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Paul Norton
Managing Director, Harrods Aviation

Foreword

Welcome to the latest edition of Halcyon magazine.
Designed with our clients and friends in mind, the 

publication brings an insightful approach to lifestyle 
and culture.
This issue we meet up with intrepid explorer 

Belinda Kirk, take to the rails on a luxury train across 
Ireland, discover London’s new Design Museum and 
try out some Michelin-starred cuisine in the Alps.
I hope you enjoy the magazine and I hope to see 

you at one of our FBOs soon.     

mailto:shughes@internationalfx.com
http://www.internationalfx.com/
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Books

On October 30 1974, in Kinshasa, Zaire, Muham-
mad Ali and George Foreman faced each other 
in what may well have been the most remarkable 
boxing match of all time.

Observing them was the writer Norman Mailer, 
whose1975 book The Fight grasped the subtleties and nuances behind the 
event and became known as an epic of 20th-century sportswriting. 

Four decades on, an abridged edition of The Fight has been produced, 
featuring photography by Neil Leifer and Howard Bingham. Leifer was known 
as one of the greatest sports photographers of the era, while Bingham was 
with Ali throughout his stay in Zaire, recording his training regime and the 
emotion in the camp in the hours before the historic match-up.

Marking the year of the event, The Fight is limited to 1,974 copies, including 
some signed by both photographers.
The Fight is published by Taschen, taschen.com

Remembering the  
Rumble in the Jungle

Auctions

Reputed to be one of the first-ever sportscars, a 1914 Vauxhall 25HP ‘Prince 
Henry’ Sports Torpedo was sold by London-based auctioneer Bonhams in 
December for £516,700. It was the first time one of these cars had been 
offered publicly for 40 years and so there was great interest among collectors 
and motoring enthusiasts. It its prime, the car was capable of speeds in excess 
of 80mph making it capable of outpacing any rivals on the track.
Designed by English engineer Laurence Pomeroy, the car was initially made for 
a non-racing customer and has been in use for almost all of its 102-year career 
– the last of its four previous owners, for example, would regularly take the 
car on tours around Europe.

World’s first sportscar reaches new heights

Destinations

Luxury ski chalet specialist Alpine Guru has launched 
what it terms a ‘Chalet Spa Collection’; a selection of 
ski resort properties that include luxurious spas.

Facilities on offer include in-house massage rooms 
complete with on-call masseuse, adjustable depth 
swimming pools and indoor/outdoor hot tubs. 

Among the properties included in the collection 
are the seven-storey Chalet Edelweiss, whose spa 
occupies an entire floor and includes an indoor 
swimming pool, sauna, hammam and Jacuzzi. Also on 
the list is Chalet Mon Izba, located in the Sonalon 
area of Verbier, and featuring huge stone fireplaces, 
a cinema and an in-chalet spa that incorporates an 
indoor pool with panoramic mountain views.
www.alpineguru.com

Alpine chalets with super spas

http://taschen.com/
http://www.alpineguru.com/
http://www.lgsignature.com/
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Exhibitions

An iconic example of Victorian art has returned to the 
place in which it was painted as part of the current exhi-
bition at London’s Leighton House Museum.
Flaming June: The Making of an Icon explores how Fred-
eric, Lord Leighton, created what was perhaps his most 
famous work.
The painting depicts a sensual, sun-drenched, sleeping fe-
male figure wrapped in orange draperies and set against 
a Mediterranean backdrop. 
The exhibition explores the story of this picture; 
covering its creation in Leighton’s studio, its first critical 
reception at the Royal Academy, its ‘disappearance’ in the 
middle of the 20th century and its acquisition by Luis 
Ferré, governor of Puerto Rico, for the Museo de Arte 
de Ponce in 1963.
It also explores how Leighton’s style of romantic art, 
hugely popular in the mid-19th century, was already 
beginning to go out of fashion by the 1890s and would 
further decline in favour in the 20th.
Flaming June: The Making of an Icon runs until 2 April.

Victorian masterwork 
returns to its home

Exhibitions

The first-ever UK exhibition dedicated to Australia’s Impressionists opened 
at London’s National Gallery in December. 
The collection of more than 40 artworks have been loaned by both public 
and private collections in Australia and the UK and focus on a group of art-
ists who were working largely between 1880 and 1900. 
Similar to their European counterparts, the Australian Impressionists were 
fascinated by the effects of light and colour and used dramatic and some-
times controversial techniques to display everyday scenes.
Divided into three sections, the displays address how the artists viewed the 
landscapes and environment of their homeland in a time of rapid change.
Australia’s Impressionists runs until 26 March at the National Gallery.

Australian Impressionists enjoy the limelight

Flaming June (left) is 
displayed among the 
pictures with which it was 
originally shown (above)

From top: John Russell
In the Morning, Alpes 
Maritimes from Antibes; 
Arthur Streeton
Golden Summer, Eaglemont; 
Charles Conder
A Holiday at Mentone

mailto:ljt@luxuryjettrading.lu
http://www.luxuryjettrading.lu/
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Nightlife

Innerplace concierge has been helping its members access London’s most 
sought-after restaurants, bars and clubs for over a decade. 

Its latest offering, Innerplace Jetset, aims to provide international clients with 
the same services on a temporary basis, allowing, for example, those who may 
not be altogether au fait with London and its myriad openings and launches 
to get straight to the attractions that will interest them.

What’s on offer is use of Innerplace’s in-depth local knowledge and 
booking capability to provide access to some of the most highly sought-after 
entertainment and culinary experiences on offer in the British capital.

That list includes booked-out restaurants, newly opened cocktail bars, 
exclusive private members’ clubs, private views and sold-out stage shows. 
innerplace.co.uk

Easy access to the best London has to offer

Exhibitions

Hermitage Amsterdam is marking the centenary of the outbreak of the 
Russian Revolution with an exhibition that explores the collapse of Tsarist 
power in 1917. Incorporating many rarely seen items from the collections 
of the State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg, the displays include films, 
photographs and paintings. 

The objects tell the tale of a monarch and a wealthy elite who oversaw a 
flourishing artistic scene in early 20th-century St Petersburg, but who failed 
to grasp the depth of social and political undercurrents that would lead 
ultimately to a revolution that brought with it the execution of the Tsar and 
his closest family members.
The exhibition runs from 4 February to 17 September.

Russian Revolution in Amsterdam

Launches

London’s foodies are looking forward to James 
Durrant’s Game Bird restaurant opening at the 
historic Stafford Hotel in St James’s. Durrant heads 
to the Stafford with a wealth of experience from 
over 20 years at Michelin-starred restaurants and 
the Game Bird’s menus will focus on produce from 
Britain and its surrounding oceans, with seasonal 
game also featuring prominently.
thestaffordlondon.com/the-game-bird

Game Bird at the Stafford Hotel

http://innerplace.co.uk/
http://thestaffordlondon.com/the-game-bird
http://www.thechediandermatt.com/
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Sailing

In November 2016, Santiago Lange was 
named male Rolex World Sailor of the 
Year.  That was quite an achievement 
for a man of 54, but Lange has had a 
remarkable 12 months, winning gold at 
the Olympics despite being the oldest 
competitor in the sailing regatta.
Not only that, he had also bounced 
back from a cancer diagnosis and the 
subsequent removal of around 80% of 
his left lung.
‘This is an incredible award – it is the 
perfect year and I cannot describe the 
feeling,’ said Lange, who won gold in 
the Nacra 17 class at the Olympics 
with Cecilia Carranza Saroli, who was 
nominated for the female award but 
missed out to British sailors Hannah 
Mills and Saskia Clark.
Added Lange: ‘I’ve been surfing this wave 

Santiago  Lange wins World Sailor of the Year

of good vibes and happiness since the 
last race and it’s been a rollercoaster 
that never ends. It is an amazing feeling 
and to receive this prestigious trophy is 
incredible and very nice for me.’
To win the award Lange had to beat the 
likes of 2015 winners Peter Burling and 
Blair Tuke, as well as Britain’s Giles Scott, 
who won Finn class gold in Rio.
Lange became the first Argentine to win 
the award since its inception in 1994 
and joined such sailing luminaries as 
four-time winner Ben Ainslie and former 
round-the-world yachtswoman Ellen 
McArthur, a two-time victor.
Lange has described the past months 
as being similar to something ‘out of 
a Hollywood movie’, and has been 
mobbed in his native Argentina – from 
receiving a standing ovation when he 

took a recent internal flight to not being 
allowed to pay at tolls on roads in his 
home country.
When he won the gold medal, his 
sons Yago and Klaus, who were also 
competing for Argentina in sailing for 
Rio, swam through the bay to celebrate 
with their father.
Lange is not planning to end his career 
on this particular high note and suggests 
he may well be taking to the water at 
the Tokyo Olympics in 2020.
‘Everyone was disagreeing with me, 
asking why I was doing an Olympic cycle 
at my age, but I just followed my heart 
and did what I really love to do. That is 
what is pushing me to compete. I love 
what I do and now I am older I have 
time to do it. I keep pushing because I 
love what I do.’

Lange and Saroli in training 
for the Olympics in Rio



 022 023

The Diary The Diary

StreetXO
David Muñoz earned three Michelin 
stars for the aggressive, psychedelic 
gastronomy at his Madrid-based 
eatery DiverXO and he looks 
similarly poised to win plaudits at his 
new spot on Old Burlington Street 
– StreetXO. Delayed by two years, it 
was perhaps one of the most eagerly 
anticipated openings of the decade 
and reservations were immedi-
ately hard to come by. Offering both 
counter and communal table dining, 
dramatic uniforms, thumping house 
music and some of the most fascinat-
ing, flavourful food in the capital (the 
kind that offers up a serotonin rush), 
StreetXO is event dining at its finest. 
Expect to be entertained.

Aquavit
Aquavit was brought to the UK by 
Philip Hamilton and it will be the 
sibling restaurant to Aquavit in New 
York, a New Nordic with a shiny pair 

MNKY HSE
Dining and dancing these days are 
increasingly going in tandem as many 
of London’s revellers prefer to stay 
in one, do-it-all venue rather than 
traipsing over to a club after dinner. 

MNKY HSE, launched in the site 
that formerly housed the Dover 
Street Wine Bar, is one of the latest 
to follow the trend, with an upstairs 
bar and lounge area and a down-
stairs restaurant with open-plan 
kitchen headed up by Pablo Peñalosa 
Nájera (Four Seasons Mexico City). 
The room is set up to promote table 
hopping and dancing as well as the 
enjoyment of Nájera’s signature Latin 
American cooking in high style.

Sumosan Twiga
Upscale dining at its best, Sumosan 
Twiga sees Flavio Briatore and Janina 
Wolkow joining forces to create 
the same magic that has won them 
repute in Dubai and Monaco. Set 

Restaurants

across three floors on Sloane Street, 
the venue will comprise a lounge, 
bar and restaurant, with both eclectic 
Japanese and classic Italian cuisine 
represented on the menu. Designed 
by Michele Bonan, Sumosan Twiga 
will boast spacious interiors that 
marry Asian and European elements, 
with plenty of stucco, dark woods 
and alabaster. Like MNKY HSE, 
Sumosan Twiga aims to cater to the 

sybarite’s every need, ranging from 
early cocktails to late-night revelry. 

Ormer
Shaun Rankin has long been held 
in high regard as one of Jersey’s 
foremost chefs, earning a Michelin 
star for his troubles, and has brought 
the bounty of the Channel Island’s 
coastline to the heart of Mayfair with 
his new restaurant in Flemings’ Hotel. 

He’s assembled a crack team that has 
done a wonderful job putting togeth-
er the restaurant, with a beautiful art 
deco design with velvet banquettes, 
geometrically patterned floors, and a 
surfeit of reflective surfaces. Both the 
modern British cuisine and wine list 
are spot on and Ormer feels grown-
up without being at all stuffy. 
Nick Savage is editor at concierge 
service Innerplace.

The latest batch of new entrants to London’s 
dining scene promise to get pulses racing
Words: Nick Savage

of Michelin stars. The dining room 
has been put together by all-star 
designer Martin Brudnizki and offers 
a sophisticated, mid-century modern 
look with clean light woods, dynamic 
private dining rooms, and artwork 
from celebrated Icelandic sculptor 
Olafur Eliasson. 

Executive chef Emma Bengtson 
and head chef Henrik Ritzen have 
put together a menu of seasonal, 
Scandinavian-inspired dishes that 
are poised to have a big impact on 
London, a city that (for now at least) 
has far from an abundance of New 
Nordic Restaurants.

StreetXO (right): event 
dining at its finest. 

Shaun Rankin’s Ormer  
(top) featuring his take  
on modern British cuisine 

Inside Sumosan Twiga  
(far left): bringing diners  
a fusion of Japanese  
and Italian cuisine
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Set in a dramatically restored  
1960s building, London’s new Design 
Museum provides a fascinating 
addition to the city’s cultural scene

Words: Dan Hayes

Five years in the 
reconstruction, the Design 
Museum brings dramatic 
lines to London’s skyline

Past, present 
and futureI

t’s the domed roof that draws your gaze. Two layers 
of curving concrete seemingly unsupported by 
any pillars or girders float high above your head, 
providing a signature structure for London’s new 
Design Museum.

‘It’s called a hyperbolic paraboloid,’ says Alice Black, 
deputy director of the museum. ‘It’s quite an unusual 
structure and one that defines the ambitions of postwar 
Britain and the hopes they had at the time for a new, 
forward-looking future.’

Therein hangs a tale. The Design Museum has taken 
over the site of what was formerly the Commonwealth 
Institute, built in 1962 to showcase the varied attractions 
and artworks of its member nations, but which closed its 
doors in 2007.

The Institute’s closure, however, coincided with the 
Design Museum looking for a new site that would parallel 
its ambitions – its then home in Shad Thames being 
deemed too small to meet its needs.

Deyan Sudjic, director of the Design Museum, recalls: 
‘We explored a whole range of possibilities, including 
moving back to the Victoria and Albert Museum where 
the Design Museum began as the Boilerhouse Project. 
Then the former Commonwealth Institute building 

Architecture
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became a possibility and it felt like a great chance to bring 
a special building back to life.’

It has taken five years to complete that task, with the 
roof and façade resurrected by construction firms OMA 
and Arup and its interior transformed under the auspices 
of architect John Pawson. The process of reinventing a 
listed, 1960s building was often challenging and called for 
some radical solutions; the original concrete floors were 
removed – a process that involved propping up the roof 
with a temporary steel structure 20m from the ground.

Anyone who ever visited the Design Museum in 
its previous incarnation is bound to be impressed by 
the result. Set back from Kensington High Street and 
adjacent to Holland Park, the building is clad in blue 
metal and retains the futuristic overtones its original 
architects intended. Inside, the expansive atrium hints at 
the nave of a great cathedral, the sound of visitors’ talk 
dispersing into its lofty heights. 

Unlike the former museum, which charged for entry, 
the new version offers free access to its permanent 
exhibition. Part of the plan is to make the museum appeal 
to a wide demographic and to escape the idea, which 
lingered in its former self, that it was purely for hardcore 
design enthusiasts in roll-neck jumpers and purple shoes.   

Says Sudjic: ‘Free access changes the dynamic of the 
museum. We’ve designed the building to be welcoming, 
full of places to sit and with a natural route around the 
museum to explore the original and new architecture.’

Entitled Designer Maker User the permanent exhibition 
is a kind of entry-level insight into design classics. The 
visitor is welcomed with a timeline that tells them when 
era-defining products hit the streets. Some of this is 
predictable – the birth of Art Deco in 1925 or the 
patenting of the Vespa scooter in 1946, for example. 
Others are more thought-provoking. There’s something 
strangely compelling about a photograph of a delighted-
looking Adolf Hitler discovering that designer Ferdinand 
Porsche has used the boot to house the engine of his Kdt 
Wagen (later to develop into the VW Beetle).

Sudjic dismisses any suggestion that what we have 
here is a whistle-stop tour of design’s greatest hits, 
however. ‘The exhibition isn’t a chronological timeline. 

Architecture

‘We’ve designed the building to be 
welcoming, full of  places to sit and with a 
natural route to explore the architecture.’

From left: the architects’ 
vision; museum director 
Deyan Sudjic; work in 
progress on the site
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Facts and figures
Founded by Sir Terence Conran, the original 
Design Museum opened in a former banana 
ripening warehouse in Shad Thames in 1989.  
It closed in June 2016.
The new building, designed by John Pawson, 
includes two major temporary gallery spaces and 
a free permanent collection display, in addition to 
a restaurant overlooking Holland Park, a library 
and an auditorium.
The restoration of the building – the former 
Commonwealth Institute – cost £83m.
designmuseum.org

We’re investigating what objects and products mean and 
demonstrating to our visitors that the story behind how 
they are made is as important as their final appearance. 
It’s an exploration of design from the point of view of the 
user, and the maker, as well as the designer behind them.’

Has Sudjic got a favourite item in the collection? ‘It’s 
really hard to answer,’ he replies, ‘I am very fond of Ettore 
Sottsass and Perry King’s red Valentine typewriter for 
Olivetti. When school children see it for the first time, we 
have to explain what it did. One of them got the point 
immediately: “Oh, you mean a laptop that prints while 
you write?”.’

If the permanent collection could be said to be 
providing the background – a brief history of design, if 
you like – the temporary displays will be more inclined to 
consider the role design is playing in all our futures.

The museum is kicking off with a display entitled Fear 
and Love – a response from a design perspective to some 
of the major issues of the moment. As Black points out: 
‘We’re showing how design is important to the life we 
live today. With our temporary exhibitions we want to 
have a finger on the pulse of what’s happening in the 
world today.’

It’s thought-provoking stuff, with perhaps the most 
dramatic exhibit being a huge manufacturing robot that 
‘reacts’ to the people around it by manoeuvering to 
check them out. Called Mimus, and the work of American 
designer Madeleine Gannon, the robot (it’s tempting to 
call it a creature) is rather like an inquisitive dog. Part of 
the reason for its creation is the idea that such machines 
could be capable of providing companionship, but I 
expect I wasn’t the only visitor finding myself reminded of 
sci-fi films where the robots run amok.

Similarly topical is The Pan-European Living Room. The 
work of OMA, the architectural practice founded by Rem 
Koolhaus, this features a putative room featuring a piece 
of design from all 28 states of the EU – from a Romanian 
enamel jug, to a German clock, to a Swedish bookcase 
(from IKEA, no less). A reaction to the Brexit vote, it 
shows how European design and trade has become part 
of everyday lives in the UK. The backdrop for the room is 
a vertical blind featuring the flags of all the EU member 
states – with a gap where the UK would have been.

For now, however, the biggest star of the show has to 
be the building itself and the way in which it has been 
saved from the wrecking ball.

Pawson says: ‘There are “moments” in the building that 
I relish every time I walk around, but I think it is really the 
way everything comes together – the new and the old 
– that gives me the greatest pleasure. I hope the Design 
Museum shows people that you don’t have to tear down 
and start from scratch to make exciting new cultural space.’

A view of the dramatic roof 
and blue-clad exterior (above); 
Design Museum founder  
Sir Terence Conran (right)

‘When school children see the 
Olivetti red Valentine typewriter 

for the first time, we have  
to explain what it did.’
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Ferrari celebrates its 70th birthday  
in 2017 and the famous prancing 
horse still seems to be leading  
the way in the desirability stakes

Words: Simon Heptinstall

Some of the special 
editions launched to 
mark Ferrari’s 70th 
anniversary in 2017

A
n old metallic blue sports car recently went 
on sale in London. If someone pays the full 
price, the little two-seater will become the 
world’s most expensive car… ever.

The badge on the car should come as 
no surprise to anyone who has followed the classic car 
market in recent years. The enormous value of an old 
Ferrari like this is a fitting demonstration of the success of 
a marque that is celebrating its 70th birthday in 2017.

The blue sports car is the second of just 39 GTOs that 
were built in the early 1960s. It is on sale at London 
Ferrari specialists Talacrest for £45m/$56.8m at the time 
of writing. 

If the GTO sells for its full asking price it will completely 
eclipse the present record for a car sale, which stands at 
$38m. Of course, that was also set by a Ferrari.

As it’s a private sale we may never know the final 
price, but a closer look at the global classic car markets 
shows there are already two other GTOs for sale at 
potentially world-beating prices. The GTOs are being 
offered privately for $57m. One is in France, the other 
in New York.

GTO ownership has become something of a billionaires’ 
cult, but it is by no means the only ultra-desirable Ferrari. 
on offer. A few months ago a different model almost 
overtook the record at an auction in Paris. This time it 
was a 1957 Ferrari 335 S Spider Scaglietti, which sold for 
£24.6m ($35.9m). 

Whichever of these beautiful old cars happens to hold 
the record for the priciest four-wheeler of all time, one 
thing is certain: one brand has a cast iron grip on that 
title. Seven of the highest-priced 10 cars  ever sold at 
auction were made by Ferrari.

While the manufacturer makes nothing directly from 
the sale of one its old classics at auction, the marque 
benefits enormously from the suggestion of longevity, 
soaring values and desirability.

The 70th anniversary of the founding of the Italian 
carmaker is an appropriate time to consider what has 
made its products reach such a pinnacle of desirability.

Marketing, racing success and celebrity endorsement 
have all played their part, but ultimately it is the quality of 

Ahead of 
the field
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the vehicles that has allowed the prancing horse to gallop 
so far ahead of the field. 

Ferrari doesn’t seem to have faltered since its amicable 
divorce from Fiat in 2016. It has always championed 
exquisite design and technical excellence. The designers 
have never resorted to earning a quick buck by producing 
a family hatchback or four-door executive saloon. The 
company has stuck to exclusive, high-end sports cars. It 
keeps production numbers low and performance high.

There’s also more than a little shrewd management 
behind the scenes. From the early days, when Enzo 
Ferrari would personally vet buyers to see if they were 
the right sort, the company has been a master at creating 
an aloof image that has constantly teased buyers.

For example, to celebrate the company’s 70th 
anniversary, Ferrari bosses announced a series of 
unique anniversary models. Not the normal one or two 
special editions that any lesser brand would offer, but an 
incredible 350 different ones. 

The way these cars are marketed is clever. Ferrari has 
created 70 different ‘liveries’ or colour schemes that each 
refer to some famous car, event or owner from the past. 

For example, these include the brown paint and tan 
leather interior of Steve McQueen’ s 1963 GTO or the 
blue bodywork with a white stripe driven to victory by 
Stirling Moss in 1961. Meanwhile ‘The Schumacher’ is 
red, of course, with distinctive details that include yellow 
gear paddleshifts.

They are producing each one of their five current 
models in all of these 70 trims, making a total of 350 
unique cars, all at a massive price premium. 

Ferrari knows that its buyers value exclusivity and has 
created a whole generation of collectors’ cars. Perhaps 
one day in the future one of them could become 
the world’s most expensive car sold at an auction. It’s 
certainly possible. Excited enough to want one? Sorry, 
you’re too late; they’ve sold the lot already.

In fact, pre-launch demand was so high that some 
buyers wanted to buy all five in a certain livery. Ferrari 
says they only allowed one per customer ‘to be fair’.

When Enzo started badging his racing cars with a 
stallion on a yellow triangle back in 1947, did he ever 

From the early days, when Enzo Ferrari would personally vet buyers, 
the company has been a master at creating an aloof  image

Classic looks: a Ferrari 488 
Spider (left) and a 250 GTO 
Berlinetti from 1962 (below)

http://www.palmasuperyachtshow.com/
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The new Aperta
Car collectors wanting to join Ferrari’s 70th birthday 
party were given another option to the 350 special edi-
tion livery cars: buy the new LaFerrari Aperta. 

High performance
This open-top version of the LaFerrari was unveiled at 
the Paris Motor Show in October. Its connection to the 
birthday was simply a discreet 70th anniversary logo. 
It’s clearly a fabulous car. The Aperta uses the same hy-
brid powertrain as the supercar hardtop: a 6.2-litre V12 
and 120kw electric motor. Expect a 0-60mph time of 
under three seconds. The Aperta’s price was a surprise, 
however, at around $2m. That’s almost $600,000 more 
for essentially the same car without a roof.

More buyers than cars
Ferrari knows the value of exclusivity. It announced it 
would only make a limited run of 200 Apertas. If you’re 
reading this and decide you would like one, even at $2m, 
I’m afraid I’ve got to disappoint you again. They were 
all sold, sight unseen, way before the launch. Buyers 
included celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay.
In fact, sales requests were triple the available cars. One 
collector was so enraged he failed to buy an Aperta, he 
sued Ferrari for leaving him off the list of 200 prefer-
ential customers. He claimed that without the car, his 
reputation was damaged. The case was dismissed.
The Aperta proved the point that special editions under-
pin the Ferrari cachet. They always seem to judge it so 
there are far more customers than cars available.
‘For us, a limited edition is a way to reward our most 
dedicated clients,’ Ferrari’s head of sales and market-
ing Enrico Galliera told the press at the Aperta launch. 
‘These 200 customers bought the car without having 
seen it; they went with faith.’

envisage his products reaching such a pinnacle? His first 
car to sport the Ferrari badge was the rather boxy 
looking 125 S. The V12-engined car made a disastrous 
debut on the Piacenza circuit. Enzo described it as ‘a 
promising failure’. His optimism was not misplaced. Within 
four months the 125 S had won six races and Ferrari was 
on its way.

Fast forward 70 years and Enzo’s empire now includes 
many of the fastest, most glamorous and definitely most 
expensive cars on the planet. It is one of the world’s most 
powerful brands. 

That they have become a motoring status symbol is 
shown by the list of owners of those 39 GTOs from 
the 1960s. They include fashion mogul Ralph Lauren, 
Pink Floyd’s Nick Mason, Walmart boss Rob Walton, JCB 
founder Lord Bamford, tycoon Baron Laidlaw, phone 
billionaire Craig McGraw and Microsoft supremos Jon 
Shirley and Greg Whitten.

Even with the most sought-after Ferraris, however, a 
little hindsight would take an investor a long way. For 
much of the 1970s the GTO was a relatively unloved 
model. In 1973 one sold for just £7,000, but the pride of 
place in terms of a motoring bargain of the century must 
go to the lucky buyer at a Kruse International Auction in 
1969. The unknown buyer picked up one of what is now 
the world’s most valuable car model, a Ferrari GTO, for 
just $2,500 (£2,000).

Whatever the backdrop, 
a Ferrari of any era will 
manage to turn heads

Ferrari knows the value of  exclusivity.  
It announced it would only make  

a limited run of  200 Apertas

http://www.windmillinternational.com/
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Triumph’s new Bonneville Bobber 
matches vintage styling with elegant 
lines and sophisticated performance
Words: Alan Smith

Triumph’s Bobber: the 
exposed engine adds  
to its 1950s appearance

Modern classic

T
here is something rather gloriously retro 
about the latest offering from classic British 
motorcycle brand Triumph.

Entitled the Bonneville Bobber, it is a chunky, 
low-slung beast that brings to mind images 

of James Dean or Marlon Brando in all of their moody, 
leather-clad, 1950s pomp.

For the uninitiated, the term ‘Bobber’ dates back even 
further than The Wild One or Rebel Without a Cause. 
Such bikes can trace their roots to the 1930s, when 
they were termed ‘Bob-Jobs’ – on account of the way in 
which their owners would reduce their length to create a 
‘bob-tailed’ appearance. The aim was primarily to reduce 
weight and drag and improve performance. Hence the 
front mudguard was discarded and any bodywork that 

Triumph Motorcycles
First established in 1902, Triumph Motorcycles 
builds around 60,000 bikes per year. Its long 
history includes producing motorbikes for the 
British army in both world wars as well as for 
numerous winners on the track.
Highlights of its range include the 2.3-litre 
Rocket III, the TT-winning SuperSports 
Daytona 675R and the adventure-orientated 
Tiger Explorer.

was deemed surplus to requirements was duly scrapped. 
The basis of the Bobber is Triumph’s Bonneville T120, 
with whom it shares a liquid-cooled, eight-valve, 1,200cc 
engine. Where the former has classic Triumph styling, 
however, the latter is clearly inspired by American history 
and tastes – presumably with one eye firmly fixed on the 
export market.

Triumph’s head of engineering, Stuart Wood, bats away 
such musings, however: ‘The Bobber is all about elegance, 
it has to look right and be a true bobber,’ he says. ‘Some 
of the very first bobbers were based around Triumphs. 
But this is very definitely a Bonneville that has been 
bobbed, and not Americanised in any way.’

So, outside of that capable engine and authentic-looking 
exterior, what are you getting for your money? 

Well, unlike a Bobber in the 1930s sense, there’s a 
smooth ride. Back in the day, when riders customised 
their bikes, they pretty much just bolted the back wheel 
onto the chassis. It was the look they wanted and 
comfort could be ignored. Triumph sidesteps any such 
issues by hiding away the Bobber’s suspension to keep 
the classic style while keeping its riders in comfort.

Another departure is an adjustable saddle, capable of 
being moved backwards or forwards depending on the 
height of the rider. 

Wood explains: ‘It’s about allowing the rider to 
experiment. On its forward setting it is more of an 
engaging riding position and you will change your riding 
attitude a bit. These bikes are all about feel and attitude 
and this allows you to change how you ride it.’

Are there any major downsides to the Bobber? The 
general consensus appears to be ‘not many’. A plastic 
chain guard has been included for obvious health and 
safety reasons, but any rider with even the tiniest hint of 
Brando about them will take the spanner to that within 
about five minutes.

Buyers beware, however. This is a single-seater machine 
– so any thoughts of pillion passengers have to be 
abandoned – handy to know for any bikers who are in 
the habit of offering lifts – just in case someone near and 
dear to you should ever be left behind.

‘All about elegance’: 
Triumph believes the bike 
will appeal to riders with a 
sense of style and history



Powerful, luxurious and really 
rather dramatic, Bentley’s Bentayga 
represents the brand’s first foray 
into the world of luxury SUVs
Words: Tim Griffiths

Big beast: the Bentley 
combines predictably  
high-quality finishing  
with off-road capabilities

Large, but  
perfectly formed

I
t’s dark outside. Lowering pregnant clouds weep fat 
tears, actual and metaphorical, at the state of the 
world. It’s the middle of the day but lighter, happier 
times seem so far off. The world has become one of 
bloated moral absolutism, polarised into rights and 

wrongs, haves and have-nots, blacks and whites with nary 
a shade of grey to be seen. In these darker times it is 
incumbent on all of us to recognise this global chiaroscuro 
and rage against the dying of the light in whatever small 
manner is available to us.

Everyone has different ideas, perceptions and opinions. 
That’s a given and perfectly acceptable. There’s a taste 
for every tongue and a seat for every backside. In the 

automotive world, I like my cars to be honest, well-
engineered and reliable. I’m perfectly capable of being 
temporarily seduced by the skittish elegance of a prancing 
horse or the raw thunder of the new twin turbo V12 
iteration from the DB stable. To me however, these are 
‘play’ cars where my innate simplicity inclines me towards 
the appeal of the ‘everyday’. Practicality trumps style 
when it comes to filling a space in my personal garage.

Which brings us on to this issue’s vehicular offering. 
Luxury SUVs are fast-becoming the must-have mode 
of super-wealthy transportation. Range Rover has been 
doing it (and doing it well) since forever, of course, but 
from the road car manufacturers’ end of the market 

Porsche led the way in 2002 with the Cayenne, while 
Maserati and Rolls-Royce are soon to follow. 

Bentley’s offering to the world is the slab-sided 
Bentayga – an all-terrain limousine that appeals both to 
the aesthete and prole in me. Capable of eliciting sighs 
just with its size, its understated elegant performance is 
anything but underwhelming. Bentley Cambridge, part 
of the Vindis group, located just off the A14 in the north 
of the university town, were the generous souls who 
provided me with this six-litre W12 monster decked 
out in a colour entitled ‘Extreme Silver’ (which would 
need much washing if off-roading is your thing) and 
upholstered in black ‘Beluga’ leather hide hand-picked 

from herds that graze high above sea level in northern 
Europe according to the marketing bumpf.

My life has been somewhat peripatetic. As a child of 
missionaries I was born in strife-torn Haiti, moved to the 
UK, moved back to Haiti and, on reaching my majority, 
continued on a meandering path, never settling long in any 
one place until fairly recently. The reason for mentioning 
this is simple: I don’t really have a sense of ‘home’. My 
Welsh heritage provides me with the word hiraeth which is 
a word that doesn’t directly translate but, in essence, is an 
emotion with no real grounding in geography.

From the moment I slid myself into the Bentayga I had 
that indescribable sense of being at home though. I’m 
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no snake-hipped racing driver and the ability to roll my 
shoulders inside the cabin provided an unaccustomed 
instant relaxation behind the wheel. There are many 
buttons and switches to make your life easier and 
more comfortable which could be intimidating but, in 
this modern iPhone world, everything is designed to 
be intuitive and accessible. Turn up the volume on the 
bespoke Naim audio system and be prepared to be 
transported to the front row of the opera while cruising 
down the motorway.

While driving down that motorway it’s easy to see 
everything around you. Not only is the driving position 
infinitely adjustable, but the all-round visibility is excellent. 
Perched far above ordinary mortals you are also super-
insulated from road noise, which just augments the power 

of the audio system. In that cocoon it would also be easy 
to identify any of those annoying squeaks and rattles that 
sometimes creep into new cars, but there were none to 
invade my aural tranquillity.

The behemoth under the bonnet is a joy to behold 
too. With the car weighing in at a gulp-inducing 2,422kg 
you might imagine that the completely redesigned W12 
engine would wheeze asthmatically as it dragged its mass 
along the road. However, the twin-turbocharged direct 
injection lump is capable of delivering a titanic 664 lb ft of 
torque at just 1,250 rpm that seems to defy physics. 

I class myself as the benevolent dictator of motorists 
and am happy just getting from A to B in sedate comfort 
knowing that I have sufficient power within my reach 
to get out of any potential scrape. Burying my right 
foot to join moving traffic drew astonished giggles from 
passengers and plastered an appreciative grin over my 
face. The downside to this is, of course, the fuel-efficiency 
and I admit that the Bentayga is somewhat thirsty. The 
literature claims a combined 22.1 mpg but I found this 
to be rather optimistic. But, it’s a heavy SUV with a big 
petrol engine … what would you expect?

Driving the Bentayga is as challenging as boiling a kettle. 
It’s perfect for a long-distance cruise (refuelling stops 
aside) or simply for pootling to the shops. It’s a vehicle 
that has presence and integrity and will look good on 
your driveway or outside a fancy restaurant or club. 
I believe I could probably move house using just this 
particular vehicle (in multiple journeys, obviously) as 
there’s so much room behind the driver. I could go on 
and on about it and things I love, but I have a word count 
that I have to stick to.

Which brings me back to where I started. It’s still dark 
outside and those polarising opinions are ever-prevalent. 
Some folks would say that the Bentayga is too big or 
too thirsty and thereby dismiss it out of hand. Personally, 
I think I would prefer rectangular headlights rather than 
the round ones on the nose but that’s just a detail. If 
old-school coach builders could be teased from their 
retirements and let loose then the Bentayga could truly 
be a car of chthonic presence, dark and brooding with a 
malevolence to urge other road users from your path. 

We’re all entitled to our opinions and this is mine. If 
my opinion doesn’t match yours then it’s not important. 
Let’s bring civility and mutual acceptance back into the 
world. The Bentayga is truly a car I would own and I can’t 
say that about many of the vehicles that occasionally 
share my life while writing this column. It ranks so far up 
my personal serendipity-serenity scale that it makes me 
glow. I just wish that Bentley Cambridge had let me have 
longer to road test it. Another three years would just 
about suffice I think.

Turn up the volume on the Naim  
audio system and be prepared to be 

transported to the front row of  the opera

The Bentayga’s lofty driving 
position provides excellent 
comfort and visibility
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Enthused by unfussy fusion 
cooking, Adam Rawson is 
one to watch out for on the 
London restaurant scene
Words: George de Grey

New flame: Rawson says 
a simple approach can 
sometimes be the best

State of 
inspiration

A
dam Rawson is one of the rising stars of 
the London culinary scene.

Aged just 26, he has already been named 
Chef of the Year at the Young British 
Foodies award (in 2015) and has also 

enjoyed a successful stint as head chef at the acclaimed 
English-Peruvian fusion restaurant Pachamama in 
London’s Marylebone.

His CV also includes stints at Claridge’s with Gordon 
Ramsay, as well two and a half years at the Michelin-
starred Viajante with Nuno Mendes and a spell at the 
Eastside Inn with Bjorn Van der Horst.

His interest in cooking was first fired when growing up 
in France – he lived on a farm there from the age of four 
to 18 – but his enthusiasm was based more on a love of 
high-quality, seasonal ingredients than an idea of following 
in the footsteps of any particular chef.

‘When I first started I didn’t know much about cooking 
at all,’ he admits. ‘I admired chefs such as Gordon Ramsay 
and Marco Pierre White and I read their books, but I 
don’t really follow the work of other chefs.

Indeed, he adds that he did not especially enjoy his time 
working under Ramsay at Claridge’s. ‘It was too French 
and too hardcore.’ 

Rawson has recently returned from a year-long trip 
around Europe and North Africa. It was an adventure he 

undertook partly to gain insights into a range of different 
cuisines and to gain inspiration for his own future menus.

‘I was blown away by the sheer simplicity of some of 
the best dishes that I found,’ he says. ‘What I noticed was 
that it was all about the quality of the ingredients. As a 
chef it’s easy to find yourself always trying to reinvent 
food and create new takes on classics, but really I’m more 
interested in keeping things simple. There’s a reason some 
of the recipes I encountered in Europe have lasted for so 
long – and that’s because they’re really good as they are.

‘In Sardinia, for example, there is a fantastic dish [called 
porceddu] where pork is roasted over myrtle wood. Then, 

in Croatia, they have their own version of pasta which 
was also a revelation.’

Rawson adds that he found his time in Croatia 
particularly interesting. ‘It wasn’t really what I expected,’ 
he admits. ‘I spent some time in Istria, where there’s a 
strong Italian influence, which was very interesting. There’s 
a restaurant called Toklaria which is fantastic, for example. 
You have to drive up into the mountains for about an 
hour to reach it, but it’s been around for something like 
600 years and you can see why – the food is great.’

Rawson’s interest in fresh, seasonal produce also 
extends into foraging and his quest for foraged food has 
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Adam Rawson
Rawson was crowned Chef of the Year at the 
Young British Foodies awards in 2015 and was 
described as London’s hottest young chef by the 
Evening Standard. 
He was the winner of the Slider Decider burger 
challenge two years in a row (2015 and 2016).
He has also been head chef at a number of  
London restaurants, including White Rabbit, Lucky Chip and Pachamama. 
His cooking style is perhaps best termed ‘international’ and he also aims to create 
classic British dishes with an original twist.

seen him team up with fellow chef (and experienced 
forager) Anton Petrov.

‘We tend to go out to the Essex coast or to Wales to 
search for ingredients,’ explains Rawson. ‘I find the best 
times are late spring and late autumn. We went out last 
November to find ingredients for a foraged feast and got 
all sorts of things; lots of sea vegetables, rosehips, quince 
– and plenty of mushrooms such as hen of the woods 
[an edible fungus much prized in Japanese cuisine]. The 
original idea was to go foraging in France, but there’s so 

much available in England that we ended up staying closer 
to home.’

To whet the appetites of diners, Rawson and Petrov 
shared photos of what they found on their Instagram 
accounts, prior to serving their foraging-based menu at 
Islington’s Vagabond Coffee.

While the unpredictability in supply of foraged food 
means it isn’t always easy to include on a restaurant 
menu, Rawson has taken inspiration from former 
centuries by pickling and preserving anything he finds in 
abundance so it can potentially make an appearance on 
his menus throughout the year.

That’s very much in line with an innovative approach that 
he honed in his Pachamama days. ‘I had to learn a new 
cuisine fast,’ he says. ‘I travelled to Peru, which was a part 
of the world I didn’t know, to learn about the cuisine first 
hand. Then it was a question of taking a traditional speciality 
and making it my own. For example there’s a dish that 
involves meat wrapped in banana leaves and then cooked 
in a hole in the ground. We recreated a version of that, 
without actually burying anything in a hole.

‘My food is similar to that of Nuno Mendes. If something 
tastes great with something else then I’ll put them together, 
it doesn’t matter what side of the world they’re from.’

Next on the list for Rawson is a succession of pop-up 
restaurants at various London venues, followed by the 
possible launch of his own restaurant in Notting Hill. It 
may be worth getting in quick to reserve your table for 
that one.

‘If  something tastes great with something else 
then I’ll put them together, it doesn’t matter 

what side of  the world they’re from.’

Putting the finishing 
touches to some Croatian 
specialities (right); with 
chef and fellow forager 
Anton Petrov (below)

mailto:info@davidbrownautomotive.com
http://davidbrownautomotive.com/
https://www.youtube.com/DavidBrownAutomotive
https://www.facebook.com/davidbrownautomotive/
https://twitter.com/davidbrownautos
https://www.instagram.com/davidbrownautomotive/
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Madeira owes its existence to the 
ocean-crossing voyages of former 
centuries. Today, the finest of its  
multi-faceted varieties make a 
welcome addition to any table
Words: Richard Woodard

Madeira’s wine industry 
grew up through a need 
to supply sailing ships

M
ost wines aspire to a sense of place – 
that all but untranslatable French word 
terroir – but few can have that notion of 
geographical and cultural identity woven 
into their DNA more vividly than Madeira.

Madeira the island (or, strictly speaking, archipelago) 
– that Portuguese outpost in the north Atlantic – is a 
volcanic upthrust of rock bursting out of the ocean. It is 
not at first glance a natural location for growing grapes, 
much of its vineyard area clings to terraces on the steeply 
twisting slopes of its hills and mountainsides.

But that’s where Madeira’s strategic location comes 
in. In the early years of maritime exploration – the late 
15th and early 16th centuries – the island was a popular 
staging post for ships heading to the East Indies. Before 
long, a native wine industry sprang up to supply the ships 
on their long voyages.

The wines produced would have been a far cry from 
what we know as Madeira today – unfortified and 
inherently unstable, they were done no favours by the 
long sea voyages, quickly becoming spoiled. So – mimicking 
the techniques used by the producers of Port and Sherry 
– winemakers began fortifying their offerings, adding a little 
spirit to boost alcohol levels, thus stabilising it.

What happened next is what sets Madeira apart: 
stored in the holds of ships, the bottles were ‘baked’ by 
the intense heat of the Tropics, simultaneously maturing 
the wine inside and creating new layers of flavour, 
concentration and texture. This transformative effect was 
discovered when unwanted shipments of wine were 
returned to the island and its producers could taste the 
difference for themselves. Madeira was born.

Ship-matured Madeira, labelled as vinho da roda, or wine 
that had made a round trip, become much sought-after, 
but winemakers soon realised this was a prohibitively 
expensive way to mature and transform their wines.

Over the years, numerous ways to imitate this maritime 
aging process have been devised, including heating the 
wine directly in a tank (typically for cheaper wines); and 
maturing the wine in an impromptu sauna, surrounded 
with tanks and pipes filled with hot water.

Secrets of  
land and sea
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But the favoured method for top-quality Madeiras, 
the canteiro, remains true to the original used by the 
islanders looking to replicate those long sea voyages: 
maturation in sun-warmed rooms, leading to the 
accelerated softening of the wine through oxidation and 
a kind of gentle baking process.

If the maturation method is one of Madeira’s secrets, 
the grape varieties used are another. While the Negra 
Mole grape dominates the island’s vineyards, it tends to 
be reserved for cheaper wines (Madeira’s use in cooking 
remains a huge market for the island’s producers).

The glory is instead reserved for four contrasting grape 
varieties, and the range of styles they produce makes 
Madeira a uniquely versatile wine. Sercial is bone-dry, 
nutty and can have an almost edgy quality; Verdelho 
is scarcely sweeter – indeed, its high acidity can make 
it seem more austere at times – and it often has a 
smoky note; with Bual we’re edging into richer territory, 
with dark red fruits and spice; finally, Malmsey is rich, 
voluptuous and full of raisined plumpness.

Other varieties were used historically – Terrantez is 
still seen, especially on some old bottles, although it is 
sometimes mis-labelled – but most fell out of use when 
the phylloxera louse devastated the island’s vineyards 
in the late 19th century, or have proven susceptible to 
modern vine problems such as mildew.

The glory is reserved for four contrasting 
grape varieties, and the range of  styles they 
produce makes Madeira uniquely versatile

Verdelho grapes (left): 
famed for their acidity; 
buildings at Blandy’s 
vineyard (below)

http://www.gazianogirling.com/
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All of these factors – but, most particularly, the method 
of production – conspire to make Madeira unique, 
and unique not least for its longevity. The combination 
of fortification, baking and oxidation means that, once 
opened, you can carry on enjoying a bottle of Madeira 
for pretty much as long as you like.

By the same token, Madeira in bottles or larger demi-
johns can age gracefully for centuries. Wines from as 
long ago as 1715 have been auctioned, and 19th-century 
Madeiras are still regularly released and sold.

The business of Madeira too is one that endures, 
sometimes despite the negative pull of history. Madeira 
was the wine of early America – it was used to toast 
the Declaration of Independence – but its history has 
since been punctuated by setbacks: the advent of mildew 
and phylloxera in the second half of the 19th century, 
which led to most of the island’s vines being uprooted 
and replanted; the Russian Revolution and Prohibition in 
the US; advances in shipping which made a stop-off at 
Madeira no longer a pre-requisite for a lengthy voyage.

Almost forgotten, the unique wines of this unique place 
are again building a following among the cognoscenti 
of the US, the UK and continental Europe. People may 
still have a bottle of Madeira on hand in the kitchen 
for culinary purposes, but more and more of them are 
rediscovering the joy of a bottle of Bual or Malmsey in 
their wine rack too.

Three Madeiras to try
The Blandy family have been making and shipping Madeira 
for more than 200 years – John Blandy founded the family 
business in 1811 after moving to the island for health 
reasons. Today, run by seventh-generation family member 
Chris Blandy, the firm remains determined to re-establish 
Madeira as one of the world’s greatest wines, chiefly 
through the release of noteworthy vintage Madeiras.

Blandy’s Madeira Bual 1920 (£730/75cl; Farr Vintners, Fine 
+ Rare, BI Wines & Spirits, Corney & Barrow): a hedonis-
tic Madeira with the perfume and calm strength of great 
age. Treads that classic Bual line between fragrance and 
delicacy on one hand and rich, roasted coffee/toffee notes 
on the other. Like all great Madeiras, it belies its age.

Blandy’s Madeira 50-year-old Malmsey (£143/50cl; New 
Wine): a blend of multiple years, from 1952 to 1978, with 
the bulk from the mid-1960s. Sweet and dry flavours vie 
for supremacy, underpinned by an almost vegetal green 
spice character and a feral tang. Beguiling.

Blandy’s Madeira Terrantez 1980 (£193/75cl; New Wine): 
from an almost forgotten grape variety on the island, a 
multi-faceted and gloriously mouth-filling Madeira, from 
its enticing perfume to the explosively powerful palate. A 
beast, but a beautiful one.

Wines from 1715 have been auctioned and 
19th-century Madeiras are still released

Spoilt for choice? An array 
of bottles at the tasting  
bar of Blandy’s vineyard

http://www.rogercharles.com/halcyon
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Chase Distillery is championing the cause of 
single estate gin, with an emphasis on quality 
ingredients sourced in rural Herefordshire
Words: Dan Hayes

James Chase amid the 
equipment at the Chase 
Distillery in HerefordshireFrom farm 

to glass

T
he idea of single estate gin might sound 
rather peculiar to some. Brandy, perhaps, or 
champagne, but gin, surely that’s just a bit 
far-fetched? 

Such a concept, however, is something 
that has been championed by Herefordshire farmer 
William Chase since 2007. Finding his margins increasingly 
squeezed by supermarkets and looking for alternative 
income streams, Chase had already made a great success 
of the Tyrrells crisp brand before he sold a majority stake 
to focus more extensively on his distilling ambitions.

His two sons are also part of this family business, with 
the older, Harry, focusing on the farming side of things 
while James takes on the rather less muddy role of 
marketing and brand ambassadorship.

‘The family’s been farming for four generations,’ says 

James Chase, ‘and in the past we’d have focused primarily 
on potatoes and apples for making cider.’

Today, much of the farm’s produce is destined for the 
distillery – hence the concept of the single estate – with 
products now including gin, vodka and liqueurs.

While Chase was one of the first craft-based distillers 
on the scene, gin has enjoyed a resurgence in the past 
decade with the number of small-batch distilleries 
in the UK now standing in excess of 200. It’s been a 
transformation from the days when a few big brands 
dominated the scene and has helped the spirit overcome 
the lingering image of William Hogarth’s Gin Lane – the 
18th-century artist’s critique on how cheap alcohol 
ruined the lives of the poor in Georgian England.

The concept of gin may have moved on since then, but 
James points out that most distillers will  buy in a neutral 
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grain spirit to form the basis of their product. That’s not 
the case at Chase, however, where the spirit is produced 
from scratch. ‘We use our vodkas as the base to our 
gins,’ he adds. ‘That’s something that a lot of people don’t 
realise – that vodka can be the base for gin.’

Chase’s major products include GB gin – robust, infused 
with juniper and perfect with tonic, suggests James – and 
its Elegant 48 gin, a more complex creation that features 
apples and elderflowers added to its still in the distillation 
process and which forms the basis of a first-rate martini.

Adds James: ‘We’ve also branched out into liqueurs 
made from elderflowers, blackcurrants, raspberries – all 
depending on whether we get a good crop of a particular 

fruit. It isn’t something we want to do too much of, 
though – we don’t want to be seen as a jack of all trades.’

He adds that the company is proud of its long 
association with Herefordshire. ‘We see part of our role 
as promoting the county,’ he adds. ‘Our distillery tours are 
becoming really popular and we’re very pleased that is 
encouraging people to visit the region. It’s always been a 
bit of a forgotten county that’s not really on the way to 
anywhere, but it’s got a lot to offer.’

Part of that offering is food and drink – some of the 
brewery’s leftovers go to feeding the farm’s herd of 
pedigree Hereford cattle, which in turn provide steaks for 
visitors to the family’s nearby Verzon House Hotel.

Chase is also showcasing Herefordshire produce in the 
capital, points out James. ‘We needed an office in London 
so we decided we should take on a pub – which has 
become something of a personal project of mine. Its run 
as a separate business to the distillery and it’s been really 
useful as a place to host supper clubs and to showcase 
our spirits. We also stock plenty of Herefordshire ciders.’

It wasn’t just any property that James took on. He 
bought the Running Horse, the oldest pub in Mayfair, 
which first opened its doors in 1738, overseeing the 
modernisation of the building and its reopening in 
autumn 2013. 

As befits an entrepreneurial business with an eye on 
expansion, Chase is also planning the launch of a whisky 
brand. ‘The product has already been ageing for seven 
years,’ says James. ‘We’ve got some fantastic former 
bourbon and sherry casks and now we’re just waiting 
to come up with the right blend. We’re not under any 
pressure to rush it out, so we’re going to take our time 
and come up with something that’s really good.’

Chase Distillery
‘Having a natural product is everything to me,’ says founder 
William Chase, pointing out how proud he is to see his  
Herefordshire spirits making their way to cocktail bars in  
cities such as New York and Tokyo.
Principal products include Chase vodka which features 
marmalade, oak-smoked and rhubarb varieties, in addition to 
Williams Gin. Says Chase: ‘Having the distillery located on the 
farm allows us to keep a watchful eye over how our potatoes 
and apples move from field to bottle. It’s this single-estate ap-
proach that makes us different.’
chasedistillery.co.uk

‘We needed an office in London so we decided we should take on a 
pub – which has become something of  a personal project of  mine.’

Chase vodka is decanted 
into its distinctive bottles

http://spirits.we/
http://blend.we/
http://chasedistillery.co.uk/
mailto:ianbeagley@ibbettmosely.co.uk
http://www.ibbettmosely.co.uk/
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Inspired by Japanese swordsmiths, the 
founders of Blenheim Forge are going 
back to basics to produce some of the 
finest chefs’ knives in the world
Words: Dan Hayes
Photos: Justin De Souza

Hot metal on its way to 
becoming top-notch  
knives in the workshop  
at Blenheim Forge

I
t is a scene from a different century, perhaps even 
a different epoch. James Ross-Harris deftly seizes 
a glowing-red lump of steel and examines its 
shimmering flanks. Flames dance from the open 
mouth of the forge, letting a blast of heat escape into 

the cool air of a December morning.
With his wild hair and navy blue pullover Ross-Harris 

looks every inch the urban artisan. The hefty tools 
hanging from the wall, the centrally positioned anvil and 
the pervading smell of hot metal all add to the overall 
effect – as do a couple of plants making valiant efforts 
to grow from the Victorian brickwork above our heads 
and the segment of sky visible through the taurpaulin that 
provides a rather fallible-looking roof.

‘We used to use coke and charcoal to fuel the forge,’ 
Ross-Harris says, carefully putting the red-hot ingot back 

into the fiery blast and shoving a makeshift door across 
its opening, ‘but it produced a lot of smoke and that 
wasn’t all that popular with the neighbours.’ 

It did, however, provide a talking-point when Ross-Harris 
and his colleagues, Jon Warshawsky and Richard Warner, 
visited the local pub – their soot-stained faces and clothes 
leading to intrigued questions as to exactly what they 
were getting up to in their workshop.

The lump of metal that James is working on is on its 
way to being transformed into a custom-made kitchen 
knife that he’s producing to a client’s specific wishes. 
‘As much as anything, I enjoy doing something like this 
because it’s a challenge and because it should look really 
good when it’s finished,’ he explains.

For the past three years this creative trio have been 
running their bespoke knife manufacturer – Blenheim 
Forge – from this workshop, hidden away beneath a 
railway arch in Peckham, south London. It’s a rapidly 
changing and creative part of the capital, with the forge’s 
neighbours including a micro-brewery, a purveyor 
of upscale salami and a carpenter who is putting the 
finishing touches to a rocking horse as we speak.  

Ross-Harris and his fellow knifemen began their 
metallurgical journey in the garden of the house they 

No smoke

without fire
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shared on a nearby street. A design engineer by training, 
he was already working part-time as a blacksmith, but all 
three of them were intrigued by the possibility of making 
what are termed ‘pattern-welded’ steel blades. 

Such items – also known as Damascus steel – are 
notoriously difficult to produce. They require layers of 
different steels to be melded together to produce a blade 
that is slender, light and very sharp.

‘It’s something that Japanese bladesmiths have perfected 
over the centuries, but we haven’t actually made it to 
Japan yet, so we started off by experimenting with what 
we had,’ says Ross-Harris.

By skill, judgement or good luck the trio managed to 
produce a pretty acceptable knife at the first attempt. ‘I 
think perhaps if it hadn’t worked we might have moved 
on and tried something else,’ admits Ross-Harris.

That initial success, however, was something of a double-
edged sword. The following attempt failed, and the next, 
and tens of others. The would-be knifemakers began to 
wonder if they weren’t missing some crucial part of the 
process. But perseverance paid off. After around 100 or 
so failures another success appeared, then more, and 
soon the hits were outpacing the misses. ‘In the past two 
weeks we’ve probably produced more knives than we 
managed in the first two years,’ adds Ross-Harris.

‘Japanese bladesmiths have 
perfected the art over centuries.’

Producing the blades is a 
labour-intensive process 
with little margin for error

While we are talking, he continues to check on the 
progress of the glowing steel bar within the forge. The 
latter has been constructed from a cut-down gas canister 
by the team themselves, in a process that they are still 
working on perfecting. ‘This one is different from the last 
one we had and the next one will be different from this 
one,’ says Ross-Harris.

The process of producing a Damascus blade is one 
of the hardest to master in blacksmithing, involving iron, 

http://www.machdunes.com/
mailto:kevin@machdunes.com
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Cut to the chase
Blenheim Forge’s knives include the Santoku, a general pur-
pose kitchen knife with a 180mm blade; the Nakiri, forged 
extra thin for slicing through hard vegetables, and the Gyuto, 
featuring a 220mm blade, ultra-thin at the tip, for slicing 
through meat, fish and vegetables. 
The company’s knives can be purchased direct from the 
manufacturer via its website, blenheimforge.co.uk

shows me a selection of the finished products, ranging 
from small paring knives to chef ’s knives and cleavers.

What is immediately striking is just how light and well-
balanced they are, with a narrow blade tapering down to 
a lethal-looking edge.

‘You have to look after them more than a stainless-steel 
knife you buy from a regular high-street shop,’ adds Ross-
Harris, ‘but they are thinner and harder and they will hold 
a better edge.’

Those qualities have not gone unnoticed among chefs, 
broadcasters and food critics and, with sales and interest 
both on an upward curve, Blenheim Forge will soon 
be embracing the next stage in its development. ‘We’re 
planning to keep on the premises here,’ explains Ross-
Harris, ‘and we’re also in the middle of a move to a barn 
in Hampshire.’ 

Ross-Harris expects this should allow the firm to 
expand its ambitions and potentially train up more 
people. Who knows – well away from the south London 
neighbours – it might even spark a return to the use of 
that coke furnace.

 ‘They are thinner and harder 
and they will hold a better edge.’

The finished product 
(above): light, sharp and 
remarkably attractive

nickel and steel fused together into 300 or 400 layers, in 
addition to a process of repeated heating and cooling. It is 
very easy to make a mistake and wreck the whole thing.

Having largely mastered the complexities, however, 
the company has just produced what might be termed 
its first ‘mass-produced’ order, if such a phrase doesn’t 
undersell the complexity and skill of what goes on within 
the workshop.

‘We’ve made a batch of knives for the new Tate 
Modern,’ explains Ross-Harris, ‘to be used in the 
restaurant there and also to be sold in the shop.’ 

I ask him how he found the experience. ‘Let’s put it this 
way,’ he jokes, ‘I hope they don’t sell out too quickly.’ 

Taking a moment away from the flaming forge, he 

http://blenheimforge.co.uk/
mailto:sales@harrodsaviation.com
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Former bank CEO Andy Stevens 
explains why he left behind the  
world of high finance to open   
a wellness retreat and vineyard
Words: Petroc McShane

The estate’s vineyard (right): 
source (hopefully) of some 
award-winning English 
wines in com ing years

A
ndy Stevens has big plans for his patch of 
rural England.

His Hencote estate in Shropshire already 
includes a wellness retreat and a vineyard 
and his sights are now set on a successful 

winery, wine tourism and international awards.
Stevens has plenty of knowledge on the subject of 

achieving goals. He spent many years in the finance 
industry and ended his banking career as the CEO of 
Commercialbank in Oman – a post he held for more 
than a decade.

It was partly his experience in this role that sparked his 
interest in launching a hotel and wellness retreat.

‘I was delighted to be appointed CEO and still see it 
as a great highlight of my career, but I wasn’t prepared 
for how much I would feel the need to commit all of my 
time to work,’ he says.

‘Suddenly work was 24-7, 365 days a year. It simply 
wasn’t a healthy way to operate because I was ignoring 
my personal needs. That doesn’t make you more 
productive at work. In fact it can have a negative impact 
on performance.

‘By chance I read an article about burn-out and decided 
to do something about it, but I did need someone else 
to guide the way and I contacted a specialist company. 
It really helped me address both my physiological and 
mental wellbeing. I changed my eating, drinking, sleeping 
and exercise routines. I underwent hypnosis to address 
anxiety around frequent travel. 

‘As a result of doing these things I was able to achieve 
a better balance between my time and the company’s 
time. I felt so much better and actually my performance 
at work improved.’

Set in a restored Georgian farmhouse called the 
Grange, Hencote’s wellness offering includes five 
bedroom-suites, in addition to nutrition advice, yoga 
classes and relaxation therapies. Adds Stevens: ‘It was 
also very important to me to bring together a team of 
experts who could help our guests to bring about change 
in the long-term.’

And, on the subject of looking to the future, Stevens 

also has big plans to produce award-winning English 
wines on the estate in the near future.

‘Our 16-acre vineyard has been in place for two years,’ 
he explains. ‘Currently, we’ve got around 22,000 vines 
producing a range of grape varieties including Seyval 
Blanc, Pinot Noir, Frühburgunder, Pinot Meunier and 
Chardonnay. We’re hoping to make a decent quantity of 
sparkling, white and rosé from those.’

As might be expected from someone with a 
background in the high echelons of business, Stevens has 
done what he calls the ‘due dilligence’ in terms of the 
practicality of producing wines in this part of England.

Creator of a 
rural idyll

http://chardonnay.we/
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Rest and recreation
The Grange can be hired exclusively for parties of up to 12 with a 
concierge service available to take care of everything from unpacking 
suitcases to creating a tailored programme of events for each guest.
Shooting options and sporting events can be incorporated into the stay, 
while a wide range of massage and beauty treatments are available.
hencote.com

‘Climate change has definitely affected the weather 
in the UK,’ he says, ‘average temperatures have risen by 
more than 1°C in the past 50 years; which can be good 
news if you intend to grow flourishing vines.

‘We’re hoping to produce around 50,000 bottles from 
our home-grown grapes,’ he adds. ‘Potentially, though, our 
winery could handle substantially more than that if we 
buy in grapes from elsewhere.’

Stevens admits that the winery project partly came 
about by chance. ‘I started up what was essentially a 
hobby vineyard in 2009,’ he recalls. ‘Then in 2013 we had 
a bumper crop of grapes. Seeing how much came from 
the land prompted to me to make more enquiries into 
the possibility of producing wine on a commercial basis.’

That led him to realise the site, topography and geology 
were all pretty much perfect for the job. He also believes 
people will enjoy not only the wine itself, but seeing the 
region where it is produced.

‘We’ve had a house here in Shropshire for more than 
20 years. For me it’s always been important to have the 
ability to escape to the country and especially when it’s 
a location as idyllic as this, high up on a hill with views 
across this fantastic countryside.’

Rural as the location is it’s also only a mile and a half 
from Shrewsbury, the county town of Shropshire, which 
has a well-preserved medieval centre, an abbey church 
that dates back to the 11th century and a growing farm-
to-plate culinary scene.    

Its quiet streets with their half-timbered, gabled houses 
are a far cry from the surroundings of some of Stevens’ 
former homes, however. ‘I’ve travelled to 44 countries in 
my life,’ he says. ‘I was born in Hong Kong, so that’s always 
going to be special to me, both for personal reasons and 
because it’s a great city. I also love the Middle East, having 
lived in places such as Bahrain, Qatar, Oman and the UAE.’

In comparison, he thinks the calm of the Shropshire 
countryside will have a beneficial effect on even the most 
intense of business minds. ‘I wanted to create a haven 
where people could escape all the stresses they face as 
part of life, even if only for a long weekend. That’s why our 
packages look at all aspects of wellness from what we eat 
to how we keep fit and how we spend our down-time.’

‘For me it’s always been important to have the 
ability to escape to the country and especially 

when it’s a location as idyllic as this.’

This page: the many and 
varied attractions supplied 
by the Hencote estate

http://hencote.com/
http://marquesderiscal.com/
https://www.facebook.com/BodegaMarquesdeRiscal/
https://twitter.com/MarquesdeRiscal
https://www.youtube.com/marquesderiscaltv


http://mikimoto.com/
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A former British army officer,  
Freddy Paske is making a name for 
himself as a sporting and wildlife artist
Words: Dan Hayes

Tiger on Ruins: an example 
of Paske’s wildlife art

F
reddy Paske is an artist whose work bears the 
influences of his former career. As an officer with 
the Light Dragoons in Afghanistan, his role was to 
perform long-range reconnaissance patrols into 
the desert, often for two to three weeks on end, 

on the look-out for evidence of enemy activity.
The contrast of wide, blue skies and the vast quantities 

of dust kicked up by tyres and tracks proved inspirational 
for Paske. ‘It was really interesting to explore Afghanistan 
through paintings as a way of appreciating its scenery, but 
I was also out there as a soldier and a commander and 
so I was really busy most of the time. It was only on very 
rare occasions that I got the time to paint.’

The realities of the situation in which Paske found 
himself influenced the style of the work he produced. 
They capture a sense of speed and drama with swirling 
colours and dramatic shadows that recall the strength of 
a desert sun.

And while many artists have visited Afghanistan and 
other parts of the world with British troops in recent 
decades, very few have had Paske’s intimate knowledge of 
the realities of the front line.

‘I think I could probably count the number of artists 
who actually served in Afghanistan on the fingers of one 
hand,’ he says. ‘I believe it gives you a different perspective 
to someone who has been brought in purely to 
document what they see solely as an artist.’

He also found the soldiers with him were appreciative 
of his art. ‘You might think that these would be two very 
different professions that didn’t really mix, but in fact they 
were really supportive,’ he recalls. ‘I still get guys with whom 
I was in the army asking me if they can have a copy of a 
particular sketch or painting in which they were featured.’

Paske spent seven years with the Light Dragoons and in 
that time was posted not only to Afghanistan, but also to 
countries such as Bosnia, Canada and Kenya, all of which 
helped provide inspiration for his art. 

Having now left the army he is making a name for himself 
primarily for his depiction of sporting and wildlife scenes. 
He finds horse racing in particular to have a number of 
similarities with the realities of his military artworks.

‘It’s all about capturing a sense of movement and colour,’ 
he says. ‘In my previous profession I didn’t have long to 
create my works and racing is like that as well. There 

Renaissance 
man
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are the jockeys’ brightly coloured silks, the feeling of 
excitement and the sense of what it must be like riding 
those horses. I try to capture all that in a painting – this 
idea of an intense 15 minutes that ultimately gives you a 
winner and a loser.’

One of his first projects was based on his girlfriend’s 
racing tips. She was knowledgeable about form and 
Paske would paint fancied horses before and after a race 
and then post the images on social media, capturing the 
urgency and drama of the spectacle.

While this series and Paske’s other racing scenes have 
been well-received he is looking somewhat further afield 
for his next major project.

‘I’ve lived in the countryside all my life and I’ve always 
been interested in wildlife,’ he explains. ‘As an artist you 
can become rather self-centred, which is very different 
from being in the military where you really could see the 
benefits of what you were doing on ordinary people’s 
everyday lives.’

Paske felt he needed a challenge that somehow bridged 
that gap and he discussed it with photographer David 
MacKay – a fellow military veteran who served a full 22-
year career in the army.

Together they set up the Bigger Picture project and came 
up with the idea of spending time with an anti-poaching 
unit in Zambia, both to highlight the plight of the region’s 
wildlife but also to shine a light on the wider implications of 
the trade in animal parts around the world.

‘We’ll be embedded with them in a way that war artists 
would join up with a military unit,’ says Paske. ‘We’ll be 
trying to capture what life is like for them and what they 
do on a day-to-day basis.’

The pair teamed up with a professional fundraiser, Liz 
Parker, who raised £33,000 to fund their expedition 
with the official sponsors being risk management firm 
Janus Global Operations and British charity the David 
Shepherd Wildlife Foundation providing support.

‘It’s a really exciting project,’ Paske says. ‘With our 
military background we should be able to do anything 
the anti-poaching rangers can do over the course of a 
month. Artists generally just observe, but we’re hoping to 
go further than that and really to capture the experience 
first hand rather than as journalists.

‘We settled on anti-poaching as a project for a number 
of reasons,’ he adds. ‘The trade in wild animals is worth 
around $80 billion a year and much of that money is 
going into areas of conflict such as Afghanistan, Iraq and 
Syria. In northern Africa, ivory is being used as a non-
traceable form of currency to fund insurgent groups 
such as Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram to help them gain 

influence and weapons.
‘With that in mind the anti-

poaching rangers are doing a really 
important job. We also want to find 
out what motivates them and what 
persuades them to do this job – 
especially when many of them will 
have fathers, brothers or cousins or 
have themselves been forced into 
poaching because of factors such as 
crop destruction by the very animals 
that they’re trying to protect.’ 

Career highlights
Freddy Paske was awarded a major art scholarship at the age 
of 13 and went on to study art history at university.
He joined the British army in 2009 and won the Serving 
Artist’s Award in 2015.
In 2016 he was shortlisted for the Wildlife Artist of the Year.
He has a solo exhibition planned for August 2017 in London.
freddypaske.com

https://tbp2017.com

Capturing the action: fast 
brushwork is a key part of 
Paske’s style of painting

‘Racing involves an intense 15 minutes that 
ultimately gives you a winner and a loser.’

http://freddypaske.com/
https://tbp2017.com/
http://www.dassaultfalcon.com/
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The very best items of 
Chinese art continue 
to hit new heights at 
auction, with recent sales 
underlining the trend
Words: George de Grey

A gilt-bronze 17th-century 
statue that recently sold  
for £371,000 at Bonhams

Onwards and 
upwards

A
s a European it can be a little difficult to 
appreciate the breadth and diversity of 
Chinese art, suggests Colin Sheaf, auction 
house Bonhams’ chairman of UK and Asia.

‘In 1066, when the Anglo-Saxons were 
running up and down Senlac Hill [at the Battle of 
Hastings] in an attempt to fight off the Normans, the 
Chinese were already producing printed anthologies of 
antique, excavated bronzes for historical collectors.’

Chinese art as a concept is almost staggeringly wide-
ranging and diverse, with the items commanding the 
highest prices likely to be pieces that were produced for 
the Imperial court.

Adds Sheaf: ‘Such items include paintings, calligraphy and 
ceramics – which is always the most popular with buyers. 
Then there are jade objects, bronzes and lacquered 
furniture which also appeal to collectors.

‘The People’s Revolution of 1949 put a stop to any 
domestic interest in artworks. In the past 15 years, 
however, we’ve seen the emergence once again of buyers 
from inside China. That’s the first time that phenomenon 
has existed since the 1920s or 1930s.

‘There have been objects made for secular use to a 
very high standard since the 11th and 12th centuries. 
Items from before this time would generally have been 
taken from graves and Chinese buyers have a different 
understanding of those.’

Proof that items from this early period – the Song 
Dynasty of 960-1279 – are focusing many a buyer’s 
interest could be seen at Bonhams’ sale of Chinese 
art in November, when an incense burner of the time 
sold for £389,000. It had been estimated at a relatively 
understated £80,000-£120,000. 

Extremely rare, though comparable examples exist in 
the Imperial collections in Beijing and Taipei, this emerged 
from a European private collection and had not been 
seen in public for decades. White and seemingly rather 
plain and unremarkable in appearance, the burner was an 
example of Ding ware – so called because such objects 
were produced in the prefecture of Dingzhou.

‘One reason this proved so popular was because it was 
from a European collection where it had stayed for more 
than 50 years,’ says Sheaf.‘ Provenance such as this can be 
very reassuring for a new collector.’

A reason for this, he admits, is that there are many 
copies to be found – many of which date back as far as 
the 15th century – so buyers find themselves drawn to 
items that have tangible recent histories.

‘The market is quite polarised between the very best 
items and the more middle-range. It’s a similar scenario to 
people migrating towards blue-chip companies at times 
of uncertainty. In terms of Chinese artworks and antiques, 
the demand is focused at the very top end.’

The strength of that segment of the market and the 
prices it commands were exemplified by the recent 
sale, at Sotheby’s in London, of an ornate musket that 
was made in the Imperial workshops of the Qianlong 
emperor in the 18th century.

The historic weapon sold to an Asian collector for 
£1.98m with one of the reasons behind that impressive 
price tag being the weapon’s remarkable provenance. 
Incised on its breech are four Chinese characters which 
denote that it was graded as te deng di yi, ‘Supreme 

From top: an enamel  
and gilt incense burner; 
12th-century Dingware 
burner; an Imperial jade 
seal and a jade alms bowl
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Looted items banned
In November 2016 China banned the auction (in China) 
of antiques believed to have been looted from the country.
A statement from the State Administration on Cultural 
Heritage said this legislation would include any cultural 
relics that were stolen, illegally unearthed or otherwise 
illegally removed.
Controversy has been sparked on this subject on many 
occasions, especially when items looted by European 
powers in the 19th century have come to auction.

Grade, Number One’. This grading makes it unique 
among the known surviving guns from the imperial 
workshops, and suggests it is one of the most important 
firearms produced for the Qianlong emperor and, 
quite conceivably, a weapon he may have actually used. 
Certainly, pictures exist that show the emperor carrying a 
similar musket.

Says Robert Bradlow, the senior director of Chinese 
works of art at Sotheby’s in London: ‘This gun ranks as 

one of the most significant Chinese treasures ever to 
come to auction. It epitomises the pinnacle of imperial 
craftsmanship during the Qing dynasty. Its historical 
importance really cannot be overstated – it ranks as one 
of the most significant Chinese treasures that has ever 
come to auction.’

Less rare, but still with a regal background, are Imperial 
Chinese porcelain and ceramics.

‘This is probably the most collected area of Chinese 
artworks. With items from the 15th-century Ming 
dynasty always particularly sought-after,’ suggests 
Bonhams’ Sheaf. One reason for this focus of interest, he 
adds, is that such items, unlike paintings and calligraphy, 
do not require any knowledge of the Chinese language 
to enjoy and understand.

News headlines were grabbed earlier this year when a 
blue and white Ming-era cup sold at auction after it was 
discovered by chance at Staffordshire University. Little 
was known about the cup, other than it had once been 
part of the collection of an antiques enthusiast who had 
donated it to the university to get it away from London 
during the Blitz of 1940.

For years it had been stored at the university, only 
coming to light in 2015 when academics focused on 
trying to value the items that were stashed away.

They must have been pleasantly surprised. What had 
once been dismissed as a ‘dusty old pot’ was valued at 
£2m and eventually sold to a collector in Hong Kong for 
in excess of £3m.

Such an event is far from unique, of course. The tale 
of the university’s cup was surpassed in 2012 when an 
18th-century Qianlong-era vase, discovered in a suburban 
London house and estimated at £800,000-£1.2m, sold 

for £53m after a 30-minute bidding war between six 
different Chinese buyers.

Mystery surrounds how the 16-inch high vase got to 
London in the first place. One theory is that it may have 
been looted from an imperial palace by a British soldier 
during the Second Opium War in the 1860s. All that was 
known for sure was that it had remained on show in the 
same house since the 1930s.

Sheaf, however, is rarely surprised at anything that 
happens within this sector. ‘Chinese art is the most 
varied collecting sector in the world,’ he says. ‘There’s a 
continuous artistic culture dating from 4000BC to 2016 
so someone is always going to be collecting something. 
It’s a global art phenomenon.’‘This gun’s importance can’t be overstated.  

It’s one of  the most significant Chinese 
treasures that has ever come to auction.’

‘Chinese art is the most varied 
collecting sector in the world.’

The Imperial musket that 
sold for £1.98m (above) and 
the inscription on its breech

Tenmoku bowls from  
the 12th and 13th 
centuries (left); Qing 
Dynasty portraits (below)
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Niccolò Barattieri di San Pietro, CEO of property developer 
Northacre, discusses current plans and architectural favourites

Words: George de Grey

The Broadway development 
(above) will soon create a 
dramatic enclave close to 
the Houses of Parliament

Diversity and

Q: Northacre is developing the former New Scotland Yard 
HQ. What is being planned for that site?
A: Northacre’s latest scheme, named The Broadway, will 
create a dynamic new commercial and residential destina-
tion between the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham 
Palace. The p  roperty is Northacre’s first major new build 
and mixed-use development and it marks an exciting new 
chapter in the company’s 25-year history.

Set to complete in 2021, the development will feature 
six architecturally striking buildings set over two podiums. 
There will also be a new 20,000sq ft public realm linking 
Victoria Street with Broadway Street to the north for 
everyone to enjoy.

The design of the development will express a transition 
between the historic buildings to the north and the more 
contemporary architecture along Victoria Street.

Q: The company is also developing No.1 Palace Street. 
Why is this an exciting opportunity and how will it set  
‘a new standard for ultra-prime residential developments 
in London’?
A: No.1 Palace Street is unique in that it is the only resi-
dence offering views over the royal gardens of Bucking-
ham Palace. Not only will residents have the opportunity 
to live next to the queen, but they will also buy into a 
rich architectural heritage.

The island property encompasses five different architec-
tural styles, combining the traditional with more contem-
porary designs. 

The Grade II Italianate Renaissance Buckingham Gate 
was built in 1861 as ‘The Palace Hotel’ and hosted guests 
of Queen Victoria. Other styles range from 1880s French 
Renaissance, 1880s French Beaux Arts, 1890s Queen 
Anne and 2018 Contemporary. 

Residents of No.1 Palace Street have the opportunity 
to select a specific style of apartment to suit their tastes 
within the same property. Apartments include original 
and restored period features such as cornicing, skirting 
and original fireplaces and impressive ceiling heights (up 
to 4.7m).

No.1 Palace Street will have leisure amenities of over 
10,000sq ft. Residents can enjoy a 6,500sq ft ‘haven of 
wellbeing’ with expansive gym, personal trainer suites, 
treatment rooms, Jacuzzi, sauna and steam rooms, as well 
as a 20m swimming pool. 

The property will feature state-of-the-art security, ben-
efiting from its island site. Lastly there will be a 24-hour 
‘new generation’ concierge service, complemented by a 
concierge app available to all residents.

Q: To what extent is the company experiencing a change in 
trading conditions since the Brexit vote? 
A: Following some initial uncertainty post-Brexit we’ve 
seen a surge in interest from dollar-denominated buyers, 
who view London as a secure long-term investment, 
particularly while the pound is low against the dollar.

Ultimately, any negative fallout from Brexit is predomi-
nantly perceived as short term. I think London will very 
much retain its position as a pre-eminent global city and, 
as such, people still want to have a base here.

Take No.1 Palace Street, for example. We’re not just 
selling a product, we’re selling a lifestyle to those buyers 
who seek the ultimate home. We haven’t seen a change 
in demand.

Q: Which of the world’s great architects would you say you 
particularly admire?
A: Zaha Hadid. Her contribution to the world of archi-
tecture was ground breaking, innovative and is globally 
recognised as a pioneering force in the industry. It is a 
regret of mine that Northacre never worked with her on 
any of our previous schemes.

One of Hadid’s most iconic legacies is the annual Ser-
pentine Pavilion, which invites an architect who has never 
exhibited in the UK to create a temporary structure 
in Hyde Park. Having created the inaugural Serpentine 
Pavilion in 2000, Hadid put architecture at the foreground 
of London’s cultural scene.

I was very proud that Northacre was involved in this 
year’s 16th annual Serpentine architecture programme, 
as sponsor of the four Serpentine summer houses, an 
extension of the annual Pavilion, which was designed this 
year by Bjarke Ingels. For the first time, four additional 
architects were invited to design four Summer Houses 
inspired by Queen Caroline’s Temple, a classical-style 
summerhouse built in 1734 and located a stone’s throw 
from the Serpentine.  

Q: What is your own favourite building and why?
A: I am originally from Rome and so the Pantheon is one 
of my favourite buildings. Almost 2,000 years after it was 
built, the Pantheon’s dome is still the world’s largest unre-
inforced concrete dome and its design has been copied 
many times by modern architects. 

On a more modern note, the Heydar Aliyev Center 
in Baku, Azerbaijan gave Hadid the moniker of ‘Queen 
of the Wave’ with its distinctive flowing, curved style. It 
eschews traditional angles and edges, and everything 
from its dramatic ‘wave’ exterior to the circular interiors 
celebrates a fluid approach to architecture.

Q: What do you enjoy most about living in London?
A: I would have to say its diversity and its sophistication. 
Walking through London you appreciate how it is a hub 
of activity, with new ventures and opportunities around 
every corner. London’s cultural pre-eminence, with its 
vast number of museums and art and design exhibitions 
draws visitors from around the world, and is one of the 
reasons that so many people want to live here. 

It’s remarkable to observe the architectural fabric of 
London as an integration of traditional and contempo-
rary designs. Westminster is the perfect example of this, 
with the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey 
in juxtaposition with new and contemporary buildings. 
Of course, The Broadway will be Westminster’s newest 
contemporary quarter when it completes in 2021.

sophistication
Niccolò Barattieri di San 
Pietro (below) believes No1 
Palace Street (below left) 
will  be a game-changer
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Belinda Kirk is one of the world’s most revered 
female explorers, with a long list of achievements 
that includes rowing around the coast of Britain

Belinda Kirk (above) and 
the boat in which she and 
her crew rowed around the 
entire coast of Britain

Words: Robert Verkaik

W
hen Halcyon finally caught up 
with world-famous explorer and 
adventurer Belinda Kirk she was in 
the midst of a family crisis.

Her father had gone missing 
abroad and Belinda hadn’t heard from him for three days. 

But the Kirks are no ordinary family and this wasn’t the 
usual family holiday mishap. 

Kirk senior was taking part in a vintage air rally flying 
from Crete to South Africa and the plane he was piloting 
had failed to arrive at the Ethiopian airport where he was 
expected to complete the first leg of the trip.

‘I was getting very anxious and thought the worst as 
this is a very dangerous part of the world’, explains Kirk. 
But then, very matter of fact, she adds: ‘Yesterday I finally 
got word that his aircraft had been sighted so it looks like 
everything is going to be alright.’

Kirk isn’t sure whether she caught the explorer bug 
from her father or whether it was she who passed on her 
sense of adventure to him.

Whatever the truth, she is today recognised as one of 
Britain’s foremost explorers.

The 41-year-old Londoner has walked across Nicaragua, 
searched for camels in China’s Taklamakan desert (aka 
the ‘Desert of Death’), lived with a troop of Colobus 
monkeys in the jungles of Tanzania and discovered ancient 
rock paintings in Lesotho.  

In 2010 she sailed into the Guinness World Records as 
the skipper of the first all-woman crew to row unaided 
around the coast of Britain.

Such a feat prompted Sir Richard Branson, no 
slouch himself when it comes to testing the limits of 
human endurance, to describe the record as ‘the most 
remarkable achievement carried out by any women alive 
today. Absolutely magnificent both for mental and physical 
achievement bar none.’

Such is Kirk’s standing in the world of exploration that 
she is the field expert to whom survival experts Bear 
Grylls and Ray Mears have turned to manage their own 
extreme adventure programmes.

And this year she was named by The Guardian as one of 
the world’s top-10 female explorers.

Kirk credits her adventurous nature to the first seven 
years of her life spent on the Channel Island of Alderney. 

‘There were hardly any cars in those days,’ she recalls, 
‘and I was allowed to go off on my own exploring the 
island. Looking back, I can see I was actually feral. But in 
the 1970s kids were much freer and parents didn’t worry 
about the things they got up to like they do today.’

When she was eight years old her parents split up 
and Kirk had to leave the island for good and return to 
London. After spending every day on her own in the 
Alderney countryside she was suddenly planted into an 
urban landscape and her relationship with nature was cut 
short, constrained by the boundaries of city life.   

‘Who said it is the first seven years of your life that 
makes you the adult you become?’ She asks rhetorically. 
‘Well for me it was true.’

Kirk says she remained curious about the rest of the 
world and so decided to join an organised group that 
was going to visit Tanzania. 

‘Soon after I arrived  [in Tanzania] I had this 
overwhelming desire to wander into the jungle on my 
own. I spent six weeks exploring, making friends with a 
troop of black and white Colobus monkeys. When I first 
made contact with them they would throw sticks at me, 
but by the time I left I felt I was accepted by them. It was 
an amazing and life-changing moment.’

Addicted 
to adventure
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For the past 23 years Kirk has travelled the world 
looking for adventure. 

‘When I came back I was a different person. I had done 
things that I didn’t think I was capable of doing. And now 
I wanted to try to achieve other amazing things that I 
hadn’t realised were possible.’

At the tender age of 26 she led 70 students and 30 
scientists and field workers into the jungles of Peru. She 
recalls: ‘I was very young to lead such a big expedition 
and I suddenly had all this responsibility. It made me 
realise that safety is absolutely paramount no matter how 
passionate you are about what you are doing.’

Kirk built her career with the BBC working as an 
expedition manager for documentaries hosted by SAS 
veteran Chris Ryan on the Mosquito Coast.

Continuing with the SAS survival theme, she was 
an integral part of Ray Mears’ documentary team, 
responsible for setting up locations and equipment for 
filmwork in Tanzania, Kenya, Alaska and Belarus.

Kirk says she may be ‘addicted to adventure’ and she 
recognises that her thrill-seeking spirit has ended in some 
very close calls. On one occasion she was working with a 
dive team in the South China Sea.

‘After we had finished diving,’ she recalls, ‘we had 
arranged to meet the boat at a certain spot, but the guy 
leading the team had forgotten his compass and so we 
surfaced in the wrong part of the ocean. It was getting 
dark and there was no sign of our boat. It looked like we 
would have to try to swim to the shore and it was clear 
that not everyone was going to make it.’

Dusk is a particular dangerous time of the day to be 
swimming in shark-infested waters as this is when they 
choose to do their feeding.

‘We had been in the water for a long time trying 
to get the attention of passing boats, but no-one had 
seen us. Eventually, by sheer luck, I found a large piece 
of driftwood which I used to wave a piece of metal 
equipment which caught the glint of the sun. Finally a 
boat saw us and we were saved. I still keep a small lump 
of that lucky drift wood in my rucksack and take it with 
me wherever I go.’

Kirk’s body bears the scars and injuries of more than 23 
years of dangerous and physically arduous exploring and 
adventuring.

‘During the round Britain row I suffered stress fractures 
and my hands were like claws, and my shoulder is 
permanently injured from years carrying heavy rucksacks 
into the jungle.’

But none of this has dimmed her enthusiasm for 
exploring the world’s wildernesses and she is also on 
a personal mission to get the British public out of their 
comfort zone and embarking on their own adventures 
of personal and physical discovery. To achieve this she 
has established Explorers Connect, a community of 
25,000 people who like to explore new places, try new 
experiences and live more adventurously.

Explorers Connect also runs Britain’s most adventurous 
festival (Base Camp Festival) as well as Britain’s National 
Day of Adventure called Wild Night Out.

‘I used to think that to have a truly adventurous 
experience you had to travel a long way from home. But 
in the past few years I have realised that isn’t the case. 
Some of my most exciting expeditions have been in the 
UK. People can start by creating their own adventures in 
their back gardens and then take it from there.’
Belindakirk.com

Filming in Africa (above) 
and with participants in the 
Explorers Connect project

‘It was clear that not everyone 
was going to make it…’

http://belindakirk.com/
http://www.roqueproperties.com/
mailto:vld@quintaproperties.com
http://www.quintaproperty.com/
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With its distinctive styling, 
fuel economy and high 
speed, the Piaggio Avanti 
Evo is looking to make 
inroads into the UK’s 
business aviation market

Words: George de Grey

The Avanti Evo features 
‘pusher’ turboprops as well 
as a signature front wing

I
f, according to the old adage, first impressions last, 
the Piaggio Avanti Evo may well rack up something of 
a following based on its good looks alone.

Seen on the tarmac, what stands out immediately 
are its twin, rear-mounted, pusher turboprops and 

elegant, futuristic lines. Then there is a front wing that sits 
beneath the cockpit that, to those of a fanciful mindset, 
slightly resembles a dashing moustache. 

Its dramatic appearance stands as testament to how 
advanced the Avanti was in its initial incarnation – this is 
an aircraft whose forerunners first flew in the 1980s – 
and to the vision of the initial design team.

The Avanti Evo represents the aircraft’s most recent 
guise. The fastest twin turboprop in production, it can 
reach speeds of 462mph and, thanks to the addition of 
winglets and five-blade Hartzell scimitar propellers, it has 
a maximum range of 1,979  miles.

Gabriella Somerville, managing director of ConnectJets, 
is the sole sales agent for the Avanti Evo in the British 
Isles and Channel Islands. She believes any potential 
buyers who fly in the aircraft will be impressed with what 
it provides. ‘It’s a very comfortable aircraft,’ she points 
out. ‘The additional front wing gives extra stability and it’s 
roomy inside compared to something like a Learjet.’ 

That feeling of internal space is provided by a passenger 
cabin that’s 5ft 9 inches high and 6ft wide, while the 
element of luxury is boosted by individual air conditioning 
and seats that have been finished by luxury outfitter 
Poltrona Frau.

There remains, however, a perception that turboprops 
are possibly a bit old fashioned and certainly can be 
rather noisy. In its previous versions, that was true of 
the Piaggio – you could definitely hear it coming – but 
the manufacturer has addressed this in the Avanti Evo 
version. In fact, the manufacturer claims noise emissions 
have been reduced by around 68 per cent – partly as a 
consequence of those new propellers. Somerville also 

Smooth 
operator
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points out that the aircraft is now somewhat 
quieter than one of its best-known 
competitors, the Beechcraft King Air 350i.

Then there are the subjects of ease of 
use and adaptability. ‘The aircraft can land in 
limited spaces which means it can get into 
very small, tight airfields such as Lugano and 
London City,’ points out Somerville.

Those qualities may well appeal to 
corporate customers and directors with 
shareholders to answer to may also see 
an appeal in the efficiency and environmentally friendly 
aspects of the aircraft. According to its manufacturer, the 
Avanti Evo can use up to 40 per cent less fuel than some 
of its jet-propelled equivalents and it is only just behind 
them in terms of speed.

Another reassuring factor for some potential buyers 
could be that the aircraft has for many years seen service 
in the Italian air force and navy (among other government 
services). ‘If the military use them then they’ve got to be 
tough old birds,’ suggests Somerville.

All of which seems to beg the question why the aircraft 
remains a relatively rare sight in UK skies.

Somerville says: ‘I think it’s partly because Piaggio hasn’t 
been one of the major players in the past and the brand 
hasn’t been particularly pushed in the UK. Then there 
is the fact that the plane is made to order – so it’s very 

different to an aircraft from a manufacturer such as 
Bombardier, for example.’

This may all be about to change, she adds: ‘At the 
moment we’re seeing an increase of the use of 
turboprops in Europe and London is a very important 
market for aviation. I think the Avanti Evo will become a 
household name in the UK.’

The brand is already making some headway on the 
other side of the Atlantic. In November 2016, Piaggio 
announced it would be selling five Avanti Evo aircraft to 
West Coast Aviation Services – its first sale in the US.

Somerville is confident plenty more business will 
emerge from this market. ‘In the US they see less 
difference between a turboprop and a jet. People are also 
realising large organisations are using this type of aircraft 
and that instills a sense of confidence.’

Facts and figures
The Abu Dhabi-based Mubadala Development Company 
took a majority stake in Piaggio in 2014 and has increased 
the company’s focus on the business aviation market.
Additional features of the Avanti Evo include broadband 
and satellite connectivity. In addition to cockpit space for 
two pilots, the aircraft accommodates up to nine passen-
gers. It can land on short or even semi-prepared runways, 
giving it access to peripheral airports and smaller airfields 
not served by scheduled flights.

Range: normal configuration: 1,691 miles
Increased range configuration: 1,979 miles
Maximum speed: 462mph
Typical passengers: eight/nine
Typical crew: one/two

The Avanti Evo can use up to  
40 per cent less fuel than some  
of  its jet-propelled equivalents

The aircraft’s roomy cabin 
features seats finished by 
luxury brand Poltrona Frau

http://www.harrods.com/byappointment
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Since it opened in 2013, the members-only 
Centurion Club has been making its mark as  
an innovative business and a golfing challenge

Words: Dan Hayes

Centurion’s clubhouse 
(above and left); one of  
its challenging greens 
backed by trees (far left)

Modern classic
S

tanding on the first tee at the Centurion 
Club on a bright November morning, it’s easy 
to forget that the course has only been in 
existence for just over three years.

Mature pines flank the hole and its left-handed 
dogleg is marked by oaks and sycamores decked out in a 
lustrous combination of autumnal hues. 

Course designer Simon Gidman has been kind 
in allowing the first to feature a relatively friendly 
downhill fairway that is wide enough to forgive a little 
waywardness off the tee. Even a very average golfer such 
as myself stands a good chance of getting to the green 
without too many problems.

The greens themselves, though, are challenging for the 
uninitiated. Standing over my ball I’m put in mind of the 
South African golfer Bobby Locke, who famously pointed 
out: ‘You drive for show, but putt for dough.’ 

Locke, who was a golfing superstar in the 1940s and 
1950s, was famed for his ability to read a green and 
he’d no doubt have relished the challenge of Centurion, 
whose putting surfaces are fast (even on a damp 
November morning) and feature seemingly innocuous 
inclines that gather up even slightly errant putts and carry 
them off into the middle distance. 

After five elegant holes set within the woods, the 
course opens out into more of a heathland feel, with 
elevated tees to provide commanding views of the target 
area. Those vistas will change over time because the club 
has planted 30,000 mostly native trees and 5,000 gorse 
bushes to flank the holes. These should also provide some 
shelter from a prevailing wind that rather savaged my 
own scorecard at the eighth and ninth, where one of the 
course’s four water hazards waits to catch any drives that 
drift to the left.

The water appears again at the splendid 12th, where a 
lake will embrace any shots that fall short of the green, 
before the course returns to a more wooded landscape 
for the final four holes. The last of all weighs in at 559 
yards off the back tees and lives up to its name of Ad 
Infinitum (all the holes feature Latin names in homage to 
the Roman heritage of the area). The large water feature 
that lies between the final green and the elegant modern 
clubhouse provides a good excuse to lay-up and play safe.

The Centurion Club
Located close to London and just 
outside the historic town of St 
Albans, Centurion is a members-
only club, offering five different 
membership categories. 
Of these, Senate Membership 
features the purchase of a share 
in the club. Member numbers 
across all categories are limited. 
The club takes a modern approach on subjects such as dress codes – no 
jackets and ties are required in the clubhouse, for example.
From the back Black tees Centurion measures 7,200 yards. Most golfers, 
however, will be playing from the Silver tees – 6,850 yards (Par 72).
Centurion’s acclaimed restaurant, Galvin at Centurion, is the latest offering 
from the Michelin-starred Galvin brothers and is open to members and non-
members alike. 
centurionclub.co.uk

http://centurionclub.co.uk/
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The Cheltenham Festival is probably 
the biggest jump racing event of 
the British year, with excitement 
guaranteed amid the Cotswold hills

Words: James Hipwell

Massed crowds watch from 
the Cheltenham stands 
during the festival

I
t is difficult to think of a horse racing spectacle that 
matches the sheer excitement of the Cheltenham 
Festival. It’s a pageant of colour, noise and, of course, 
gambling on an epic scale. 

A record 250,000 punters are expected in the 
Cotswolds this year and bookmaker William Hill says 
betting turnover across the four days should hit an eye-
watering £350m.

This highlight of the National Hunt season creates an 
atmosphere that will make the hairs on the back of your 
neck stand up and, if you get a chance to go and see it for 
yourself, seize it. 

Just wait until you hear the famous ‘Cheltenham Roar’, 
the infamously deafening cheer from the stand as the 
tape goes up for the first race, the Supreme Novices 
Hurdle, which this year takes place on Tuesday 14 March.

Featuring the best jockeys, trainers and some of the 
world’s finest horses, this feast of racing is undoubtedly 
one of the golden weeks in the UK sporting calendar. 

It epitomises everything that is great about jump racing, 
with owners battling it out for the highest racing honours 
– and over £4m of prize money, too. 

The first day of this year’s festival also features the most 
important hurdle race of the season, the Stan James 
Champion Hurdle, won in 2016 by the wonder mare 
Annie Power, who broke the course record. No doubt 
‘Annie’ will be back to defend her crown this year and if 

The greatest 
show on turf
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she wins again she will become the first mare to ever win 
back-to-back Champion Hurdles. 

Her County Carlow-based trainer Willie Mullins, who 
brings his invading hordes over the Irish Channel every 
year, is the one they all have to beat as he has been top 
trainer in five of the past six festivals. Having the 10-time 
champion Irish jump jockey Ruby Walsh as your main 
rider obviously helps. 

But what helps more is that Mullins is backed by the 
former Barclays executive, and appropriately named, Rich 
Ricci, who has pumped tens of millions of pounds into 
the sport. The American banker has become a fixture at 
the festival for the past decade and his appearances in 
the paddock, usually wearing an outrageous tweed suit, 
trilby and sunglasses, are greatly anticipated. 

If Tuesday is Champions Day, then the Wednesday of the 
festival is always Ladies Day, where as well as the horses 
and jockeys competing for prizes, women dressed up to 
the nines compete for most elaborate hat. 

The feature race on this day is the Queen Mother 
Champion Chase, run at a blistering pace over two miles, 
and once again the hot favourite, Douvan, is trained 
by Willie Mullins. He is sure to go off a heavy odds-on 
favourite and the experts say he is unbeatable. 

The week usually coincides with St Patrick’s Day, 
the national day of Ireland, and this year it falls on the 
Thursday of the festival. About 20 per cent of the 
racegoers who flood through the turnstiles this year will 

be Irish, as you might perhaps expect from a festival that 
revolves around horses and good cheer. 

Many racing observers believe the modern-day 
festival began in 1964. ‘It’s Mill House for England, Arkle 
for Ireland,’ were the immortal words of legendary 
commentator Peter O’Sullevan as he described 
the historic battle between two mighty champions 
representing their respective countries. 

The race symbolised the Anglo-Irish rivalry at 
Cheltenham that is a healthy, vibrant and friendly 
relationship. It has no sectarian foundation yet contains a 
good-natured desire to get one over on the ‘auld enemy’. 

Last year 265,000 pints of Guinness were consumed at 
the festival, a figure the organisers say could be beaten 
this year. Our neighbours from across the Irish Sea will be 
as up for the craic this year as they are every year. 

The really hot ticket of the week is always on the Friday, 
Gold Cup Day, which sells out long before the rest of the 
festival tickets do. This year the Cheltenham Gold Cup, 
a steeplechase run over a gruelling three and a quarter 
miles of the course’s famous undulations, has nearly 
£600,000 of prize money on offer. 

All eyes will be on Thistlecrack, who racing folk will tell 
you is the best horse in England. Despite only being a 
novice chaser, he was favourite for the race right through 
the winter, and will be bidding to become only the 
second novice to win the race in its 90-year history. What 
a tremendous roar will greet him and his jockey, wearing 
the owner’s famous orange colours, if they jump the last 
fence a few lengths clear. It would be as big as the one 
Desert Orchid got when he won the race back in 1989. 

All eyes will be on Thistlecrack, who racing 
folk will tell you is the best horse in England

Rich Ricci in his famous 
tweeds (left); spectators 
check out runners in  
the paddock (above)

mailto:amcgarry@hri.ie
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Nobody should forget the first time they 
see the northern lights, but capturing 
them on film can be quite a challenge
Words: Dan Hayes

A night  
to remember

The northern lights swirl 
above the Torne river  
in northern Sweden

Adventures

S
omewhere out in the darkness a fox is barking. 
There is an urgency to the short, sharp call 
that seems to suggest alarm, as if the animal 
has recognised something in the night air that 
our dull human senses could never properly 

comprehend.
Somebody throws another log on the fire and for 

a second a shower of sparks drifts upwards, briefly 
illuminating faces that quickly fade again into shadow. 
Eight of us are sitting within the smoky sanctuary of a 
conical, tipi-style tent, built to a design that’s been used 
by the indigenous Sami people of this area of Swedish 
Lapland for centuries. Outside, the dark sky is punctuated 
by elongated strips of cloud that drift in front of gleaming 
stars and a crescent moon. Perhaps that solitary fox’s 
concerned bark sums up a certain sense of anxiety that 
some of us are feeling. We have come to the Abisko 
National Park, about 195km north of the Arctic Circle, 
hoping to capture on camera the northern lights (or 
aurora borealis), but so far the weather gods don’t seem 
to be in a particularly accommodating mood.

Our journey began several hours earlier at the Aurora 
Sky Station, accessed by cable car on Mount Nuolja and 
providing dramatic views over the national park. There 
are presumably people watching the skies now from 
the Sky Station’s terraces, prior perhaps to slipping back 
inside to warm themselves by the fire or indulge at its 
Scandinavian-themed restaurant. 

We may not have that option, but there’s still time to 
share a few tales around the crackling campfire. ‘In the 
local Sami tradition, the aurora was thought to represent 
the spirits of the dead,’ says photographer and tour guide 
Peter Rosén, who is leading our group, ‘particularly the 
spirits of those who had died violent deaths.’

We muse on this information while Rosén expounds on 
the scientific reasons behind the northern lights, but out 
here in the lonely darkness, such evidence-based words 
about solar particles encountering Earth’s magnetic field 
seem too prosaic to tell the whole story.

‘Other cultures had different beliefs,’ Rosén continues. 
‘In Greenland, the Inuit believed the lights were their 
ancestors playing a version of football with a walrus skull 
for the ball. In the coastal regions of Norway, they were 
thought to resemble shoals of herring and seen as a sign 
that the fishing would be good in the months to come. 
And in Japan and China, there was a belief that any child 
conceived under the aurora would enjoy a lucky life.’

We finish the last mouthfuls of our rapidly cooling 
coffee. The wind is tugging at the fabric of the tent. It 
doesn’t take much imagination to put yourself in the 
shoes of a Sami herder in the days before science had 
wrested control from superstition, when tales were told 

Photos: Peter Rosén
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Photographing the northern lights
You’ll be shooting with long exposures, so you’ll need a sturdy tripod and a 
remote release button.
Make sure you have spare batteries for your camera (and any torches) because 
the cold will drain their power relatively quickly.
Good-quality lenses with a maximum aperture of F2.8 to F4 should yield the 
best results.
Depending on your camera, an ISO setting of between 400 and 1600 is ideal.
Exposure times will vary from eight to 30 seconds. As the aurora is constantly 
moving, the longer exposures can create a blurred effect, whereas an eight-
second option should capture the sinuous swirls of the lights.
Don’t try and follow the northern lights around the sky with your camera. Pick 
a spot and wait for them to come to you.
Don’t become too obsessed with your equipment. Remember to look up at the 
sky and enjoy the show.

of people stepping outside under the northern lights – 
and vanishing for good.

‘There was definitely an element of fear in the way 
the Sami understood the aurora,’ says Rosén. ‘You can 
still encounter that feeling among older people. Many 
believed you shouldn’t point at the lights or shout at 
them, or else the spirits would take you. Maybe that was 
just a story to make children behave themselves, but you 
can imagine how people were overawed by something 
they couldn’t understand.’

Hoping the spirits are in a generous mood, we head 
out into the night. Abisko is one of the best places in the 
world to view the northern lights. The village lies within 
a 46-hectare nature reserve and, despite the starlight 
reflecting off the snow, there’s an inky depth to the 
darkness amid the distant pine forests. Our hopes are 
high though – not only does Rosén run tour company 
LapplandMedia & PhotoAdventures, but he’s also a highly 
accomplished photographer in his own right. Shooting 
the aurora is his speciality and if anyone can guarantee a 
sighting of this celestial phenomenon it ought to be him.

We scrunch through packed snow as we move further 
down the valley. Every so often we pause to scan the sky, 
our eyes narrowed against the probing wind. I’m grateful 
for my balaclava, gloves and quilted oversuit.

To assist us in our quest to photograph the aurora, we 
have been kitted out with all the equipment we might 
need: as well as our warm outer gear, we have Canon 
SLR cameras, lenses and tripods.

Rosén recommends making use of a mound of snow 
as an alternative to a tripod should we be caught in 
the wilderness ill-equipped and the aurora puts in an 
unexpected appearance.

We set up our cameras under the light of our torches. 
We will be using long exposure times so the stability 
of our tripods is critical. We’ll also be relying on remote 
release technology so our hands aren’t on the camera to 
add any shudder to our images.

The seasoned photographers among our group 
earnestly discuss apertures, exposure times and ISO 
settings. Others are careful to follow our leader’s advice: 
we select our foreground, compose our scenes and point 
our cameras toward an auspicious-looking tract of sky.

While we wait, Rosén explains why Abisko has such a 
good record of providing sightings of the northern lights. 
‘The auroral oval – a mix of solar particles, atmospheric 
conditions and magnetic field lines – runs over this area. 
The mountain range to the west also forces precipitation. 
Rain and snow tends to be dumped on the mountainsides, 
which means we have clear skies a lot of the time.’

Night may have swallowed up the mountains now but, 
away to our left, an expanse of snow-covered pine forest 

The aurora lights up the 
tipi tent (left); photographer 
Peter Rosén ready to 
capture the drama (far left)

Abisko lies within a 46-hectare nature reserve 
and there’s an inky depth to the darkness

is becoming more defined. Above the conical treetops 
a hint of colour is appearing. At first it’s just a dull green 
streak, so indistinct that I find myself blinking and looking 
away just to be sure my eyes aren’t playing tricks. It’s no 
chimera, though. The heavens are changing before us – a 
shimmering green arc is forming above the horizon. As 
we watch it gradually spreads, a writhing, sinuous light 
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Take the tour
LapplandMedia & PhotoAdventures
Offers four- and five-day tours in the Abisko region of 
northern Sweden.
In addition to aurora photography, other activities include 
dog sledding and wildlife photography. Guests stay at the 
Abisko Mountain Station and the snug, wood-panelled 
Reindeer Lodge. 
lapplandphotoadventures.com

Scandinavian Photoadventures
Provides a range of photographic tours in the Abisko 
region. The company will collect guests from their hotels 
(including the iconic Icehotel) before taking them out 
into the Abisko National Park to photograph the aurora, 
local wildlife and/or mountain scenery. 
scanphotos.weebly.com/tours.html

The Aurora Zone
Features seven-night northern lights itineraries in north-
ern Finland. Besides an aurora workshop and photogra-
phy class, as well as nightly aurora hunting, guests get to 
try snowmobiling, snowshoeing and wildlife photography. 
Accommodation is in the Torassieppi Reindeer Farm, a 
traditional wood-gabled building dating to 1847. 
theaurorazone.com

show of yellow tinged with purple. Shutters click as we 
try to capture the scale and drama of this extraordinary 
scene. Beneath this luminous, boiling expanse of light, my 
mind wanders to those tales of angry ghosts or shoals of 
heavenly fish.

It is an experience none of us will ever forget and, for 
more than an hour, we stand in awestruck silence as 
the colours mingle, intensify and fade before our eyes. 
No photographs could ever quite do justice to this 
majestic, other-worldly scene, but ours, guided by Rosén’s 
expertise, certainly come close. For all the disconcerting 
tales associated with them, those capricious northern 
spirits have been generous indeed.

Beneath this luminous, boiling expanse of  light, my mind wanders  
to those mythical tales of  angry ghosts or shoals of  heavenly fish

Abisko’s Aurora Sky  
Station (above) allows 
visitors to observe the 
northern lights in comfort

http://lapplandphotoadventures.com/
http://scanphotos.weebly.com/tours.html
http://theaurorazone.com/
mailto:information@slaith.co.uk
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La Bouitte: it may look 
rather rustic, but it has 
three Michelin stars

Stars in the 
mountains
M

y Utopia is probably a three Michelin 
star restaurant in a boutique hotel in the 
Alps. Who wants to stumble around in a 
snowstorm when they could linger over 
Armagnac before calling it a night? As 

France is responsible for both Michelin and Armagnac, it 
seemed the logical place to start my quest for perfection.

First stop, La Bouitte in St Marcel, the domain of René 
Meilleur, a Tarentaise local who attended the village school 
in this tiny hamlet 4km from St Martin de Belleville. 
Where glitzy Michelin rivals learned derivatively from top 
chefs in Paris, London and New York, Meilleur developed 

ombre (char), the most prized fish in Tarentaise lakes. 
It arrived unsolicited, a bonus as such a large quantity 
is rarely offered. With lunch an hour away, it had to be 
turned into a starter worthy of its provenance. Meilleur 
issued precise instructions to his sous chef and returned 
to his coffee until the man reappeared with a version of 
the dish, a process that was repeated several times. 

I found each rendition exquisite, but Meilleur wasn’t 
satisfied until he tasted perfection. So that’s how it’s done. 

La Bouitte, now a joint enterprise with son Maxime, 
celebrated its 40th birthday on 4 December 2016.  
Father and son like to discuss the menu options with 
their guests, in order to match their dreams. For tables of 
eight or more there are surprise feasts: the eight-course, 
top of the range is Extract of La Bouitte, but best ski your 
socks off first. 

The restaurant is built in regional farmhouse style, a 
décor that is reflected in the rooms and suites that were 
added a decade ago. In tune with the rustic vibe, cosiness 
rules, with wooden walls, furs and natural wool fabrics in 
muted tones with splashes of cherry red. 

Winter high life transferred to Savoy in 1924 after 
Baroness Mimi (Noémie) de Rothschild bumped into 

Baron Krupp, purveyor of arms and artillery to the 
Imperial German army during the First World    War, in the 
corridor in the Palace Hotel in St Moritz. 

Affronted by such forced contact with the former 
enemy, she headed home to create a comparably 
elite resort on a hilltop outside Megève. In 1979, her 
descendants replaced the original building with the 
hunting lodge-style Chalet du Mont d’Arbois, whose 
luxury is ancien régime, with furs on the floors and 
champagne from the Rothschild estates in the suites. The 
food, awarded its second star in 2016, is a delight. 

Emmanuel Renaut, today’s Megève foodie royalty, was 
celebrating his birthday with his family at a nearby table 
in the hotel’s Le 1920 restaurant. The Parisian-born chef 
fell in love with skiing as a child, met his German wife, 
Kristine, while training at Claridge’s and opened Flocons 
de Sel three miles outside Megève in 2007. 

His restaurant features cowbells and cowhide, a wall 
of cuckoo clocks and Zalto glassware. His food is to die 
for, as confirmed by a third Michelin star in 2012. The 
hotel is a maze, three loosely linked buildings lost in the 
snowscape, with log fires in the bedrooms and photos of 
revered chefs on the walls. 

A great day’s skiing deserves an equally 
memorable meal, but where should one 
seek out the finest food in the Alps?

Inside Le   1920 restaurant at 
the Chalet du Mont d’Arbois 
in Megève (left) and one of 
its signature dishes (above)

Words: Minty Clinch

his own artisan style. No need to learn English, no need 
to move from his roots. 

When he received his third Michelin star in 2015, the 
world came knocking at his door. Unaware that such an 
accolade is an irresistible magnet for gourmets seeking 
firsts, he was astonished when the phone rang off the 
hook; even more so when two Chinese couples arrived 
in a helicopter from Geneva to eat, quaff, sleep and leave 
on the first plane back to Hong Kong. 

When I visited a few months later, the razzamatazz had 
subsided, leaving time for business as usual. That morning 
Meilleur was contemplating a kilo of  fresh roe from the 
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Megève’s easy cruising slopes contrast with 
neighbouring Chamonix’s more challenging offering, 
influenced by glacier and serac, chutes and moguls. 
Adrenaline-filled days deserve taste-suffused nights and 
these can be delivered by the Relais & Chateaux Hameau 
Albert I, a railway hotel built by grocer Joseph Carrier in 
1903 and run by family members ever since. 

Sensibly, fourth generation Perrine Carrier married 
Pierre Maillet, a chef with the skills to maintain the two 
stars won by her father, Robert. Maillet’s menus are 
as outstanding as Perrine’s gorgeous interiors. Expect 
generous portions of things you love, white truffles 
or oysters maybe, a groaning cheese trolley and a 
Chartreuse soufflé straight from the gods’ top table. 

And so to Courchevel, the gastro capital of  the Trois 
Vallées, Europe’s largest linked ski area with 150 lifts 
serving 375 miles of pistes. 

My pick from a two-Michelin star list that includes Pierre 
Gagnaire at  Les Airelles, Le Chabichou and L’Oustau de 
Baumaniere at Le Strato, is 1947 at Le Cheval Blanc, its 
restaurant named after its prized vintage claret. 

Dining involves the kitchen, with canapes among the 
appliances and invitations to admire your meal on the 
hob. The hotel, managed by the Louis Vuitton group, is 
favoured by its chairman, the tycoon and art collector 
Bernard Arnaud. Reputed to be worth around £24.5 
billion, he confirms the fact that no one is accidentally 
rich: when he’s out of town he rents out his own 

sumptuous Cheval Blanc penthouse duplex for £27,000 
half board per night.   

 Swiss food has been more fuel than feast, but change 
was imperative in the face of the worldwide surge in 
discerning taste buds. Le Chalet d’Adrien, run by the 
granddaughter of the eponymous 1930s rally driving 
Baron de Turckheim, stands high above Verbier. 

In 2015, it won the Prix Villegiature for Europe’s top 
terrace, sun-soaked, mountain-ringed and dominated by 
imposing nudes, one fat white marble, one thin bronze. 
Inside it mainlines on cosy, with rooms named for 
mountain flowers, a Nuxe spa and a restaurant where  
32-year-old Mirto Marchesi does wonders with grilled 
lobster, turbot, frog’s legs and sweetbreads.  With one 
Michelin star in the bag, he can expect his second soon. 

In Gstaad, the 102-year-old Palace Hotel looms 
majestically over flattering slopes and a pedestrian street 
lined with designer shops. Owned and run by its founding 
family, the Palace is resolutely old school, its string quartet 
dressed in tails, its diners in formal evening clothes, its 
former patrons including Liz Taylor and Marc Chagall. 

Le Grand Bellevue offers a more jovial interpretation of 
Swiss five star, its lobby dominated by a giant plaid camel, 

Expect a groaning cheese trolley 
and a Chartreuse soufflé straight 

from the gods’ top table

Take the plunge: the 
outside pool at the Relais 
& Chateaux Hameau 
Albert I in Chamonix
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its front steps by a 1962 Bentley once owned by Roger 
Moore. The early 20th-century mansion stands in its own 
park, but its owners, old Etonian Daniel Koetser and his 
designer wife Davia, daughter of pharmaceutical billionaire 
Rudolf Maag, are warmly welcoming. 

Davia’s furnishings and colours are soothingly 
contemporary and the underground spa, its facilities 
ranging from fire-pit to ice caves, is outstanding. The 
hotel’s restaurant, Leonard’s, has a Michelin star, but the 
chef ’s intractability in serving cotton wool filleted Dover 

sole at £60 when firm flesh on the bone was requested 
may hinder a second any time soon. Go for their 
mouthwatering sushi instead.

Italian food is usually mouthwatering at every level, but 
the Sud Tirol, which combines Mediterranean flair with 
Teutonic efficiency, creates culinary miracles on and off 
the mountain. 

Even in such a rarefied environment, Norbert 
Niederkofler is the undisputed king. He rules in the Rosa 
Alpina hotel in San Cassiano, close to the Sella Ronda ski 
circuit in the heart of the Dolomites. As befits the patron 
saint of hunting, his St Hubertus restaurant focuses on 
seasonal game. When it’s not snowing,  he scours the 
mountain to harvest his own wild mushrooms, herbs and 
berries. Boris Johnson is one of many fans – he visited on 
his pre-Brexit break last March.   

Simon Taxacher works similar magic at the Relais & 
Chateaux Rosengarten in Kirchberg outside Kitzbühel. 
In the days when Austria had a Michelin Guide, Taxacher 
was the youngest chef to earn two stars and he keeps 
up his standard in this gastronomic temple. He prefers 
blasting his Harley Davidson round the mountain roads 
to skiing, but the Rosengarten provides rapid access to 
the huge linked slopes in the Kitzbühel area.  Don’t fancy 
skiing the resort’s  vertiginous Hahnenkamm? Taxacher will 
happily teach you to cook instead.

Boris Johnson is one of  Norbert 
Niederkofler’s many fans – he visited  

on his pre-Brexit break in March 2016

The chic, 102-year-old 
Palace Hotel (above and 
below, right) stands out  
from the crowd in Gstaad

http://www.fincacortesin.com/
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Few fictional characters have endured 
quite like Sherlock Holmes and the 
dedicated can still follow in his and  
his creator’s footsteps around London
Words: Petroc McShane

Holmes and Watson as 
many imagine them (far left); 
St Bartholomew’s church 
(left) – a Holmes film venueOn the trail  

of a legend

I
t’s 130 years since Arthur Conan Doyle published his 
first Sherlock Holmes novel and his character is, after 
numerous incarnations on screens large and small, 
probably going stronger now than it has since the 
early 20th century.

Back in the 1880s, though, Holmes’ creator wasn’t 
finding life particularly easy. He had moved to London 
from Edinburgh to set up as an ophthalmologist and 
things weren’t going quite according to plan.

Stephen Liddell runs Sherlock Holmes tours of London 
and has researched many places in the capital related to 
the author and his creations. He says: ‘Conan Doyle had 
set up a practice on Montague Street, opposite the British 
Museum, but he found out after a while that he couldn’t 
afford the rent. It was here that he started writing his first 
Sherlock Holmes novel.’

Possibly for that reason, when Doctor Watson makes his 
very first appearance in the novel A Study in Scarlet, he is 
contemplating a move to the country because his income 
as a retired army doctor isn’t keeping pace with the cost 
of living in London. 

Watson wasn’t exactly living like a hermit, however. It 
is at the bar of the Criterion restaurant in Piccadilly on 
New Year’s Day in 1881 when he bumps into the old 
acquaintance who provides the introduction to Holmes.

At the time the Criterion was a pretty desirable venue. 
Designed in an opulent, orientally inspired style it had 
opened in 1873 and had quickly become popular with 
well-heeled shoppers on trips to the West End. 

Still featuring its original gilded ceiling and Byzantine-
style arches and tilework, the restaurant has endured ups 
and downs in recent years. In 2015, for example, it closed 
its doors when its former owners filed for bankruptcy 
citing a huge hike in rent (Conan Doyle would no doubt 
have sympathised with their predicament). 

Today it is at least back on an even keel, host to Savini at 
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More Holmes venues
The Sherlock Holmes pub, Northumberland Avenue. 
Home to a collection of memorabilia, this Holmes-
themed pub is built on the site of the former 
Northumberland Hotel, where Sir Henry stays in  
The Hound of the Baskervilles.

The Hunterian museum. In The Hound of the Baskervilles, 
Dr Mortimer spends a day of  ‘pure amusement’ among 
its eclectic medical displays.

Sherlock Holmes statue. Rather elongated and 
cadaverous, a three-metre-high statue of Holmes stands 
outside Baker Street underground station.

Criterion – an offering that has received somewhat mixed 
reviews. Food critic Jay Rayner, writing in The Guardian, 
lamented its ‘clumsy cooking’ and ‘ludicrous prices’.

From the Criterion, Watson makes his way to St 
Bartholomew’s hospital, where he was a student and 
where Holmes is conducting research. Much of the 
building itself would be recognisable to Conan Doyle; 
in particular its main gate which incorporates the only 
statue of King Henry VIII in the capital. 

Inside, ‘the long corridor with its vista of whitewashed 
wall and dun-coloured doors’ that greets Watson’s eyes 
may not be all that far off the mark either.

The ongoing TV series Sherlock also used the hospital 
for one of its more dramatic scenes. It is from its roof 
that Benedict Cumberbatch’s character supposedly jumps  
to his death.

Across the road, the 12th-century St Bartholomew the 
Great church can also lay claim to a Holmes connection. 
In the 2009 film Sherlock Holmes, with Robert Downey 
Jnr in the title role, its crypt doubles as that of St Paul’s 
Cathedral.  The film also features the Reform Club at 
104 Pall Mall, whose interior was transformed into the 
Royale restaurant where Holmes interrupts Watson 
and his fiancée at dinner. Founded in 1836 by leading 
politicians and others who backed the Reform Act – 
which extended the right to vote – the club is not only 
one of London’s most exclusive, but is also popular 
with film-makers because of its imposing late Georgian 
architecture. With an interior resembling a grand Italian 
palace, the club is also the place where French writer 
Jules Verne places his character Phileas Fogg to begin and 
end his journey around the world (in 80 days).

That restaurant may have been a film-maker’s creation, 
but you don’t have to travel far to find another that 
genuinely was a favourite of Conan Doyle and his fictional 

detective. Simpsons-in-the-Strand first opened its doors 
in 1828 and is referred to several times, once by Watson 
as ‘our Strand restaurant’.

While Conan Doyle enjoyed adding to the realism of 
his yarns by the mention of real places, his detectives’ 
lodgings at 221B Baker Street, were entirely fictitious.

Liddell explains: ‘At the time Conan Doyle wrote the 
Sherlock Holmes books, Baker Street only went up to 
around number 100. He didn’t want readers to assume 
Holmes was a real person or for anyone to be bothered 
by people trying to employ a fictional detective. So he 
chose an address that was plausible, but false.’

It exists now; although, with a Sherlockian twist, things 
are not what they appear. At first glance, the site is 
home to the Sherlock Holmes museum, which has 
created its own appealing version of the great detective’s 
home, hidden away behind a front door carrying the 
number 221B. Added to that there is an official-looking 
blue plaque that states: ‘Sherlock Holmes. Consulting 
Detective. 1881-1904’.

It’s all a bluff, however. The plaque is merely an artwork 
and the building actually occupies numbers 237-241, 
although the museum does receive all the post that is 
sent to Holmes – even in this day and age there is plenty.

An official-looking blue plaque states: 
‘Sherlock Holmes. Consulting Detective.’ 

Above: Simpsons-in-the-
Strand, a favourite of  
Conan Doyle; the Sherlock 
Holmes museum (below)

http://www.gordoncastlescotland.com/
http://www.gordonandmacphail.com/


Travel Travel

The stylish Grand Hibernian is bringing a sense 
of discreet luxury to Ireland’s railway tracks
Words: Andrew Eames

The Grand Hibernian 
provides a luxurious  
place from which to  
enjoy Ireland’s scenery

On the rails
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W 
hen Georges Nagelmackers 
launched the Orient Express back 
in 1883, he was pioneering a new 
standard in luxury train travel, but 
he only saw it as an elegant means 

of getting from A to B. 
Fast forward 135 years and the descendants of the 

Orient Express have spread out across the globe, 
but they no longer do just A to B, but to C, D, E 
and back to A, and all without unpacking your socks. 
The self-sustaining luxury hotel on wheels is now a 
phenomenon worldwide. 

The roll call of such trains is increasing year by year. In 
the next 18 months there is going to be one in Peru and 
two more in Japan, but right now you don’t need to go 
to the other ends of the world for an innovative, top-end 
train-cruise experience, because there’s a new kid on the 
block much closer to home. She’s called the Belmond 
Grand Hibernian, and she’s just across the Irish Sea.

Ireland’s rail network is pretty low-key, so the arrival 
of this new train has been big news for a small country, 
particularly because, with her silver-roofed midnight-
blue livery, her lounge car, her two dining cars plus five 
sleeping cars, along with crew cars, she is both the most 
handsome, and the longest, train in Ireland. 

And if any of the commuters in Dublin’s Heuston 
station had been unaware of her hitherto, they were 
certainly made aware at noon that Saturday morning, as a 
drummer in full regalia marched us through to where the 

The place to be: called 
‘Kildare’, the relaxed 
observation car is the 
train’s social centre

chilled champagne and the plush red carpet was waiting 
on platform one. 

Inside, all was calm. Whereas many other train 
cruises hark back to a highly decorative golden era of 
classic travel, the interiors of the Grand Hibernian are 
relaxed, contemporary and fresh. The soft furnishings of 
restrained tartan and interiors of muted walnut and grey 
have the look of a discreet boutique hotel and there’s 
contemporary Irish art on all the walls.

The main design motif throughout is a celtic knot, which 
turns discreet cartwheels underfoot and overhead, where 
it is reinterpreted in curtain, carpet and ceiling. The 20 
twin- or double-bedded cabins (the train has a total 
capacity of just 40 passengers) all have en suite shower 
rooms, which are tiled and marble-silled and feature 
fittings of chrome. 

Besides the two dining carriages, the train’s social centre 
is Kildare, the observation car. And it was here that we 
freshly boarded passengers, many from the United States, 
assembled before lunch to get to know each other over a 
glass of something soothing from the bar.

Kildare has big picture windows to drink in the 
countryside rushing past. I was particularly drawn to its 
large rear-view window, through which one could watch the 
track unravel behind; watching it, I imagined the Hibernian 
as a midnight-blue silkworm spinning a single metal thread 
in which to ensnare the whole island of Ireland. 

Some of the other passengers in that observation 
car had done a lot of that ensnaring already, having 

From top: the train roams 
the Irish countryside; 
inside one of its cabins;  
an example of its cuisine

I imagined the Hibernian as a midnight-blue silkworm spinning a 
single metal thread in which to ensnare the whole island of  Ireland 

Whereas many train cruises hark back to an era of  classic travel,  
the interiors of  the Grand Hibernian are relaxed and contemporary 
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Two main itineraries
Belmond Grand Hibernian has four-night and two-night itineraries that can be 
combined for a six-night Grand Tour of Ireland. 

Loughs and Legends – four-night itinerary
Highlights include a visit to Jameson’s distillery, a private visit to Blarney Castle, 
a visit to Westport and a full day at Ashford Castle for a falconry experience.

Taste of Ireland – two-night itinerary
Highlights include a visit to Belfast and the Titanic Experience, thence to 
Waterford Crystal and Curraghmore House, home to the Waterford family, 
before returning to Dublin.

completed four days of a more island-wide itinerary (see 
box below).

My particular journey wasn’t to be on that scale, but a 
three-day Taste of Ireland experience, with a bit of both 
capitals and some countryside thrown in. 

So after that midday start from Dublin we headed 
north, looking down into the nation’s back gardens. 
This is one of the advantages of train travel; while roads 
become hemmed in with warehousing and retailing, 
railway lines sail across landscapes unhindered. And that 
was why, while sitting down shortly after departure for 
our duck confit in the dining cars, we all suddenly became 
aware that there was water on both sides of us: we were 
crossing the causeway at Malahide, with high tide running 
over the salt marshes inland, and the sandy beaches of 
Ireland’s eastern shoreline on the seaward side. 

That day’s journey was up to Belfast, crossing the 
border between the Republic and Northern Ireland 
with consummate ease, with the Mountains of Mourne 
looming on the horizon to our east. 

Our target destination was the award-winning Titanic 
exhibition on the quayside in Belfast, right where the 
doomed ship had been built. This was to be an exhibition 
visit with a difference, though: it started with a champagne 
reception in a private lounge with a spectacular view, and 
then proceeded through the exhibition halls after closing 
time, so we had the whole place to ourselves.

Back on the train later that evening we settled down 
for a (smart casual) dinner of wild grouse followed by 
halibut on couscous as the train rumbled its way back 
through the darkness, eventually coming to rest (‘stabling’, 
they call it) in a siding at the quiet station of Dundalk. 
But that wasn’t the end of things; a pair of musicians had 

materialised in the observation car, and we had whimsical 
ballads with our whiskey-sodas.  

One of the true delights of sleeper train travel is being 
nudged awake by the locomotive when the train slowly 
begins to move, feeling the rhythm picking up, and then 
opening the curtains to be greeted by early morning sun 
creeping over dewy fields. 

Next morning, after a full breakfast, we had time to 
settle down with the Sunday papers in the observation 
car while the train cantered across the region known 
as the Curragh, where white-railed gallops curved 
across the gorse-speckled flats surrounding the famous 
racecourse of the same name. That day’s main excursion 
was to Curraghmore House, a vast stately home that sits 
in 5,000 acres of parkland and 12,000 acres of forest in 
Ireland’s southeast, near the town of Waterford. The same 
Anglo-Norman family had been in residence here for 800 
years and both house and family had a lucky escape in 
1922, when IRA agents came under cover of darkness to 
burn the place down. A fortuitous shadow thrown by a 
full moon rising behind a large crucifix on the top of the 
tower put the fear of God in them, and they ran away.

As privileged guests, we were shown around the house 
by Basil, the former butler, who pointed out the paintings 
by Gainsborough and Rubens, and then directed us into 
the dining room, where we were joined for tea and 
scones by Lord and Lady Waterford themselves. 

That last evening’s stabling was in the small station of 
Bagenalstown, in the lee of the Wicklow Mountains. Here, 
once we’d finished our dinner of Kilkenny Irish veal, we 
were joined by a lively band that had us dancing on the 
platform into the small hours. 

The Irish can party anywhere, even on a train.  

One of  the true delights of  sleeper train travel is being nudged 
awake by the locomotive when the train slowly begins to move 

Dawn til dusk: the Grand 
Hibernian approaches the 
Wicklow Mountains

mailto:harrods@agrestiuk.com
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Q: What are your main duties and responsibilities as a CSA?
A: We provide a professional and seamless service to 
both passengers and crew. This includes meeting and 
greeting the passengers and checking passports on  
departure and arrival.

We also make sure the flights depart efficiently and 
we’re on hand to solve any issues which may arise. We 
aim to provide excellent customer service at all times.

Q: What is the most important skill in this role?
A: Being a good listener and having good communication 
skills are important as a CSA. We also have to be able to 
anticipate the needs of customers and crew alike.

It’s important always to remain calm and professional 
and to do your utmost to look after the crew and the 
passengers. We also need to be friendly and polite at all 
times. Most importantly we rely on our common sense 
and treat people in a way that we would like to be 
treated ourselves.

Q: Have you always worked in customer service/aviation?
A: After leaving university my first job was as cabin crew 
for Caledonian Airways at Glasgow Airport. After work-
ing for the company for two years I left to become a 
long-haul stewardess for British Airways.

Since then I have always had jobs which have been 
customer-facing, either in the aviation industry or 
elsewhere; mainly in areas such as sales, promotions and 
customer service.

 
Q: What’s the most rewarding part of your job?
A: The most rewarding part of my role is to see happy 
customers and crew and know that we’ve done a good 
job. It’s great to receive positive feedback about people’s 
experience with Harrods Aviation. We want their time 
here to be pleasurable and stress-free.

Q: What challenges have you faced and how have you 
resolved them?
A: In the private aviation business things are subject to 
change. Whether it’s flight times, destination changes, 
alterations in the number of passengers, diverts or aircraft 
changes. These things can bring challenges.

In order to resolve any issue we need to be adaptable. 
We need to remain calm and composed under pressure 
and to try and offer solutions.

Q. What has surprised you most in this role?
A: What’s surprising is that every day can be so different. 
That could be because of the number of flights, the type 
of flights or who we have coming through our doors. It 
certainly keeps things exciting.

Q: How do you wind down after work?
A: With a good meal and a glass of wine, possibly taking 
in a movie while relaxing at home.

Q: Do you have any stand-out memorable moments from 
working in this role?
A: It’s hard to pinpoint one particular moment, however 
when you get the opportunity to meet a famous  
celebrity or someone you’ve admired for years it can be 
quite a surreal moment – as well as a privilege. Experi-
ences like that are among the most memorable.

Lisa Innocent
Customer services agent  
at Harrods Aviation,  
London Luton Airport

‘The most rewarding part of   
my role is to see happy customers 

and crew and know we’ve  
done a good job.’

http://www.itcluxurytravel.co.uk/


http://www.lesaclub.com/
http://www.gambleaware.co.uk/
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