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In this issue we talk to Ronan Sayburn, Executive Head Sommelier at Gordon Ramsay's restaurants. He tells us how he got started, how he met Gordon, and why marathons are a great way to relax ... and revise. 

In the beginning ... what got you started in this business?
I went to catering college in Scarborough, and then on to university. After I graduated, I started working in small restaurants as a restaurant manager ... and got into doing a bit of sommelier work as part of the job. Then I picked up a magazine, and there was a picture of this guy with a big moustache from Chewton Glen. It was Gerard Basset. I wrote him a long letter, asking him how I could become a sommelier, and whether there were actually any English sommeliers? He wrote a nice letter back, and gave me his phone number. I got in touch, and he was really useful and encouraging. Then, aged 23, I managed to get a job at Le Manoir Aux Quat'Saisons.

How was that?
I was the only English sommelier in the place, and I felt very intimidated. You just naturally think that French people have in-depth wine knowledge in their blood, but that's not necessarily true. I ended up as Assistant Head Sommelier at Le Manoir.

Then I wanted to see a different side of the business, so I went to work at the wine merchant OW Loeb for 2 years, back in the north of England. Then I went back to being a sommelier at Pied à Terre in London - it was the time when Tom Aikens was there. 

How did you meet Gordon Ramsay?
When I was at Pied à Terre, Gordon came in for a meal with his wife one day as a customer. He likes white Burgundy, so I gave him a good bottle, and we just got talking. He had 2 Michelin stars at the time, and was becoming hot property. He was interested in the fact I was English, and a sommelier. Soon he had a vacancy in his restaurant, and he dropped a hint that I might like to come along and apply for the job. I started at Royal Hospital Road, and now I've been there for six years.

What does the job involve?
I'm in charge of the wine across the whole group. When we open a new restaurant, I always put the list together, the cellar, the sommelier team, the glassware, etc. Then we keep the list the same for a month or so, and then allow the individual sommeliers to start to add their own ideas, their own wines. There's nothing more disheartening as a sommelier to be told you have to sell a particular range of wines, with no way of making your own mark. Wines in the restaurants in the group do vary acording to the sommelier - for example, there's a sommelier at Claridges who is really keen on South Africa. It's great to see new guys coming into the job - coming from France mainly, and seeing a really big new range of possibility in wine - new countries, regions, producers that they haven't been exposed to before.

So are you confined to an office these days?
I do still work the floor quite a lot. Gordon wanted to stick me behind a desk for the rest of my life, but I fought against that. At Royal Hospital Road I will generally work about one shift a day, then in other places too across the group during the week. It's important to stay on top of what's going on.

What's new and interesting for you at the moment?
Greece is producing some superb wines, although it's still hard to convince people - you still get the jokes about Retsina. Also Croatia is, I think, going to be really interesting in the next few years. It's got a great climate, and a great tradition, and now there is more investment, with people like Mike Grgrich getting involved.

What do you like about the job?
Tasting all the time, and travelling. It's such a varied job, and wine is such a varied subject ... the agriculture, the science, even the carpentry of barrelmaking, but the best thing of all is that it's a very social thing. Much better than working in a bank. It's hard work, certainly, but I don't think you can work in this job unless you have a real passion for wine. Curiosity comes along with that interest, and then you want to work harder to find out what it's all about.

Any disastrous moments you've witnessed?
I do remember someone opening a bottle of Champagne once. He was edging out the cork slowly, the hesitation was building. Out popped the cork with a rush of wine, and he was so surprised that he dropped the bottle straight down, from about three feet high. A jet of champagne hit the ceiling, before the bottle then toppled over and spun around on the floor, shooting wine everywhere. And no - that wasn't at Gordon Ramsay - fortunately it was at the college where I taught, in the training restaurant.

Can you give us a classic food and wine match at your restaurant?
At the moment we've got a great dish of pan-fried scallops with sautéed peas and fèves [broad beans]. It goes wonderfully with a JJ Pruhm Wehlener Sonnenuhr Riesling Spätlese - fresh and lovely.

Are you ever likely to want a change from all this ... and what about relaxation?
Eventually I will probably stop and sit behind a desk. One day I'll get fed up with working till two o'clock in the morning, which is a normal day now.

To wind down, I've done quite a few marathons recently - the London marathon, and also the Bordeaux marathon, which I've now done for five years. It's a great weekend, with a great dinner either side, along with châteaux visits as well. I've been running for the Château Pichon-Longueville-Baron team ... it's a great way to learn the map of Bordeaux - by running past the vineyards and the châteaux and putting it all into context.

What are your five greatest wines - the ones that give you the best memories?
Château Rayas 1989 - An elderly couple came in to the restaurant a while ago. They weren't the kind of couple you expected to order a really special bottle. They offered me a taste, and I tried it. It was just amazing - one of those moments when the volume of the room seems to reduce and the spotlight focuses directly on just the glass.

Ramonet 1993 - anything from him ... the '93 is just a heavenly mix of minerality, nuts and butter with this searing limestone backbone. Wonderful.

Château Pichon-Longueville-Baron 1989 - for the memories

La Mission Haut-Brion 1975 - in Magnum - we've sold two like this in the resturant. Very special.

Château Latour 1959 - This was from the cellar of David Dugdale, owner of wine merchants OW Loeb. When I was working for the compay, we were sitting in his kitchen one day. His wife gave us a beef sandwich, then David went off to the cellar (he was renowned for never letting other people see inside) and came back with a decanter, filled with an unknown wine, to find out what I knew. I guessed it was old Bordeaux - but what a bottle.

What is it about competitions that keep interesting you?
Competitions are a great way of keeping you at the top of your game ... it should be part of your daily work but you forget so quickly. It's also a great way of trying to inspire my colleagues - if they see me doing well, and see how hard I need to work to get there, they might think it's worthwhile for them to do the work too.

What's your advice to new sommeliers?
Really it's just what Gérard Basset said to me: go to work at a restaurant with a big list and with good people. Be prepared to make sacrifices - work hard in the restaurant, go home and then be prepared to study after that. Spend two years sacrificing the social aspect of the job and then you can really enjoy it all.

Ronan Sayburn was talking to Richard Ross, the editor of www.wineint.com
