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The last time I drove to a caravan  
site in North Wales I was eight.  
My sister vomited floridly every  
20 miles or so and my parents 
bickered over the AA map book.  
This time I couldn’t find anyone to 
keep me company. It’s a long trip, 
and though it would end in a great 
meal rather than a caravan smelling 
of wet swimsuits, it proved 
impossible to sell to any of my  
usual accomplices.

A surprise new entry into the 
Waitrose Good Food Guide 2016 is 
The Marram Grass café, a tin-roofed 
potting shed at the White Lodge 
Caravan Park on Anglesey. It is run 
by brothers Liam and Ellis Barrie, 
whose parents own the camp, and  
it is emphatically, as they say in  
the guidebooks, “worth a detour” – 
even one of nearly 500 miles.

The specials board offered a 
starter of mussels from the Menai 
Strait – visible from the car park,  
if not from the restaurant window. 
These even looked “local”, being of 
irregular size and with occasional 
baroque, misshapen shells. Inside, 
the bivalves were stupidly fresh and 
cooked just enough to set their 
plump cushions of fat. A cream 
sauce packed with tarragon begged 
to be sopped up with crude, greedy 
lumps of the white bread baked in 
nearby Dwyran. It was a simple 
dish, honouring local ingredients 
but amply demonstrating that the 
brothers know exactly what they’re 
doing among the pans. I should 
probably deplore the lack of a finger 
bowl to accompany the mussels, but 
instead I’ll admit that I was still 
joyfully licking fingers three hours 
later at Junction 9 of the M42.

It’s boringly common these  
days for a menu to mention the 
provenance of the ingredients but 
rarer for the waiter to point out that 
there’s “no chicken on the menu” 
because they can’t find any worthy 
ones nearby. That’s depressing news 

if you’re an Anglesey farmer, 
disappointing if you fancied a bit  
of chook but a pretty stunning 
commitment to ingredient quality. 
The waiter instead recommended 
the plaice, as it was in season. It was 
served with capers, brown butter, 
artful dollops of garlic purée and 
nutmegged spinach, which came 
wrapped around a further secret 
stash of capers and recumbent on  
a bed of dehydrated spinach powder. 

I worry about dehydration. I 
can’t remember an occasion when  
I thought, damn, I’m glad the chef 
dried that out. When dehydrated 
powders get wet – as they do when 
entering, for example, your mouth 
– they rehydrate into slurry, forcing 
me to conclude that their purpose 
on a plate is something other than 
taste. And so it proved here. The 
plaice was superb, cooked to exactly 
the point where it maintained 
structural integrity while yielding 
to the edge of the fork and losing 
not an iota of its sea-fresh delicacy. 
The brown butter was seasoned 
immaculately, the spinach cooked 
to perfection, so why the powder?

Oddly, the “Marram Grass 
Tartare Sauce” came as a side (85p). 
Perhaps something so simple didn’t 

fit into the visual narrative of the 
plaice dish but it should have done. 
A hefty pot of the stuff had been 
beautifully built from scratch with 
a lethal undertow of anchovy and 
– Jesus, are these guys for real?– 
home-pickled cucumber.

Dessert was a “deconstructed 
cream tea” comprising scone 
double-cooked to a rusk-like  
crumb, strewn with fat, tea-soaked 
sultanas, micro-leaves of mint and 
served with a clear strawberry 
syrup. These elements themselves 
reconstructed into a fine dessert, 
though the plate also bore dots of 
lemon curd and a small disc of 
Italian meringue. At one level this 
was just too many things on one 
plate but there was something 
more. Deconstruction is essentially 
an intellectual process, with the 
chef separating ingredients for the 
diner to recombine into the familiar 
favourite, appreciating as he does  
so the nature of the components. 
This is great as far as it goes – but if 
you chuck the constituents of a 
completely different dessert into 
the mix, say a lemon meringue pie, 
the entire exercise goes awry.  
The dessert was delicious, it gained 
nothing from being dismantled.

When you set out to find good 
food in a caravan park, you expect, 
like Dr Johnson, to find “it is not 
done well; but you are surprised to 
find it done at all”. This is not how  
it is at The Marram Grass. There is 
huge talent in the kitchen, working 
with gorgeous local ingredients,  
but clearly that isn’t enough to 
convince people that you’re serious 
any more. As I left, I overheard two 
customers discussing their meal – 
“There are some nice MasterChef 
touches here, aren’t there?”–  
while from the kitchen I heard the 
muffled screams of a talented 
brigade, plunging their heads into 
the deep-fat fryer in frustration. 6
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‘The mussels were 
stupidly fresh and 

cooked just enough 
to set their plump 

cushions of fat’ 

Liam and Ellis Barrie; below, outside the family’s caravan park

the marram grass

White Lodge
Newborough
Anglesey 
LL61 6RS
01248 440 077;
themarramgrass.com

The Marram Grass, 
Angelsey


