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LOCAL FOOD HEROES

Stephen Wheeler, commercial
manager at speciality food company

Mise en Place, now part of
Cheltenham-based Creed

Foodservice, shares some of the
successes and challenges of local

food producers

Shaun Naen

SHAUN Naen is head chef
and lecturer at
Renaissance, the training
kitchen and restaurant at
Gloucestershire College in
Cheltenham.
Every year he takes under
his wing around 10 Stage 3
aspiring chefs and coaches
them in ‘reality’ kitchen –
the last step in a three
year learning journey
before they venture into a
professional environment.
I asked Shaun how he
inspires his student chefs.
“I like to make working in
a kitchen exciting,” he
says. “I make it challenging
and always different, and
teach them how to
counteract the stress of
restaurant service with
what I call kitchen ‘karma’.
I always take an immense
pride in their
achievements once they’ve
left college.”
So where did Shaun learn
his kitchen ‘karma’?
“I was born in Borneo,” he
explains. “My grandmother
was a superb cook, and
created dishes for the
family, fusing the Indian
and Chinese culinary
influences of Malaysian
cooking. She had one large
pot on a charcoal fire –
here I have seven different
industrial ovens.”
Intent on becoming a top
chef, Shaun left Borneo
and trained in England, and
then at a top cookery
school in Paris. Back in
England, he went on to
win numerous accolades
including Chef of the Year.

Recently Shaun had the
honour of preparing lunch
for the Queen at
Gloucestershire College.
“Cooking for Her Majesty
was definitely my greatest
achievement,” he said. “I
had to compile five
different menus and
submit them to
Buckingham Palace. She
chose venison, which we
sourced locally in
Gloucestershire. The
hardest part was keeping it
all secret for three
months.”
Shaun spends time each
year visiting schools in
Gloucestershire, talking to
pupils about the
importance of cooking
skills and diet. He told me
that he would love local
chefs to visit his college
kitchen to give talks and
demonstrations.
“My ‘reality’ kitchen would
benefit enormously from
some other ‘reality’ chefs
at the stove,” he says.
So how would Shaun
survive if he were to find
himself stranded on a
desert island? I would just
need some rice and salt.
The rest I would hunt, fish
and forage for quite
happily. I would make my
own special rosehip gin,
but my luxury item would
have to be chocolate.”
I left with the feeling that
Renaissance chef-students
are in the extremely
capable hands of this
modest yet passionate
Gloucestershire Food
Hero.

WOULD you like the chance to
taste fabulous wines and enjoy a
gourmet dinner?
A new series of Wine and Dine
evenings, based on the best
wine-making regions in the world,
is being held at the Cheltenham
Regency Hotel.
Hosted by wine expert Pippa
Hayward, the next event is on
January 29 when wines from
Western Australia – Perth and the
Margaret River – take centre
stage.
On March 26, the theme is the
southern Rhone, on May 14 it’s
Italy – The Veneto and on July 16,
it’s New World/Old World.
WEEKEND has teamed up with
the hotel to offer two tickets,
worth £99, to one of the Wine
and Dine evenings of your choice.
The events, at the stylish and
newly refurbished Cheltenham
Regency Hotel in Gloucester
Road, Staverton, start at 7.30pm
with a glass of bubbly and canapes,
followed by a three-course dinner.
A recent evening featured the
wines of Portugal and Pippa was
joined by Cheltenham wine
merchant Ken Sheather, who is
the UK’s biggest importer of
Portuguese wines.
Together they introduced two
wines with each course, followed
by a wonderful port with the
dessert.
It’s a sociable, informal affair, with
the chance to vote for your
favourite wine and learn about
grape varieties, growing conditions
and production. And, of course,
there are plenty of top-ups as
Pippa comes round to chat to
each table.
Pippa’s interest in wine started
when she created a wine list for
her husband’s Cheltenham
restaurant, Redmond’s, in the
Eighties. The restaurant earned a
Michelin Star and Bottle symbol
for an exceptional wine list in the
Good Food Guide.
As well as hosting tastings, Pippa
teaches for The Wine Education
Service in London.
The evening includes a
three-course meal prepared by the
hotel’s chefs. The restaurant has
been awarded an AA rosette and
has just launched a new menu with
an exciting range of dishes such as
rack of lamb with smoked garlic
sauce or stuffed saddle of rabbit.

Desserts include tangerine mousse
or warm chocolate fondant.
The menu for January’s Australian
Wine and Dine evening features
mille fuille of crab and squid ink
mayonnaise, assiette of lamb cutlet
and vanilla creme brulee with
poached rhubarb and blood peach
sorbet, followed by coffee and
petit fours.
Places cost £49.50 per person
including dinner and wine. A 10
per cent discount is offered when
booking three or more sessions in
advance.
A special rate of £150 is available
for guests staying overnight, and
includes two tickets to the event,
superior accommodation and a full
English breakfast.
For further information or to
reserve your place telephone
01452 713226 or visit
www.cheltenhamregency.co.uk
To be in with a chance of
winning a pair of tickets,
answer the following question.
From which country does
port originate?
a) Australia b) Portugal c) Spain
Send your answer in a letter or on
a postcard with your name,
address, daytime telephone
number and which evening you
would like to attend to: Wine
Club Competition, Features
Department, Gloucestershire
Media, 1 Clarence Parade,
Cheltenham, GL50 3NY.
The closing date is January 9.
Rules: Winners must state which Wine and
Dine event they would like to attend.
Winners will be contacted by telephone.
Winners may be required to take part in
publicity. No cash alternative is offered. No
purchase necessary. Employees of
Gloucestershire Media and the Cheltenham
Regency Hotel and their families are not
eligible to enter. The Editor’s decision is
final.

Wine and dine in
Regency splendour

Pippa Hayward

William Chase hit the big time when he started making crisps out of
potatoes and other vegetables grown on his farm. SUE BRADLEY
discovers why he is now making vodka and gin and seeking to inspire
a new generation of entrepreneurs at the Royal Agricultural College

William’s in
high spirits
WHEN the chips were

down William Chase
started making

crisps and made his fortune.
A few years later he traded his frying
machines for stills and started up a
new company with the sole aim of
making the finest gin in the world –
because he thought it would be
“more fun”.
A potato grower for more than 20
years, William was always searching
for ways to add value to his product
rather than having to rely solely on
the whims of food manufacturers
and supermarkets.
His eureka moment came after a
major crisp manufacturer rejected a
consignment of his crops.
Instead of limping away, William
decided to play the company and
others like it at their own game and
Mr Tyrrell’s Homemade Chips was
born.
Over the years William’s crisps went
from strength to strength, with
customers loving the idea of a
product grown and made on the
same farm.
His vegetable chips, made from
beetroots, parsnips and carrots,
proved especially popular with
gourmet snack lovers.
But by 2004 William was hungry to
try something new and found the

idea for a new business venture
while he was travelling around the
USA looking for packaging
equipment for his crisps.
“I stumbled on a small distillery
making potato vodka and thought
this would be a great new chapter to
life,” said William, whose 1,500 acre
farm is just a few miles from the
Gloucestershire border.
“So I returned home, thought about
it and decided it would definitely be
more fun making vodka.
“I thought there would be a market
if we could make a quality product
and sell it with the provenance and
pedigree.”
William’s dream was to go on to
make the finest gin in the world,
using vodka he had distilled from his
own potatoes.
He set to work on April Fool’s Day
in 2008 and was so thrilled with the
smooth and creamy taste of his first
efforts at making vodka that he put
his name to it.
Chase Vodka went on sale that
summer and proved a great success,
especially because of its British
credentials.
But William was forced to rethink
his gin making plans when he realised
that the complex flavours that
worked so well in the vodka
completely overpowered the

traditional herbs such as juniper and
coriander introduced during
subsequent distilling processes.
“The thought of making gin out of
potatoes was fantastically exciting –
nobody had ever done it before,”
explained distiller Jamie Baxter.
“When we tried the first batch of
our gin we realised why.”
William wasn’t the type to give up
on a dream, however, and that
autumn he and his team set the
process in action again but this time
with organic cider apples grown on
his farm.
Their tenacity was rewarded with a
new vodka which they called Naked
Chase because it tasted pure and
had nothing added.
According to Jamie, however, the
best is yet to come with the arrival
of Williams Chase Gin.
“We’re not going to make a song
and dance about this one – we want
people to discover it themselves,” he
said.
The success of the distilling
enterprise is the latest in a series of
highs and lows that William has
experienced since starting out as a
farmer.
Now he is seeking to pass on what
he has learnt to a new generation of
rural entrepreneurs.
At the launch of the Royal
Agricultural College’s Grand Idea
2010 Awards in Cirencester,
William spoke candidly about the
setbacks he had encountered as well
as his successful ventures.
The early death of his mother,
pricing pressure from supermarkets,
expensive bank loans and, at one
stage, bankruptcy resulting from a
period in hospital, all featured in his
journey but he urged students
thinking of entering the competition
to stay focused.
“As you move forwards you realise
there’s no book of rules in life, no
dates in a life when you’re going to

do certain things,” he said.
“The biggest thing I have learned so
far is knowledge – it’s a wonderfully
powerful thing.”
William predicted there was a future
for farming but he warned against
the dangers of being complacent.
“It’s definitely an industry to get into
but for newcomers without anything
to put into it it’s a tough call,” he
said.
“But we’re in a recession and it’s a
good time to be starting a new
business.
“Tyrrells was a very exciting time.

People were interested in where
food came from – interested in the
whole story.
“It’s important to find a unique
selling point for your product.”
William admits it has sometimes
been difficult going back to basics
and starting a new company from
scratch but on the whole he is doing
what he set out to do: having fun.
“I’m on a new learning curve – some
days I wish I could go back to the
hassle of dealing with supermarkets
but it’s great to have a challenge,” he
said.

William in the distillery and, below, the crisps that are also made from his crops

Naked Chase apple vodka

The Chase tractor collects the crop
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