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Introduction


These past two decades have seen a new word flood the British travel sphere. Cape Town or the Caribbean be damned; suddenly domestic “staycations” are just as desirable, and far, far trendier. Nor is this staycation train showing any sign of slowing down: a recent trend report from travel association ABTA revealed that 56 percent of Brits are now planning a holiday in the UK.


[image: images]


Such a swelling in popularity for British breaks has been much encouraged by various factors, including a fondness for all things retro, a desire to fly less in the name of eco-friendliness, and, yes, pre-Brexit financial gloom. The latter has also caused the sterling to depreciate against many foreign currencies, including the euro and the US dollar, and thus encouraged floods of canny, bargain-seeking tourists to UK shores.


And, helping everything along has been the quiet resurgence of British food. The land of Lancashire hotpots and beans on toast is now a culinary heavyweight, with grub one of the main reasons to visit—or to staycation—in itself.


Leading the way, naturally, is London: the capital’s long-standing legendary restaurants have recently earned rivals in further northern, southern, western, and eastern reaches, from Canonbury car garages and Cointreau yogurt in Walthamstow to Crystal Palace’s coffee gem and cheap Crofton Park pizzerias, and this guide devotes a section to each area accordingly.


Other cities are fast catching up. Birmingham’s best restaurants deliver haddock and eggs with cornflakes and curry oil or delicate quail samosas. In Manchester an understated Japanese gem plays bebop, while Edinburgh is home to the most tolerant Indian diner around. Delve deep into Liverpool and you’ll find Britain’s best breakfast whereas Belfast boasts buoyant coffee and cocktail scenes.


Classic holiday regions such as the Lake District, the New Forest, Bath, and the Norfolk coast have also upped their gastro game, and so, too, has Brighton, which stands on the cusp of southern England’s sparkling wine revolution, and cool towns Margate and Deal along the Kent coast.


Then there are the secret places, bubbling deliciously under the radar. You’ve possibly not even heard of Malton or Castle Douglas, while the public’s awareness of County Down and Aberdeenshire tends to be low. All four—and their acclaimed macaroons, craft-beer crawls, and champion cheeses—feature here, however.
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I hope that this book will prove useful. Places will close and chefs will change but, by and large, the suggestions here ought to be timeless and trustworthy. Wherever you go, raise a toast to Britain and its newfound epicurean prowess.


Richard Mellor
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The Places




Cromer


and surrounding areas


ENGLAND


With due respect to the rest of Norfolk—and the particularly likeable city Norwich, which has some great places to feed—a bevy of fine food clusters in the county’s north. From Waxham to The Wash, in between epic sandy beaches and uber-chichi market towns, await vanilla veloutés, soft curd cheeses, and purveyors of the famous Cromer Crab, both along the coast and inland.
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[image: images] ON A BUDGET?


As well as making TV appearances and cooking at the Michelin-starred Morston Hall restaurant, Galton Blackiston oversees seaside No1 Cromer in the gentrified Victorian clifftop resort town. And while Upstairs at No1 is a posh chippie and Downstairs is mid-range in price, the takeaway option hawks cod and chips combos for a bargain £7.50. Just along the coast in Sheringham, which retains a more traditional feel, the simple-looking Roy Boys serves high-quality café fare: bacon baguettes here come with stilton, and salads include a zesty crab option. Gluten-and dairy-free options are available and warm service is guaranteed.


New Street (+44 1263 515983, www.no1cromer.com); 37 Station Road (+44 1263 822960)


[image: images] SPLASH OUT


In Stanhoe near Burnham Market The Duck Inn looks like a house, sounds like a pub, and, with most mains the wrong side of £20, levies like a ritzy restaurant. Such prices seem far fairer once Ben Handley’s awards and well-sourced seasonal fare are considered however, and especially after you cut into treacle-cured beef fillets alongside mustard cream cheese or devour cod cheeks supported by chorizo, cockles, and vanilla velouté. Costlier still is The Neptune Inn, an unfussy Michelin-starred haunt in coastal Old Hunstanton known for such holy combos as suckling pig, pak choi, sweet potato, and red pepper purée.


Burnham Road (+44 1485 518330, www.duckinn.co.uk); 85 Old Hunstanton Road (+44 1485 532122, www.theneptune.co.uk)


[image: images] PUB PERFECTION


The Wiveton Bell is only a few miles inland from Blakeney Point National Nature Reserve and its gray seal colony—who breed impossibly cute white pups here in winter. Pints of Yetman’s and Woodforde’s Wherry can be supped inside a beamed but rather formal interior, or out in the garden. Not far west sprawls Norfolk’s best beach, Holkham Bay, an expanse of sand, space, waves, and pine-wooded dunes. The best blustery strolls here conclude in the same estate’s ivy-covered Victoria Inn, crammed with Indian antiques. As well as nice bedrooms and fine food, its restful bar stocks handpicked wines and beers.


Blakeney Road (+44 1263 740101, www.wivetonbell.co.uk); Park Road (+44 1328 711008, www.holkham.co.uk/stay-eat/the-victoria-inn)


[image: images] REGIONAL FAVES


There’s no doubting Norfolk’s most famous delicacy. Cromer crabs are no different in biology to the rest of Britain’s brown crabs, but their shallow chalk-reef home causes a flavor so sweet and succulent that it’s protected by law. April through October is the main season and The Old Rock Shop Bistro is the best place to taste. Another decorated seaside bounty in these parts are Brancaster mussels: especially juicy, big, and tender mollusc harvested off Brancaster Beach. The White Horse Inn, along the coast at Brancaster Straithe, cooks them five different ways during all-day Mussel Mondays.


10 Hamilton Road (+44 1263 511926, www.theoldrockshopbistro.co.uk); Main Road (+44 1485 210262, www.whitehorsebrancaster.co.uk)
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The chalk shelf and nutrient-rich waters in north Norfolk make for a particularly flavorsome, tender, and fragrant crab.





[image: images] BEST FEST


At the heart of the Holkham Estate stands Holkham Hall, an eighteenth-century beauty built in picturesque Palladian style. Just as attractive is its high-walled garden, which hosts the annual North Norfolk Food & Drink Festival—usually across the first weekend in September. Against a backdrop of red bricks, local producers will sell their best beers, breads, pies, and pralines alongside children’s face-painting stalls and a hexagonal cookery theater tent used for demos. A fall alternative is provided by the Aylsham Food Festival, held in October amid the more-southerly River Bure town and involving cheese tastings and a Sunday brunch for 100 people.


www.northnorfolkfoodfestival.co.uk; www.slowfoodaylsham.org.uk


[image: images] SUITCASE SWAG


Burnham Market’s nickname of “Chelsea-on-Sea” says it all about this picture-postcard, Conde Nast Traveller-reading town, one whose Georgian green is flanked by beckoning food shops. Just as handsome though, but in a seaside, flint-and-brick way, is Cley. Here, along with an emblematic windmill-turned-B&B, you’ll find the family-run Cley Smokehouse, its oak-scented shop full of superlative kippers, shrimp, and crab pâtés to buy. A few doors down, the Picnic Fayre delicatessen majors in charcuterie and also cheeses by prize-hoovering local legend Catherine (AKA Mrs) Temple. Her Wensleydale-like Walsingham and Wighton soft curd both make for excellent purchases.


High Street (+44 1263 740282, www.cleysmokehouse.com); High Street (+44 1263 740587, www.picnic-fayre.co.uk)
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The Cley Smokehouse is famous for its kippers, which are slowly cold-smoked over oak in a traditional brick kiln oven.





[image: images] BEER OH BEER


Question: which UK county has the most microbreweries? The answer, as you probably guessed, is Norfolk, with its warm climate and salty sea air forging a moreish malting barley. Two of the best brewers are based in the high fields north of Norwich. Utilizing a new borehole for ultra-fresh water, Buxton’s Wildcraft Brewery makes five regular beers, plus seasonal, hedgerow-foraged specials. Tasting tours run on selected Saturdays. Over at Reepham, Panther Brewery—its name inspired by alleged local sightings of the feline—sells its award-winning stout and hoppy red, golden, and pale ales from an onsite shop.


Foragers’ Rest, Coltishall Road (+44 1603 278054, www.wildcraftbrewery.co.uk); Unit 1, Collers Way (+44 7766 558215, www.pantherbrewery.co.uk)


[image: images] CAFFEINE KICKS


In 2012, inspired by coffee culture’s growth around the globe, Grey Seal—named after those blubbery mammals at nearby Blakeney—decided to bring specialty roasting to Glandford, a small village on the North Norfolk coast. How, they wondered, would the local terroir influence beans from Thailand to Costa Rica? Delectably, as it turns out. Awards and acclaim have flooded in and there are now Grey Seal coffee shops in Wells-next-the-Sea, Blakeney itself, Sheringham, and Cromer. Only at the original roastery however, will you also find a vegan café and two bakeries in former shipping containers.


Manor Farm Barns (+44 1263 740249, www.greysealcoffee.co.uk)


[image: images] BRILL FOR BRUNCH


Another of northern Norfolk’s poster boys, Holt is an effortlessly pretty Georgian town replete with rummageable boutiques and well-trimmed hedges. It’s a lovely place to linger and nowhere suits mid-morning lingers better than Byfords, a guesthouse, store, and farmhouse-style café in one. Offered until 11.30am from Monday through Saturday and until 3pm on Sundays, the latter’s breakfast menu spans smoothies, scrambled egg, and smoked salmon-stuffed croissants, kippers, kedgeree, smashed avocado on muffins, homemade cinnamon rolls, and even a breakfast pizza topped with beans, sausage, bacon, black pudding, egg, mushroom, and—this being pizza—mozzarella. Phew.


1–3 Shirehall Plain (+44 1263 711400, www.byfords.org.uk)
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Occupying what is believed to be the Georgian town of Holt’s oldest building, Byford’s offers generous brunch portions for both locals and guests of this self-proclaimed “posh B&B.”





[image: images] DATE FOR TWO


“Anything for love.” So, encouragingly, reads original neon lettering by none other than Tracey Emin at the Gunton Arms. A hunting lodge turned country pub with rooms south of Cromer, the Gunton’s a rare beast indeed, lining informal, crackling-fire lounges with high-value modern art. Also present are Damien Hirst butterflies, Gilbert & George prints, and, to really set the mood, erotic shots by Japanese photographer Nobuyoshi. It all makes for a memorable date, as does artisanal tuck—be it Cromer crabs or venison from the surrounding deer park—cooked earthily by Stuart Tattersall, previously a head chef under Mark Hix.


Cromer Road (+44 1263 832010, theguntonarms.co.uk)




Southwold, Aldeburgh,


and surrounding areas


ENGLAND


One glimpse at East Suffolk’s sprawl of oh-so-arable, farm-studded fields and you immediately understand why the nosh is so good here. Then there’s the fast-eroding coastline, which throws in fresh fish and delectable oysters. It all makes for a fantastic short break when combined with the area’s Norman castles, beaches, gone-posh towns like Southwold, and thriving arts scene.
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The world’s best chippy is how some describe Aldeburgh Fish & Chips, which has been run by the same family since they bought it from a Mr Cooper—no first name, apparently—in 1967. It’s no wonder that today’s queues routinely stretch around the corner with sensational, fresh-off-the-line seafood and proper potato fries. Ditto the prices: even if you order the biggest haddock and largest portion of chips, you still won’t spend a tenner. Most eat their meal from the bag on Aldeburgh’s classic shingle waterfront as rollers come in, the backdrop formed by elegant buildings in vibrant pastel shades.


226 High Street (+44 1728 452250, www.aldeburghfishandchips.co.uk)
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Aldeburgh Fish & Chips has earned the accolade of “best fish and chips in England” from singer Ed Sheeran.
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Follow the River Alde south and you come to an even prettier village, Orford, home to a lonely twelfth-century polygonal castle. Close by the English Channel, from whose beds Pinney’s plucks oh-so-juicy oysters for its shop, is nearby Butley Orford Oysterage restaurant. Scoff homemade strawberry meringue afterward. More dining options await at The Swan in Southwold, another coastal town to the north.


At the front of its gone-boutique Georgian coach-house, The Still Room serves such locally inspired fare as dry-aged venison loin with five-day fermented barley, Adnams rye-malt whiskey, and chocolate, all as demijohn wall-lights lend a coppery glow.


Market Hill (+44 1394 450277, www.pinneysoforford.co.uk/restaurant); Market Place (+44 1502 722186, www.theswansouthwold.co.uk)
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More than just a hotel, The Swan is a place where you can enjoy a quick coffee, tasty meal, or a relaxing week away.





[image: images] PUB PERFECTION


You might need a pint after visiting Sutton Hoo, where a new full-size replica sculpture of the 27-meter, treasure-stuffed Anglo-Saxon ship burial discovered here in 1939 has been installed. One mile across less disturbed fields, in Bromeswell, is The Unruly Pig, a beamed beauty that recently earned Good Pub Guide plaudits for both its food and wine. Lunch menus include sardines on toast and warm duck Caesar salads. Waveney Valley walkers, meanwhile, should direct their muddy boots to Bramfield and The Queen’s Head, a refurbished sixteenth-century watering hole, which does a good line in sandwiches, sharing boards, and burgers.


Orford Road (+44 1394 460310, www.theunrulypig.co.uk); The Street (+44 1986 784214, www.queensheadbramfield.co.uk)
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The Unruly Pig prides itself on local, and seasonal British food with an Italian twist.





[image: images] REGIONAL FAVES


Suffolk is famed for its delectable strawberries and raspberries, which brighten up British summers and supermarkets. Happily, there are still pick-your-own (PYO) farms to peruse. One of the best is Friday Street Farm, south of Saxmundham, where orchards are accompanied by a café where those same fruits inform raspberry roulades and Victoria sponges. Further east, in a village of the same name, Aspall’s makes its acclaimed cyder—the “y” indicating that it has been fermented twice for a stronger taste. Visitors aren’t allowed, so get a pint in nearby village Debenham’s excellent, tomato-colored Woolpack pub instead.


Friday Street, just off A1094 (+44 1728 602783, www.fridaystfarm.co.uk); 49 High Street (+44 1728 860516, www.sites.google.com/site/thedebenhamwoolpack)


[image: images] BRILL FOR BRUNCH


A bumper three options are on offer here as Suffolk excels at brunch. Back amid Orford’s flint cottages, the Pump Street Bakery’s small caff majors in magnificent sourdough bread and smoky-bacon brioche buns. There’s Monmouth coffee, too, from a machine called Percy. Inland at Framlingham, handsomely facing its church, The Lemon Tree does all the classics plus veggie croquettes, determinedly using Suffolk fare. And up in Weston, near Beccles and its heated riverside lido, The Café at Urban Jungle is a tropical, palm-swathed, plant-nursery den doing everything from shakshuka to vegan quiche—and doing it very well.


1 Pump Street (+44 1394 459829, www.pumpstreetchocolate.com); 3 Church Street (+44 1728 621232, www.facebook.com/lemontreefram); London Road (+44 1502 559103, www.urbanjungle.co.uk/cafes/suffolk-cafe/)
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Built by local craftsmen in 1728, The Cyder House in the village of Aspall still houses Clement Chevallier’s original mill and press.
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Be sure to make a pit stop at this family-owned bakery and café to sample their outstanding bread and handmade pastries.
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Though ciders, wines, spirits, and even kitchenware are produced at Adnams’ brewery and distillery in seaside Southwold, beers have been the focus ever since it opened in 1872. Cucumelon Sour is currently the oddball offering, while citrus ale Ghost Ship boasts most fame.


Ninety-minute brewery tours run each afternoon for £20, concluding with tastings and a free drink. Elsewhere, the ferry port of Lowestoft boasts Britain’s most easterly brewery, Green Jack, with an onsite tavern serving its real ales, while Ipswich’s best beer pub is the Fat Cat free house, thanks to its 20+ cask ales.


Market Place (+44 1502 727200, www.adnams.co.uk); 288 Spring Road (+44 1473 726524, www.fatcatipswich.co.uk)
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An award-winning UK brewer, Adnams brewery produces everything from cask ales, wines, and spirits to kitchenware.
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Another Ipswich place worth investigating is Applaud Coffee, run by sisters Beth and Hannah. Freshly baked scones and breakfasts are also served, perhaps in the courtyard garden, but the relevant product for this section is home produced and single origin guest espresso blends, all manipulated excellently in the Saints-quarter shop. Equally adept are the baristas of Honey + Harvey in Woodbridge, who use beans from Bury St Edmunds roaster Butterworth & Son plus La Marzocco, FB80, and Mythos One kit. The food offering runs to crispy chicken wings with blue cheese sauce and house-smoked BBQ pork ribs with pickled red slaw.


19 St Peter’s Street (+44 1473 808142, www.applaud-coffee.co.uk); 56 Thoroughfare (+44 1394 547216, www.honeyandharvey.co.uk/woodbridge)


[image: images] SUITCASE SWAG


Not only does the Farm Café + Shop in Marlesford, north of Woodbridge, serve smoked Pinney’s kippers and vegan cooked breakfasts, but its store is heaven for hamper-fillers. Among the local fare on sale are chutneys and cheeses. If you’re a firm adherent to the “bigger is better” philosophy however, head to Wherstead just south of Ipswich, and the 8,000-square-foot Suffolk Food Hall—a converted cattle barn where butchers, bakers, chocolatiers, and gin distillers hawk their stuff. It’s basically a glorified farmers’ market. The onsite Cookhouse restaurant, looking onto the River Orwell, is good for lunch.


Main Road (A12) (+44 1728 747717, www.farmcafe.co.uk/shop); Wherstead, off B1456 (+44 1473 786610, www.suffolkfoodhall.co.uk)
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Choose to have smoked kippers transformed into a delicious dish by the kitchen at The Farm Café & Shop or buy them from the shop next door.
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Here are your instructions for the Southwold Boating Lake Tearoom just inland from the sea. Don’t sit down in its tiny, forties-style waterside caff nor in the Lloyd Loom chairs on a waterside veranda. Instead, ask to have your sweet or savory cream tea on one of the islands, amid birds and boaters. Hot scones and buttery toasted teacakes are the norm. Just as quirky is the alfresco Blue Rabbit Cafe, part of a smallholding in Shottisham. All the organic fruit cakes, cookies, oat bars, and brownies are made by owner Claire, whose alpacas you might also meet.


North Parade (+44 7771 781739, www.southwoldboatinglakeandtearoom.co.uk); Shottisham Campsite (+44 7867 488955, www.bluerabbitcafe.com)
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The Aldeburgh Food & Drink Festival starts over a late-September weekend with demos, talks, and tastings before rippling out over a series of fringe events across the following fortnight. In 2019, luminaries attending the main bash—held at the music and arts campus Snape Maltings, which also hosts a monthly farmers’ market—included Christmas Bake-Off winner and YouTube star, Chetna Makan, and food writer, Thomasina Miers, while subsequent offerings spanned macaron masterclasses and the annual Great Framlingham Sausage Festival, in which attendees vote a winning banger as bands play.


www.aldeburghfoodanddrink.co.uk
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A celebration of Suffolk’s thriving food and drink scene, Aldeburgh Food & Drink Festival sees over 100 local producers take part.







North London


ENGLAND


Rather like its southern counterpart, North London has a slightly low brow rep. But that only makes it sweeter when one finds the Chinese gem in Drayton Park, the French toast with Cointreau yogurt in Walthamstow, the romantic bistro in West Hampstead, and the Italian-inspired tapas served in a former Canonbury car garage.
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[image: images] ON A BUDGET?


While most footie fans attending Arsenal games at the Emirates Stadium opt for pies, burgers, or a sausage roll, the savviest head to three quality haunts around Drayton Park. And while Wolkite’s kitfo beef and pulse stews from Ethiopia, and the Ghanaian joint Sweet Handz’ fried plantains, jollof rice, and fatty turkey tail are reasonably priced, Xian Impression’s dishes from China’s northerly Shaanxi province are a total steal. Look for its chunky, hand-pulled biang biang noodles, lashed with Sichuan peppercorns, and rou jia mo: flatbread stuffed with pork or beef.


82 Hornsey Road (+44 20 7700 3055, www.wolkiterestaurant.com); 217 Holloway Road (+44 20 7700 6427, www.sweethandz.co.uk); 117 Benwell Road (+44 20 3441 0191, www.xianimpression.co.uk)


[image: images] SPLASH OUT


One of Britain’s most exciting chefs is now on Upper Street, Islington’s rangy, restaurant-obsessed main street. Great British Menu’s champion of champions, James Cochran uses his unusual heritage—Caribbean and Scottish ancestry, and a childhood in Whitstable—at 12:51, explaining such exotic concoctions as oysters with eucalyptus or braised goat shoulder enlivened by pumpkin, cumin, and coconut. Much more old-school are the legendary restaurateurs Corbin & King and their latest venture is in well-to-do St John’s Wood, beside Regent’s Park. Soutine is a stately, Parisian-style brasserie delivering comfort food such as coq au Riesling or steak tartare under a quail’s egg.
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