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In a similar way to caramel and butter, the saltiness to be                  found in biodynamic vintages really enhances the flavour
complicated	to	attempt	to	ex-
plain	 here)	 and	 reasonable	
in	what	reaction	he	expects	
from	wine	drinkers.

“What	 is	 minerality	 for	
most	 people?	 It’s	 not	 fruity	
or	 floral.	 It	 doesn’t	 smell.	
But	it	will	taste	and	modify	
wine,”	 he	 said.	 And	 that’s	
where	 salinity	 came	 in,	 as	
he	instanced	how	salt	in	car-
amel	 or	 butter	 emphasised	
flavour.	In	wine,	too,	it	could	
play	 a	 flavour-enhancing	
role	–	but	with	restraint.

(A	 strange	 co-incidence	
now,	as	I	write.	I’ve	just	been	
poured	a	glass	of	rather	good	
soave,	which	seems	to	have	a	

salty	edge.	Thought	associa-
tion?)

The	 result,	 added	 Hum-
brecht,	 is	a	wine	“you	want	
to	drink	another	glass	of	–	to	
finish	up	the	bottle”.

Fragrant
That	 was	 my	 reaction	 to	

almost	every	one	of	the	eight	
wines	 at	 the	 tasting,	 pre-
sented	by	their	enthusiastic	
yet	seemingly	sensible	grow-
ers.	 There	 was	 certainly	
some	salinity	but	much	more	
as	 well	 –	 some	 great,	 fra-
grant	 aromas,	 splendidly	
pure	fruit,	concentrated	lin-
gering	 length.	 When	 I	 ran	

out	 of	 reasoned	 notes,	 the	
words	 wow	 and	 yum	 ap-
peared.	Case	made.

Too	 many	 of	 the	 wines	
poured	 on	 that	 occasion	
aren’t	 yet	 available	 in	 the	
UK.	So	where	to	find	“salty”	
wines?	 Berry	 Bros	 &	 Rudd	
and	 The	 Wine	 Society	 both	
have	a	good	range	from	Zind-
Humbrecht	 and	 the	 fine	
southern	 Rhone	 wines	 of	
Montirius	are	also	at	BBR.	

Otherwise,	 Les	 Caves	 de	
Pyrene	–	 that	extraordinar-
ily	 rich	 source	 of	 organic,	
natural	and	sometimes	way-
out	quirky	wines	–	is	one	of	
the	 best	 places.	 You	 don’t	

need	to	go	to	the	shop	on	the	
outskirts	 of	 Guildford,	 sim-
ply	download	the	list	(www.
lescaves.co.uk)	 then	 phone	
01483	 554750	 for	 prices	 and	
delivery.	The	choice	of	wines	
is	huge	so	here	are	just	three	
recommended	names	to	look	
out	for:	Olivier	Pithon	(Rous-
sillon),	 Roches	 Neuves	
(Loire)	 and	 Saint	 Nicolas	
(Vendée).

n	 After	 I’d	 completed	 this	
column,	BBR	issued	its	sum-
mary	of	sales	in	2011.	Sadly,	
and	 strangely,	 biodynamic	
(and	organic)	wines	dived.

 Wine Liz Sagues

n Biodynamic wine in the making Picture: Biodyvin

 Restaurant review

Glutton gets his just desserts at gastropub

»Gluttony.	 That’s	 what	 it	
said,	in	brightly	coloured	
overlapping	 lettering,	

right	 the	 way	 across	 the	
front	 of	 the	 Michael	 Craig-
Martin	 designed	 Christmas	
card	 I	 received	 from	 the	
Groucho	 Club.	 Ho	 ho,	 I	
thought	 –	 how	 very	 merrily	
amusing.	 And	 then	 I	 got	 to	
thinking	…	maybe	they	had	
cards	 printed	 up	 with	 each	
of	 the	 Seven	 Deadly	 Sins,	
who	 knows,	 and	 mine	 just	
happened	 to	 be	 Gluttony.	
And	 then	 I	 got	 to	 thinking	
further:	what	if	 they	did	in-
deed	have	all	seven	sins	laid	
out	 before	 them,	 and	 then	
they	 selected	 with	 care	 ex-
actly	whom	to	send	what	…?	
And	 if	 so,	 is	 that	 truly	 my	
image	 then,	 within	 the	 nu-
cleus	of	the	places	I	choose	to	
swill	 and	 sluice?	 Conceiva-
bly.	Oh	well:	there	are	worse	
sins.	Aren’t	there?	Well	actu-
ally,	at	this	raw	time	of	year,	
you	 could	 rather	 wonder.	
How	many	times	lately	have	
you	 heard	 the	 dread	 words	
‘diet’	 and	 ‘abstinence’	 reck-
lessly	 bandied?	 It’s	 a	 curi-
ously	British	thing,	this:	it’s	
not	to	do	with	slimming	and	
sobriety,	 but	 everything	 to	
do	 with	 chastisement.	 You	
had	 the	 nerve	 and	 temerity	
to	 enjoy	 a	 damn	 good	 blow-
out	 over	 the	 festive	 season,	
and	so	now	you	must	be	seen	
to	 prostrate	 yourself	 before	
the	 twin	 altars	 of	 expiation	
and	 punishment	 –	 for	 yay,	
verily,	thou	art	a	sinner.	And	
thy	sin	is	Gluttony.

Yes	well	–	needless	to	say,	I	
don’t	give	 two	hoots	 for	any	

of	this	sort	of	thing.	Once	the	
Christmas	 feasting	 was	
done,	I	just	went	to	a	restau-
rant.	And	then	I	sloped	off	to	
another.	 And	 this	 might	 be	
not	 too	bad	a	moment	 to	re-
mind	 you	 that	 it	 is	 still	 not	
too	late	to	apply	to	accompa-
ny	me	on	one	of	these	jaunts	
of	 mine,	 as	 outlined	 in	 the	
last	column	of	 last	year	(ac-
cessible	 on	 both	 the	
Ham&High	 website	 and	 my	
own):	email	me,	tell	me	why	
you’d	 like	 to	 do	 this	 thing,	
and	where	you’d	like	to	do	it.	
Many	 of	 you	 have	 already	
done	so,	but	I	reckon	there’s	
no	great	rush:	let’s	hear	from	
more	of	you,	and	then	soon-
ish	I’ll	announce	the	extraor-
dinarily	 blessed	 winner.	 So	
…	where	have	I	been	to	lunch	
in	 the	 meantime?	 Well	 ini-
tially	 the	 idea	 was	 to	 incor-
porate	the	first	of	them	into	
a	 bracing	 walk	 across	 the	
Heath	 (my	 token	 nod	 to	 the	
scourge	of	guilt)	and	so	I	was	
thinking	 Highgate,	 possibly	
…	 or	 maybe	 Dartmouth	
Park.	 Trouble	 was,	 when	 it	
came	to	it	it	was	raining,	so	
my	wife	and	I	took	a	taxi	in-
stead:	 Gluttony	 had	 pre-
vailed,	 as	 I	 knew	 it	 would,	
and	my	pathetic	good	inten-
tion	was	rent	unto	ribbons.

The	 Vine	 is	 a	 positively	
cavernous	 mock	 Tudor	 pile	
in	 Highgate	 Road,	 a	 fair	
stroll	down	from	Parliament	
Hill	 and	 the	 great	 Bull	 &	
Last.	 The	 bit	 that	 is	 rather	
more	 Kentish	 Town	 than	
Highgate,	 then	 –	 as	 evi-
denced	by	the	very	drab	sur-
rounding	 buildings	 and	

Failing to pay heed to a Christmas card 
inscribed with the word gluttony, Joseph 
Connolly lives to regret over-ordering

How many times have you 
heard the dread words ‘diet’ 
and ‘abstinence’ ... well I don’t 
give too hoots for any of that

n No dieting resolution here ... Joseph at The Vine in Highgate Road
places	 such	 as	 Costcutters.	
Also,	 rather	 bizarrely,	 a	
clutch	of	shops	selling	what	
look	to	be	rather	good	hand-
made	 Turkish	 rugs	 in	 reds	
and	 pinks	 and	 blues	 at	 im-
possibly	low	prices	(there	–	a	
little	 bit	 of	 local	 colour	 for	
you).	 This	 gastro	 is	 one	 of	
the	more	recent	revamps	by	
a	company	called	Realpubs:	
they	tend	to	take	over	 large	
and	 traditional	 old	 boozers	
with	proper	bars	and	fittings	
and	so	on,	the	laudable	idea	
being	 to	 preserve	 and	 en-
hance	all	 that	sort	of	 loveli-
ness	 while	 getting	 serious	
about	the	food	side	of	things.	
So	at	the	back	there	is	a	large	
and	 pleasant	 eating	 space	
with	 a	 pitched	 glass	 roof	 (it	
used	 to	 be	 the	 garden	 –	
though	there	is	still	a	decent	
space	 at	 the	 front	 for	 smok-
ers	 and	 people	 who	 like	 to	
inhale	 the	 traffic	 as	 well).	
The	 décor	 is	 a	 prime	 exam-
ple	 of	 the	 current	 and	 ubiq-
uitous	cool	and	casual	look:	
some	 exposed	 brickwork,	 a	
mishmash	 of	 1940s	 sturdy	
tables	 and	 chairs	 encircled	

by	 buttoned	 leather	 ban-
quettes,	industrial	white	til-
ing	and	pendants	as	well	as	
drippy	 crystal	 chandeliers	
and	 Oxfam-chic	 bedside	
lamps	 with	 pleated	 silk	
shades:	 here	 is	 intended	 to	
be	 the	 civilising	 and	 femi-
nine	 element,	 and	 just	 as	
ironic	as	you	want	it	to	be.

Charming
Service	 is	 charming	 and	

efficient,	 the	 open	 stainless	
steel	kitchen	exuding	a	com-
forting	 air	 of	 professional-
ism.	 The	 menu	 is	 curious:	
most	of	the	starters	and	pud-
dings	are	Italian	in	one	way	
or	another,	while	the	mains	
are	largely	British.	My	wife	
ordered	zucchini	fritti	(deep	
fried	courgettes)	with	a	gar-
lic	 dip	 as	 a	 starter,	 and	 I	
wondered	 at	 the	 wisdom	 of	
this:	it’s	a	good	flavour	and	a	
nice	 crunch,	 but	 a	 whole	
bowl	of	it	can	get	a	bit	boring	
(and	 so	 it	 proved).	 I	 won	
hands	 down:	 a	 starter	 por-
tion	(though	still	very	gener-
ous,	 as	 are	 all	 the	 dishes	
here)	of	a	quite	superb	pork	

ragu	 papardelle:	 melting	
and	 very	 flavoursome	 lean	
chunks	 of	 pork	 in	 an	 exem-
plary	sauce	that	clung	to	the	
great	wide	sashes	of	pasta	as	
a	drowing	man	to	a	lifebelt:	I	
could	have	eaten	that	 forev-
er,	 and	 maybe	 one	 day	 I	
shall.	 I	 followed	 with	 roast	
Suffolk	 chicken	 breast	 and	
rocket,	parmesan	and	garlic	
crouton	salad.	The	salad	was	
very	fine.	I	never	thought	I’d	
write	 that	 sentence,	 actual-
ly:	 salad	 is	 pretty,	 salad	 is	
light	 relief	 …	 but	 I	 never	
take	it	seriously:	 I	am	not	a	
natural	ruminant.	This	was	
more	 than	 a	 nod	 towards	 a	
Caesar,	though	the	dressing	
was	not	so	cloying,	and	I	ac-
tually	ate	the	lot.	The	chick-
en	 was	 good	 and	 flavour-
some	 –	 slightly	 overdone	
though,	and	therefore	just	a	
tad	dry.	My	wife	very	much	
enjoyed	her	red	wine	braised	
lamb	shoulder	with	soft	herb	
gnocchi	 and	 kale:	 not	 too	
cheap	at	£16,	but	a	vast	and	
yielding	joint	of	meat	(a	mar-
ginally	 fattier	 version	 of	 a	
shank,	really)	the	fresh	kale	

the	 brightest	 green,	 and	 the	
little	potato	dumplings	quite	
pleasing	and	very	cosy.	“Ex-
cellent,”	 she	 said.	 “Nice	 re-
duction,	 deseeded	 plum	 to-
matoes,	 fresh	 herbs	 …	 very	
very	good.”

And	 then	 we	 were	 full:	 I	
swear	it	was	the	food	that	did	
it	–	aided	along	its	way	by	a	
more	than	decent	Montepul-
ciano	 at	 £18.50,	 which	 was	
perfectly	fair	enough.	So	we	
ordered	 puddings.	 I	 know.	
And,	 alas,	 at	 this	 point	 the	
quality	wavered	quite	badly.	
My	 wife’s	 pear	 and	 ginger	
crumble	 with	 vanilla	 cus-
tard	was	terribly	sweet,	and	
yet	 had	 no	 discernible	 fla-
vour	 of	 pear	 (and	 certainly	
none	 of	 ginger)	 while	 the	
custard	 was	 watery	 and	 ac-
tually	quite	actively	unpleas-
ant.	 I	had	ordered	chocolate	
brownie	 with	 clotted	 cream	
ice	 cream,	 though	 what	 ar-
rived	was	an	enormous	slab	
of	chocolate	sponge	–	but	not	
very	chocolatey,	and	a	bit	in-
digestible;	 the	 ice	 cream	
tasted	only	of	cold.	Oh	dear:	
they	lost	a	star	over	this	–	if	
only	 for	 all	 our	 sakes	 we	
hadn’t	 ordered	 puddings!	
And	why,	you	might	demand	
with	justification,	if	we	were	
so	 damn	 full,	 did	 we	 even	
contemplate	 so	 foolish	 a	
thing	as	puddings?	Well	duh!	
Why	 on	 earth	 do	 you	 think	
…?	Gluttony.

n All previous restaurant 
reviews may be viewed on the 
website www.josephconnolly.
co.uk and contact may be 
made if you want to come and 
have lunch …

 FACTFILE
n THE VINE
86 Highgate Road, NW5 
Tel: 020-720� 0038
n Food served every day from 
noon-4pm, 6pm-10.30pm. Cichetti 
(little plates) noon-10.30pm
n Food: HHHHHHHIII
n Service: HHHHHHHHII
n The Feeling: 
HHHHHHHHII
n Cost: Posh gastro prices: about 
£80 for three-course meal for two 
with wine.


