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COUNTRY LIFE and 
Plain English 

canape competition 
Tom Parker Bowles reports on our 
search for London's best party food 

Photographs by Andrew Sydenham 

The judging panel in Plain English 's London show room (from left) : Interiors Editor 
Giles Kime, Tony Nib lock, Editor Mark Hedges, Claude Compton and Sall y Clarke 

C
ONSI DER Lhe canape: social SLlS

tenance, cockta.il party pemmican 
and bile-s ized blotter of booze. 
from sausage to sauteed lOlA 

Oms, vol-uu-vent to somclhing-on-,\-spoon, 
they 've sure come a long way from their 
original Ga llic incarnation, which was little 
more than flavou red butter or c ream, 
spread thinly upon a piece of t.oasted or 
rried bread. Small enough to eat in one alld 
sufficiently s al ty to stimulate the lh ir.'SL. 

Okay, so thaI was more than two centuries 
in the past. And once that wily old rogue 
Auguste Esco ffier got invo lved, about 100 
years later, things got rather mure cOlllpli· 
eaLed, Of cou rse, they djd, Here was a chef 
with a \<lste for excess) <Ind other peuple's 

money, with a n appetite to match. (n L (' 
Guide Cul illa'ire, he lists 13 butters (from 
anchovy and caviar to shrimp and red her
ring), eight crcalns (morc caviar, plus game, 
tUlia and chicken) and eight toas ts tillY 
favourite being Luci le, which mixes tongue , 
white chicken meat, mustard butter and;l pinch 
or chopped tr uffle), Sm e beats the hell oul 
of ti le cheese-and-p ineapple hedgehog. 

' is fairly acc urate, for we have a bed of toast 
o r biscu it or pastry shell , hidden by t he 

netting" of savoury butte rs or 
pastes'. So t.hat's that. But what about hoI'S 
d 'oeuvre, I hear you cry. Both are smail 
bites, intended to stir the appetite, What's 
the di ffere nce between th e two'? 

Well, worry not. U the Amhassador should 
ask, o r even Lady Cathe r ine de BOUl'gh, 
merely quote the g reat Jul ia Child. 'Simply 
put ,' the or iginal k itchen goddess, 
'Beillga caviar on a piece of toasted English 
muffin would be considered c<umpe; a kilo 
ti n of caviar, placed 011 a table served with 
pieces of English llluffi n would 
hoI'S d·oeuv re .· Well , quite, 

And that 's not all. Ch ild goes on to 
de:;cribe what she hat.es about. modern can
apes too: 'Port ions thaI. are too big to eat in 
a mouthful (there goes lhe Armani!), fruit 
and cheese st ud; with bamboo skewers like 
m:lUH!ol"S'S owu/erillus in a defeated bu ll. 
garlic doused prawns that func tion as socia l 
repellent, or prosc iut.to and melon wraps 
tha1 inevitab ly turn soggy.' I agree. 

Ca napes s hould be eaten in one bile. and 
s hould not drip fat or juice down one's tie 
or blou.sc . Remem ber. they are mere ballast. 
the culin a ry equiva le111 of treading water, 

Sugar & Spice's Autumn hazelnut 

Admirable Crichton's Angus beef and shallot marmalade 

.AoS to its roots. tile etymology or the Cl.111ape 

is sim ple e nough. It co mes from the French 
word for sofa, or 'bed with a billowi ng web
bi ng', which , as ,lames Beard pointed out, whose aim is to keep one going through that::;... Create's l obster mousseline 
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C
ONSIDER t he canape: social sus

tcnance , cocktail party pemmican 
and bile-s ized blotter of booze. 
Frolll sOlusnge Lo saul,ced lvic: 

aro.'i, vo l-a ll-vent to somet.hing-on-n-spoon, 
they've sure come a long way from chcil" 
o ri g ina l Gallic incarnation , which was lillie 
more than flavoured butter or cream, 
spread thinly upon a piece of t.oasl ed 01' 
rried bread. Small enough to eat in one and 

salLY to :-;linllllalc the thirst. 

Oki.lY, so lhal wa.s more than two centuries 
in the past . Alld once that wily old rogue 
t-\ugustc EscolTicr got i.nvolve d , about 100 
years late r, t h i ngs gOI ralhe r 11101'(> compli
cated , Of course, t hey did , Here was a chef 

Wilh .. I l<I ste fur excess, .. mel other people's 
money, with a n appetite t.n llIat!.:h , [11 Lr" 
G'uide Cu l inaim, he lists 13 butl ers (from 
andlOvy a lld caviar to s hrimp Hllci red her
ring), eight cre<tIllS (more caviar, plus game, 
lUlia a mi c hicken) and e ight toasts lmy 
favourite being Lucile, which mLxcs tongue , 
white chicken meat, mus lard i.lnd a pi neh 
o f chopped lruITle), Sure the hell Qui 

o f lhe c heese-anti-pi neapl>le hedgc hog, 
A.!3 L(I its roots, the etymology of the canape 

is s imple e nough, llcomes from the Fre nch 
word fo r sofa , or 'bed with a billowi ng web
bing ', which, as .James Beard pointed Olll , 
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'is fairly accuratc, lor wc have a bed of toast 
or biscuit or pastry shell , hidde n by t he 
"'mosquito ne tLing" of savoury butters or 
pastes', So I hat's UlClt. BuL whal a bollt 
d'oeuvre , I hea r you c ry. Both small 
bites, intended to stir the appetite, Wh,u's 
t ht' difference bet.ween thl' two'! 

Well , w'orry not. lftllC Ambassador s llould 
ask. or even La dy Cathe ri nc de BOlll'gh, 
me re ly q uote thl' g rcal .Julia Child. 'Simply 
PUI ,' t he o riginal kil c licll godclc::>s, 
' Beluga on a piece of toasted English 
muffin would be considered cHllape; I.l kilo 
Li n of caviar, placed on <.1 table serve d with 

pieces of Englis h llIuffin wiluld cons titute 
ho I'S d ·oeuvre .' Well, qui te, 

Anti that's not HII. Child goes on to 
describe what she haLes ahoUl.lllodern can
apes ioo: ' Pon ions thuta re LOO big to eilt in 
,I Illou thful (there gocs the Arma ni !), fru it 
and c heese sLuc-k with bamboo skewe rs like 
Illatadllrs's uUlu/erillos in a dcfcalc d bull. 
garli c doused prawns that function as social 

repe llent, o r prosciul.to and melon wraps 
thai I.urn soggy.' I ugree . 

Ca llilpes s hould be ;lte n in aile bite. nnd 
should not drip ral or juice down one's lie 
or bluu!)e , Helllember, Lhey i.lI"C lIlcre ballast.. 
Lhe eulina ry equ iva le nl of I.reading water, 
w hose a.im is to keep one goi ng through tha i ;;0.. 

Suga r & Spice's Autumn hazelnut 

Admirable Crichton's Angus beef and s hallot m a rma lade 
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Rocket Food's Smoked trout royale Blue Strawberry's Scallop, avocado and yuzu with shiitake ketchup 

Quail London's Pea puree 

Admirable Crichton's Crisp belly pork TopHat 's Smoked chestnut 

www.cQun tryhfe.co uk Coumry Li le, November 29,20 17 85 



interminable 110 man's land bclwceH wcd
din g service nnd s upper. Or the diffic ul t. 
twil ight zonc between the e nd of work Clnd 
lhe s ta rt of a proper dinner. 

The base s hould be able Lu withstand an 
hour's loitering about on a tray without 
LUrning soggy. Flavouri ngs should be firm , 
but not pushy. There's no place for an excess 
uf garlic. [nlaginlll ion, beauty and lwiginal
iLY arc to be applauded. Emptily pretentious 

preening is nolo As ever wilh food, flavour 
comes first, hut, in the case of the canape , 
form and func tion must act as one. Oh, and 
anything on a spoon s hou ld be treated wi[ h 
indignant di sdain . 

Thai aside, all hail the canape. They may be 
miniature of form , bUl, done well, should orfer 
a mouth ful of splcndid seasonal succou r. 

Winner 
Rocket Food's 

Smoked trout royale 

T HI!::i beauty was extre mely easy on the 
eye. Elegantly formed , beautifully put 

togcchcr and lavished with edible flowers 
ami gold lear, it sashayed down the canape 
tray as if dressed in Dior J/lW/(' rOlflnre. 

Thcjudges (you rs truly, chefs Sa lly Clm·ke 
and Martyn N'lil. Plaln English's Tony 
Nihlock l restaurateur Claude Compton and 
COUNTRY LIFE Edito r Mark Hedges) as ked 
whe the r it wa:::l too s imple'? Take away all 

the blillg and was t his just smoked trout 
on bread'? No gels or emulsions, no edible 
soil, olive spheres or SOliS vided pigeon. 
Could a classic ca nape, a lbeit. wit.h A-list 
looks, really w~llk away wil11 t he tup prize"? 
Of course, it could. This was u nea rly unan
imous decision from the judges, IJCl:OlUSe 
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t his canape ticked every si ngle box. A sight 

fur sort' eyes and glillllllcrillgly SCdlll:tiVC, 
it a lso packcd a propel' flavour plinc h. 

The t aste was spot on, gently s moked 
trout, sat in a laCl ic yoghurt e mbra ce. The re 
was crun ch frum the raclish , a whisper of 
d ill and a wonderfully balalH.:ed acidity. 
Pic kling: liquor and kombu were also 
involved , very un trend and all tllm, IJut , 

here, they added much needed bile and depth . 
So much thought had gone illlO lhis pul
ch ritud inolls mouthful. No sogginess or 
unwanted dribble , just the perfect cana pe, 
and a wOIt hy winner in a particularly impress
ive crowd . You cou ld lake this home to meet 
your parents, where it wuuld flirt gently with 
you r father and clear up aftcr dinner. too. 
(020-7622 2320; // 1// · // ' 1"Q('ke/(f'Jo(/ mill) 

Runner-up 
Blue Strawberry's 

Seared scallop, avocado and yuzu 
with shiitake ketchup 

I T may take longer to read the description lhan aCLu a lly 
eal it, but this was a c racking canape, no doubt aboul 

Lhal.. The re was a zing and g lorious acidity 10 the whole 
thing , a wonderful .Japanese- ins pired balance of texture , 
flavour and c runch. The scallup was spank ingly fresh and 
there we re no e:.."traneolls add itions-ever y ingredient had 
a role to play. Pickled blaek mooli turnip added acidic bite 
and fish ruc ( llIllipfish :1ml trout). boni tu flakes and dried 
brow il -crab powde r added elega nt pisci ne dcplh . We also 
loved the wonton se!:iame croute base. The recipe might. be 
l:umplic<ltcd , yet the cnd res ult tasted g lo riuusly, ljfe· 
atTinningly si mple. 
(020-7733 3 151; Ulllr llh/,w<;rlIl/f/>e,.rIt-/uh{etlllk milk) ,.. 
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Third 
Quail London's Pea puree 

SO pretty you a lmost felt gu ilty cating it. A wonde rful contrast 
be tween jet-black <:facker and verdant-green pea puree. The 

base was Illndc from beelrnnLand charcoal (achingly trendy) and had 
a good deep flavour. Not overly s moky, too. Mascaq}one, scented 
with porcini , added <.l creamy IncUc ::1I1urc and the pea-and-mint 
puree sang gently or long sum mer nighLs. We liked the crunch that 
cam e frOI11 t hcsugnr snaps, as wel l as the deep Lrtl ff le growl, which 
came from fresh black truffl es (hurrah!) rathe r t han that filthy 
mOlintcOllJl I( Llml is tnJITlc oil. Overall , there wa~ a braci ng fresh 

ness LO this cilllapc: light , tithe and lovely. 
(020-889!J 6051; '1"1"/1' fIlWWW!(lrHl ('IJI/I) 

The rules of canapes 
Never serve canapes on 
spoons 
Eatng from a large spoon is 
a private pleasure not a spec· 
tator sport. You can never look 
elegant engagIng in this sort 
of caper 

Never, ever double dip 
This heinous actMty IS the fast
est way to guaranlee you'll be 
the party panah 

Never consider vol-au·venls 
as a canape 
A vol-au-vent IS a form of denial 
cement that containS too much 
pastry to ever be tasty 

Canapes must look as good 
as they taste 
canapes must ether be gor
geous or presented beautifully 
and/or QUirkily (bark and Astro
turf are all in vogue) 
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Never nibble a canape 
A canape is the culinary eqUIV
alent of a vodka shot. Equally, 
it should never be the culinary 
equivalent of a gobstopper 

A canape is not a meal 
Fish and chips and burgers 
(however diminutive) are not 
parly food 

Offer cocktail-stick 
disposal 
Ensure there's a handy recep
tacle for getting nd of them 

Don't offer napkins 
Any canape so messy that it 
requires a clear-up shouldn't 
be on the plate. Whatever next? 
A Wet Wipe? 

Build canapes to last 
They must never fall to pieces 
-and shJukl haw enough lex
ture not to gel a soggy bottom 

The best of the rest 
Sugar & Spice's 
Autumn hazelnut 
Beautifully presented, this l:unlained the eSSCIIl:C of Britbh autullln . 
However, it was difficult to pick lit> and there was so much going 
on that we almost lost the delicate flavou r of the woodpigeon (020-
79784008; WWWs((<f:lramlsnjl ·t'fi l(ICt rnm) 

Top Hat's 
Smoked chestnut 
This remi nded us of bonfires , in a good way. There was smoke, bUL 
not too much of it . and the teek ash rea lly worked well, Lots of nuts , 
too, ami a good Brick past r y case (www.lophaII'BIPring.f'o.ll k· 

020-7924 ~ 180) 

Create's 
Lobster mousseline 
A hell o f a lot. of work went into thi.s and il looked wunderful. 

However, the re was lots going on and we lost the Uislc of the lobster 
(020-89444900; www.crt'alr(no([ ("O.llk) 

The Admirable Crichton's 
Crisp belly pork 
You cou ld tilstc the quali ty of the purk and we liked the squid-ink 
prawn cracker (020-7326 ;3800; wwwjldmjmb l!' ·crj rhton CO (Ik) 

The Admirable Crichton's 
Goat's cheese tomatoes 
Again, IOls or work goes into creating lhese ' t omatocs', so they look 
striking. However, they're a touch bland , the jelly CO<ltillg is too 
thick and, please, no !lIore edi lJlt,> soil (CIS ~jbl'(]) 

The Admirable Crichton's 
Angus beef and shallot marmalade 
We toved the mal' lnalade, the softlJliJli and the quality o f the beef. 
Simple, yet satisfy ing (as befure) ~ 

The Admirable Crichton's canapes are meticulously prepared 
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