More of an experience than a meal.

You can’t always see the true potential of a chef when eating at a restaurant as you usually have just two or three courses to sample. It was therefore a superb opportunity to test the culinary range and capabilities of Stephen Bennett at one of his ‘gourmet’ dinners at Llansantffraed Court Hotel between Abergavenny and Raglan.

The evening was more of an experience than just a meal and the fine weather meant we could start it with canapés and rosé champagne on the patio overlooking the hotel’s lake and well manicured lawns. When we went into the dining room I knew we were in for a treat. Crisp white table linen, good size wine glasses and a bustling yet not noisy ambiance – always a good sign of a well-established restaurant.

The first course was a superb pork terrine with a pickled quails egg that just burst in the mouth to release a wonderful balsamic flavour. Next came home cured wild salmon with grilled asparagus and home made crisps. Both these courses were accompanied by a wonderful Australian Pewsey Vale 2006 Riesling, crisp but with melon, lemon, lime and mango flavours, and a depth of taste that you could still be savouring in five even ten years time. We also sampled some of the best home-made breads I’ve ever tasted, one with olives, one with cider and one full of plump raisins.
After a well-chilled lemon sorbet that ‘sparkled’ in the mouth, the main course arrived. Fillet of Monmouthshire lamb with morels, peas and just-out-of-the-pod, button onions and, wait for it – tarragon! Being a Welshman I was initially amazed at the thought of this pairing but it worked a treat. The red Chilean Los Vascos 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon was an excellent choice both with this course and the next: a pastry case filled with Perl Las cheese and a sliver of roast apple with cider vinegar.

Finally, we saw with this chef could do with a dessert, and what a finale it was. Alphonso mango tart with szechuan pepper ice cream. This was just heaven. It was accompanied by a 2006 Muscat de Beaumes de Venise, which I personally felt was too sweet and would rather have had the slightly drier, nuttier, almondy flavour of a good Sauternes.

As I mentioned earlier, this establishment is one where you go not just for a meal but to have an evening’s experience, and the staff there help to achieve it. There are more ‘gourmet’ dinners planned for the future so do check out when they are. Oh, and if you really want to be there for a special occasion they have some of the best accommodation in Wales, so, mwynheuwch!  
