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Eaterie worth burning your fingers for

»No one in St John’s Wood 
owns a mobile phone: and 
I know this for an absolute 

fact. Because just before 
lunch there the other day I 
realised that my pay-as-you-
go, like me, was in dire need 
of sustenance … and while it 
takes no fewer than seven 
phone shops to cope with the 
demands of the populace of 
Hampstead Village, St John’s 
Wood High Street boasts but 
the one, Carphone Ware-
house – and it was empty. De-
void of a single customer. 
Spooky, no? All I wanted was 
a 20 quid top-up and I was 
fallen upon as if I were some-
one really quite fabulously 
important like the Queen, 
say, or Fearne Cotton or 
someone. Anyway, after 
those bored assistants had 
jointly attended to my needs 
– and it was all I could do to 
deter them from brewing up 
a nice cup of tea, giving my 
shoes a quick buff-up, getting 
out the photo album and in-
viting me round to meet their 
mothers – my inner man was 
calling.

The New Inn is a Greene 
King set-up – so a very smart-
ly converted corner pub with 
restrained exterior incorpo-
rating bottle glass in the 
doors, copper lanterns and 
orchids displayed in the win-
dows. There’s an A-board on 
the pavement which informs 
us that here is indeed a prop-
er inn, with five en suite bed-
rooms. It further states in 
bold white lettering that “ex-
cellent pub food” is on offer, 
together with “great atmos-
phere”. And not just that, but 
also “tasty beverages” – a 
phrase I cannot imagine any-
one even uttering without 
breaking into hilarity, let 
alone chalking on an A-
board.

Locals should book a table without haste at the New Inn – a smartly converted corner pub with an elegant and 
comfortable interior – for fine food but beware of the finger bowl as mine was a ‘cauldron of molten lead’ 

The interior is pleasing 
and spacious, the accent on 
dark polished wood, leather 
sofas (one of them colonised 
by the resident King 
Charles’s spaniel, who is 
very aware of his irresisti-
bility) and a separate dining 
area to the rear with chrome 
and halogen silly pendants 
like halos from Jesus Christ 
Superstar, plain and sturdy 
tables and captains’ chairs: 
good, in that they are pad-
ded and have broad, capa-
cious arms, less so in that 
the turned spindles don’t 
half dig into your back. 
There is a sage green 
planked dado topped by 
charcoal and pewter sub-
William Morris wallpaper, a 
huge photograph of a bunch 
of knackered chefs slumped 
in an alleyway, a black iron 
chimneypiece and assorted 
potted palms, as last seen 
clustered around the piano 
of Hinge and Bracket. The 
welcome was eager, and 
“specials” were rattled off 
immediately and proudly: 
prawn risotto, spaghetti 
with smoked salmon in a 
cream sauce, seafood pie … 

yes, and it was this last that 
alerted the interest of my 
wife. “I want that,” she said. 
“And did you see? They’ve 
got banana fritters. I’m hav-
ing banana fritters, after”. 
Women, if they eat at all, al-
most subliminally start off 
by scooping out the pud-
dings.

In the light of all that 
forthcoming tuck, she was 
going only for “chef’s salad” 
as a starter, and I was hav-
ing “mussels of the day” (as 
opposed to vintage). These 
came in a generous bowl, 
and were pink and fat and 
delightful – yum yum yum. 
The cream and white wine 
sauce was also very good, as 
well as scalding – at which 
point the waiter came along 
and said “here is a finger 
bowl. It is to clean your fin-
gers with afterwards”. Well I 
just love instructions, hate 
not knowing what to do … so 
obediently I rammed my 
hands deep into the thing, 
and it was as a cauldron of 
molten lead: my fingertips 
still are white, tender and 
puckeringly shrivelled. The 
salad was a very dull thing: 

quartered tomatoes, chunks 
of cucumber, bits of potato … 
and leaves, many of which 
had expired some days ear-
lier, though had been denied 
a decent burial. This was 
pointed out to the manager 
who apologised (“we are in 
the process of changing our 
supplier, but I’ll slap chef for 
putting them on the plate”) 
and offered free pudding in 
lieu. My wife was nodding: 
“I’m having banana frit-
ters,” she told him very ea-
gerly.

Gooey
And I think we know that 

she’s preceding these with 
seafood pie … but what about 
me? Well they had a bavette 
… but that’s a tricky cut of 
steak to get right, and I 
didn’t know the kitchen: so 
too risky. I was tempted by 
“chef’s pasta of the day” if 
only because the menu said 
“we’re very flexible on what 
we can do” – and I had a vi-
sion of a contortionist in a 
toque on the parallel bars 
conjuring all sorts of merri-
ment from a skein of fettuci-
ne. But I decided on a burger. 

Yes – a burger. Eternally I 
am in quest of a decent burg-
er, and this one was billed as 
“the ultimate”’. Because 
they’re always billed as 
something. The burger’s 
fashion star is bright and 
ever soaring: in Paris, the 
latest sensation is Le Cami-
on Qui Fume (The Smoking 
Lorry, for God’s sake) which 
is a burger van, basically – 
and chic Parisians are queu-
ing for an hour for this hum-
ble American food which 
previously they have  affect-
ed to scorn (and never mind 
all their dressing it up as 
steak hache). But then it has 
long been France’s guilty se-
cret that it generates more 
income for McDonald’s than 
anywhere on earth, except-
ing the USA itself.

So … was this the “ulti-
mate”? No … but it wasn’t at 
all bad. A bit small, once 
you’d shovelled all the rock-
et aside, but properly made 
and good beef, the bacon 
lean and the cheddar well 
melted. The ciabatta bun 
was light enough, though I 
could have done without the 
smearing of salsa all over it. 

 The New Inn in St John’s Wood Picture: Polly Hancock

 FACTFILE
 THE NEW INN 

2 Allitsen Road, NW8 
Tel: 020-7722 0726

Open for food: Mon-Fri noon-
3pm, 6pm-10pm. Sat noon-10pm. 
Sun noon-9pm.

Food: 
Service: 
The Feeling: 

Cost:  A bit of a bargain. About 
£70 for a three course meal for 
two with wine.

Summer treats – for you and the kids
We’re in the thick of summer and, for 
those not on a bikini diet, Gail’s bakery 
have some new sweet treats on offer. Our 
favourites are the Blackberry and 
Raspberry Financiers and the Pecan 
Cinnamon Crumb Cake (pictured)  – a 
scrumptious dense cake marbled with 
pecan and cinnamon, topped with a 
classic crunchy crumble.

Calling all young bakers! St John’s Wood 

Bake With Maria founder Maria 
Mayerhofer is running a special class on 
August 30 for children aged eight to 12. 
Cooking will include both savoury and 
sweet treats and the use of digital scales 
– a great way for kids to learn about 
measurement while having lots of fun.

 More info on  www.bakewithmaria.com/
kids-baking/

   Food bites Rhiannon Edwards

The accompanying thin 
frites were very nearly su-
perb: 30 seconds longer in the 
fryer, and we had a champion 
on our hands. Of course the 
whole shebang was sliding 
off the damned chunk of 
wood it was served on: I think 
that from now on, I’m going 
to start bringing my own 
plate. What is it with slices of 
timber? Even in the Middle 
Ages they managed to whit-
tle their lump of tree into a 
primitive porringer.

The seafood pie was much 
enjoyed: suitably gooey, with 
more squid than anything, 
but also mussels, not many 
prawns and maybe cockles. It 
might have done with a bit of 
straightforward fish for bite 
and texture, but it was well 
made, the mashed potato top-
ping not breadcrumbed or 
browned, but soggy with 
cheese … which was some-
how okay.

I wasn’t having a pudding, 
but I asked the waiter what 
“chef’s crumble” might be. 
“Today it’s apple and dried 
apricot”, he said. “I’m having 
that,” said my wife. “What  
…? But I thought you said 
…?” “Yes I know: changed 
my mind”. It was more of a 
powder than a crumble, real-
ly – but pretty damn good: 
chunky apple, chewy apricot 
and a very elegant crème 
Anglaise. Yes – it’s a good 
place, this. So I would urge 
all locals to call without de-
lay and book a table … but no 
one in St John’s Wood owns a 
mobile phone: and I know 
this for an absolute fact.

 All previous restaurant 
reviews may be viewed on the 
website www.josephconnolly.
co.uk.
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