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Loving life in the Westcountry
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Songbird Sarah found her voice in West
It took Cornwall to set singer
Sarah McQuaid free, KEITH
ROSSITER writes. Her unique
brand of music is a hymn to
her multicultural history

With Sarah

McQuaid at the

Riverford Kitchen

B orn in Spain, raised in Chica-
go, married in Ireland, settled
in Cornwall: someone should

write a song about Sarah McQuaid’s
life. If she doesn’t get there first.

The singer/songwriter prefers to
use her own environment as in-
spiration for her lyrics. Walking
Into White, her latest album, is rich
with the landscape around St Bury-
an in Cornwall, where she lives.

“Low Winter Sun, the first track,
is about driving up the road to the
villa g e,” she says. “In winter, as you
drive up the hill, the sun hits you in
the face, blinding you,” she tells me
over a superb lunch at the Riverford
Kitchen, near Buckfastleigh in
D evo n .

U PRO OT E D
Another number, Jackdaws

Rising, is even closer to home:
“T here’s a big tree beside my house
where all the jackdaws come to
ro o s t , ” she says. “It’s quite spooky.
This cloud of black birds flying up
into the sky, and making huge
amounts of noise, and then they
swoop back into the tree again.”

The house itself is the reason she
and husband Feargal Shiels, an
artist, live in Cornwall. Her mother
lived there until her death, and the
house then went to Sarah. She and
Feargal uprooted themselves and
their two children, Eli, now 12, and
Lily-Jane, 10, from Ireland.

She had been working as a journ-

alist, but Cornwall and a mort-
gage-free house were the chance to
return full-time to her musical roots.
Her work on magazines was
high-pressured and stressful.

“It was my husband who said, ‘W hy
d o n’t you go back to playing music
full-time’,” she says. “He said, ‘We
would probably see more of you than
we do now’.”

And they do – in the seven months
of the year when she is not touring.
She has recently returned from the
United States and is on the road in
England again. She says: “T he
work-life balance is better. I keep in
touch by phone, Skype and email.

When I’m home, I’m home, 24/7.”
Cornwall was also the catalyst for

serious songwriting. At the school
gates in Cornwall she met fellow sing-
er Zoe Pollock, whose 1991 hit single
Sunshine On A Rainy Day reached
number four in the UK chart and sold
a quarter of a million copies.

The women teamed up as a duo,
Mama, and released a debut CD, Crow
Coyote Buffalo. More importantly for
Sarah, Zoe taught her the discipline
of serious song-writing, and each of
her four solo albums has contained
more of her own work than the pre-
vious one did.

St Buryan is famous as the location
of the movie Straw Dogs, but Sarah
and Feargal have found a happier
welcome than Dustin Hoffman and
Susan George did in the Sam Peck-
inpah thriller.

GOOD FRIENDS
“I’ve made some good friends,” she

says. She also sings in the church
choir and the local community
ch o i r.

She also met, through Zoe, her
manager, sound engineer and trav-
elling companion Martin Stansbury.

Martin was described by one re-
viewer as “Je d i - e s q u e ” –  a descrip-
tion she finds puzzling.

He is, she says, just like a member
of the band, even though he operates
on a mixing board and laptop at the
back of the hall. Their music is a
complex symphony of guitar, voice,
foot-stomping and contemporary
techniques of sampling and looping.

Life for a performer has become
ever more challenging. When she’s
not on the road, playing to small,
intimate venues, she’s on the internet
superhighway, trying to drum up a
following on social media.

“Even though it would be nice to
have some money, I feel lucky that I’m
doing it at this grassroots level,” she
says. “One of the things I like about
being a solo performer is that you
have more interaction with the audi-
ence than if you were in a band.”

Her musical influences are eclect-
ic. “Vocally I’m a big admirer of Ella
Fitzg erald,” she says. “I strive very
hard for her level of effortlessness.”
! Sarah McQuaid returns to
Devon on November 28 with a gig
in Kingsbridge. Details are on her
website sarahmcquaid.com

Tanners spread their wings but
t hey ’re not leaving West behind

By Keith Rossiter
CHRIS TANNER’S
FAVOURITE DISHES

To eat: “I love scallops, mussels,
lo b ste r. ”
To cook: “I love to cook  rack of
lamb and some pastries.

MASTERCLASS: Watch James
Tanner demonstrate how to
cook tender, juicy mussels:
ht t p : //t i ny u rl .com /ok 6 c np b

Re st au ra nt
wins a third
AA Rosette
A Plymouth restaurant has
scooped an AA Rosette for the
third year in a row.

Rhodes @ The Dome Restaurant
and Bar, situated at the iconic
Plymouth Dome on the Hoe, has
been awarded an AA Rosette fol-
lowing a surprise inspection from
the AA restaurant guide.

The accolade is awarded to res-
taurants who achieve standards
which stand out in their area.

Only a handful of restaurants in
the Plymouth area have been
awarded the AA Rosette.

Ellin Davari, Rhodes @ The
Dome manageress said: “We are
privileged and honoured to have
received the acclaimed AA Rosette
for the third year in a row, it is a
huge achievement to receive this
recognition for the excellence of
cuisine year on year, especially
from one of the most admired and
respected restaurant guides in the
UK.

“Not only is it a great accom-
plishment to maintain our AA
Rosette, but knowing that we are
only one of a handful of restaur-
ants in Plymouth and the sur-
rounding area who have been in-
dependently judged and acknow-
ledged by the AA, is a great
a ch i eve m e n t .

“This is an outstanding award
for all of us at Rhodes @ The Dome
and especially our talented and
dedicated Kitchen Team.”

James and Chris Tanner
in the Barbican Kitchen
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W estcountry celebrity chefs
the Tanner brothers insist
they are here to stay – in

spite of selling their flagship restaur-
ant and opening a new venture in
Ke n t .

“People thought we had left the
Westcountry because we sold Tanners
in Plymouth last year,” Chris Tanner
said. “We haven’t.”

James and Chris Tanner, originally
from Kent, opened Tanners Restaur-
ant in Plymouth in 1999. They won
nationwide recognition when it was
named Restaurant of the Year at the
inaugural AA Hospitality Awards in
2007.

But the brothers had already made
their mark. Early in 2003 James ap-
peared on BBC2s Ready, Steady, Cook,
and later that year the brothers
starred in their own 15-part TV series
on ITV Westcountry.

C H A NGE
In 2006 they opened a second res-

taurant in Plymouth, the Barbican
Kitchen, based in the historic Ply-
mouth Gin building.

But last year they made an abrupt
course change, selling Tanners to
their former Barbican Kitchen head
chef Benjamin Palmer.

At the same time they opened Catch,
a fish and chip takeaway in Looe.

And, in a move which sparked spec-
ulation, they opened an up-market
gastropub in Kent.

“We are predominantly based in the
South West, but we now divide our
time between here and Kent,” Chris

Tanner told WMN on Sunday at the
Barbican Kitchen. “It was the right
time to end Tanners on a high.”

It was also an opportunity to step
back from day-to-day cooking.

“Tanners was the one where our
name was above the door, so we had to
cook,” Chris, aged 45, said. “But we
d o n’t want to have to stand there all
the time cooking. It’s a young man’s
game – it’s a hard trade.”

He honed his skills in the kitchens
of the Roux brothers in London, and
said: “It was 80 to 90-hour weeks. That
has changed – it had to. The industry
has had to modernise.”

The move means the brothers can
see more of their extended family.

“We have a stunning place in Bid-
borough in Kent which was based on
the Barbican Kitchen,” Chris said.

“We ’ve seen the decline in pubs. So
we took the format of the Barbican
Kitchen and picked it up and put it in
a pub in Kent, and it has worked
exceptionally well.”

They have created Westcountry
links at the Kentish Hare, including

the beef they use there from Laun-
ceston butcher Philip Warren.

“Kent is known for its cherries,”
Chris said. “We do a dish of Kentish
cherry tart with clotted cream – South
East meets South West.”

Camel Valley Brut from Cornwall is
on the pub’s wine list. The pub already
has two AA rosettes and was named
“one to watch” in the Top 50 Gast-
ropubs awards .

“There is some really good produce
in the Westcountry, from meat and fish
to vegetables,” Chris said.

Much has changed in the restaurant
trade, apart from the old culture of
long hours. “We have seen a huge
increase in dietary problems,” Chris
said. “Allergies, vegetarians, diabet-
ics. It’s massive.”

The journey is far from over for the
Tanners. “Watch this space,” Chris
said.

We don’t want to
have to stand there
all the time cooking.
I t’s a young man’s
game – it ’s a hard
trade CHRIS TANNER

Sarah McQuaid at
Riverford Kitchen
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