninitiated from the
outside of the bottle.
There is another contender,
however. Austria’s rieslings seem
to me – an oversimpliﬁcation, no
doubt – to sit between those of
the Rhine and Alsace, in a ﬁne
and friendly way. Like all good

Moment of fear and loathing in north London
fails to spoil our reviewer’s appetite for lunch
■ Marion Ebner-Ebenauer with the 66-year-old riesling vines
Picture: Volker Feuersein
examples, they’re lovely young
and age with grace and charm.
This year’s annual trade tasting
of Austrian wines offered a lineup of rieslings back to 2000, and
the experience was a delight.
“There isn’t a dud among them,”
one trade taster commented to a
colleague. Entirely my reaction,
though he said it ﬁrst.
While there was consistent
quality in the ﬂavours, the
packaging is a bit random –
assorted bottle shapes and
colour. But these aren’t wines
you identify instantly on the
supermarket shelf; more often
they’re seen in restaurants. To
buy them for home drinking, you
need to know where to go.

sddasdas
One good destination is Roberson
Wine in Kensington (www.
robersonwine.com), which
stocks the talented work of
Marion Ebner-Ebenauer, whose
enthusiasm for the 14-generation
family estate’s 66-year-old riesling
vines prompts a sweeping
demonstration of the six-metre
spread of these veterans. The Alte
Reben 2012 in the multi-vintage
line-up had immense, aromatic
potential – hopefully, by the time
it’s ready to drink, Roberson’s will
stock it. Now, its appealing little
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sister, riesling 2011 (the vines are
a mere 35 years old), is available
at £13 (£4 off the usual price).
Roberson’s also offers an
interesting perspective of styles
of grüner veltliner, Austria’s
signature white grape, all 2012
and again from Ebner-Ebenauer,
through fresh, spicy Klassik (£13)
to two quite different singlevineyard wines, mineral-laden
Hermanschachern and far richer
Bürsting (both £20).
Where else? Theatre of Wine in
Tufnell Park has the Jurtschitsch
Zobinger Heiligenstein Alte
Reben Riesling 2009 (£24.50) – I’ve
tried the 2012, which is wonderful,
and age can only add more delight
– plus more rieslings and grüners.
The Wine Society has a ﬁne choice
from renowned estates, including
a tempting introduction, riesling
vom Urgestein 2012 from Schloss
Gobelsburg (£11.50), and its
Exhibition grüner veltliner (£12)
is made by Willi Bründlmayer.
On the high street Waitrose is
the best destination, though with
more grüners than rieslings.
And these web merchants are
well worth investigating: www.
savageselection.co.uk, www.
nickdobsonwines.co.uk, www.
farehamwinecellar, www.
uncorked.co.uk, www.wwltd.net,
www.ﬁnewineservices.co.uk.

C

omfort food – this
early in the year,
that’s what I thought
my wife and I could
well be in need of.
Well let’s face it – in the cold and
raw of winter, comfort in any
shape you can get it is exactly
what’s required, and not so very
easy to come by. Comfort food
– it used to mean the stuff you
make at home, often basic and
traditional dishes remembered
from childhood, or else something
that simply never fails: pasta.
But despite – or because of – the
burgeoning glut of cookbooks and
greedy TV programmes, no one
seems to cook anything at home
any more: everything is bought
and ready from a supermarket
now – including boiled eggs and
cut-up vegetables. So it is hardly
surprising to read in a recent
report on a foodie website that one
in 10 adults have tried but failed
to rustle up some beans on toast.

They also couldn’t quite manage a
jacket potato – I can only assume
because both of these culinary
adventures do involve actually
turning on the gas, and such
people may still not quite be at
ease with the business of lighting
a candle. Bloody hell…! What a
generation! How would they have
fared during the war, eh? Eh? You
just tell me that, young feller-melad.

Good jokes
Clearly caterers are picking up on
the need. There exist, apparently,
a couple of footballers, names
of Ryan Giggs and Gary Neville,
who a few months ago opened a
place in Westﬁeld that I shan’t be
visiting called Café Football. They
don’t, I can’t imagine, charbroil
an actual football and serve it up
in a bap, but they do offer such
unimaginable delights as “chicken
and mushroom pot noodle” and,
um … sausage roll. I know. There

The waitress said ‘Do you want it all at
once?’ and I said no … starters ﬁrst … and
then the mains … and she said OK, in a way to
suggest that here was indeed a weirdo request,
but hey – it was my funeral!
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Joseph Connolly at Fora

■ Joseph at Fora in Circus Road, St John’s Wood
were lots of good jokes in the press
release, such as the news that
Neville and Giggs were “seriously
involved in the creation of the
restaurant”, such earnestness
apparently having taken the form
of “attending tastings”. Another
good gag was this: “the interior
will be very smart, sleek, sexy and
aimed at football fans”. Lordy, how
I chortled at that.
Anyway, for some reason I had
taken it into my head that the
comfort food I was after should
take the form of far too much
tapas – and so we headed to a place
in NW8 called Toresano, which I
had heard was pretty good. Well
I’ll never know, because it was
shut. My fault: didn’t read the
website – only open for dinner.
There are a lot of eating places in
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Boundary Road, where Toresano
sits, reasonably shabbily. Mostly
also shut – such as Tamada, which
offers “Georgian cuisine” (so lots
of ball-and-claw cabriole legs of
lamb, I’m imagining). There was
a Thai place and an Indian open,
though neither spells comfort to
me. Also The Fitness Café (“Eat
in – Work out!”) … and I thought
no, I don’t think so. So I said – I
know! We’ll walk to St John’s
Wood – it’s just down the road –
and go to Fora, which someone
recently told me is really rather
good. So we set off down the road,
tramped for what seemed like just
years and landed up in bloody
Kilburn High Road…! Oh God, I
ask you – will anything this day
ever go right…? People stared at
me with menace in Kilburn, as if
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I had come from an alien planet …
and that is very surely how I felt.
But the fabulous orange glow of
a taxi light was beckoning, and so
off we shot – down Abbey Road,
where there were scores of young
people gazing at the recording
studio, narrowly avoiding getting
ﬂattened on the zebra crossing …
and it occurred to me that their
parents would hardly have been
born by the time The Beatles broke
up.
Fora used to be the nearanagram Sofra, which I had
found pretty hard going – but
this new incarnation is more
sort of Middle East-LebaneseTurkish-lite: nothing to frighten
the ingénue, with plenty for the
aﬁcionado. The place is still white
and spartan, a wall of mirror

making it seem twice as white
and spartan as it actually is. I
was seated opposite the nearest
the place gets to a feature – and
you can see it reﬂected in the
picture: an open fuse box with a
barrage of switches. The menu
is a fold-out very plasticky thing,
rather reminiscent of those in a
Golden Egg – but there are lots
of good things on it: hot and cold
starters, grills, ﬁsh, casseroles …
everything you might expect, and
much of it whispering comfort.
My wife kicked off with kisir, a
mixed nut and vegetable salad with
cracked wheat and herbs, and I
went for sautéed king prawns with
mushrooms, tomatoes, white wine,
garlic and fresh cream. To follow
– the “house special” – grilled
lamb cubes on bread, with fresh
tomato and creamy yogurt – and
I was having something deeply
comforting: chicken casserole
with peppers, tomatoes, onion and
rice. The waitress said “Do you
want it all at once?” and I said no
… starters ﬁrst … and then the
mains … and she said OK, in a way
to suggest that here was indeed a
weirdo request, but hey – it was
my funeral! Although they list
just a dozen red wines, still they
manage to pack in Turkey, Italy,
Chile, Australia, France, Spain,
South Africa and New Zealand. I’ve
been caught out by Turkish before
… so I took the comfort option:
a Sangiovese, at a more than
comforting £15.95.

Colourful picture

The salad was almost granular:
“it would,” said my wife, “be a
very good garnish for something
like a steak. Quite good – too
much nut and raw onion, though.”
My three large prawns were …
yes: comforting: big and meaty,
with juicy button mushrooms.
Red peppers good, green peppers
bad: quite as usual. Just before
the mains arrived, the waitress
poured wine into my water glass:
she maybe thought I wanted
it all at once. The lamb wasn’t
cubes at all, but nicely fanned
out lean and tender slices – a
colourful picture in its pool of red
sauce, and topped with orangey
yogurt – although the meat was

NEED A
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under-seasoned. Not the problem
with the casserole: an extremely
generous serving of tender
chicken, luscious (unadvertised)
mushrooms, good sauce, ﬂuffy
rice … but just a bit too much
chilli going on. One thing my wife
thought very odd was the “bread”
beneath the lamb: “unleavened …
dense … dry … what’s the point
of that?” I had a piece: MDF was
my ﬁrst impression … and then
I thought, no – more the stuff of
noticeboards, with just enough give
for a drawing pin.
There are nine teas, six coffees
and 10 liqueurs. Also the heading
“port and sherry”, under which are
listed just Harveys Bristol Cream
and Tio Pepe: bit light on the port,
then. As to puds … my wife was
initially attracted to künefe, but
was put off by the description
of its being “shredded wheat”.
She went instead for cream and
almond-ﬁlled apricots dipped in
ground pistachio. This crunchy
coating was, she said – cleaving
to the theme of breakfast cereal
– “rather Weetabixy”, though she
much enjoyed the apricots. And so
all in all, I had been comforted by
the food – and by the bill, which
was very modest. In truth, though
– none of it had given me nearly
so much comfort as bundling into
that taxi and ﬂeeing at speed from
Kilburn High Road…
■ Joseph Connolly’s latest book,
The A-Z of Eating Out, is published
by Thames & Hudson (£16.95). All
previous restaurant reviews may
be viewed on the website www.
josephconnolly.co.uk.

FACTFILE

■ FORA
11 Circus Road, NW8
Tel: 020 7586 9889
■ Open Monday-Saturday noon11pm, Sunday noon-10.30pm
■ Food: ★★★★★★★✩✩✩
■ Service: ★★★★★★✩✩✩✩
■ The Feeling: ★★★★★★✩✩✩✩
■ Cost: Very good value, and
generous servings. About £75 for
three-course meal for two with
wine.
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