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Al Cateh at the Old Fishmarket,
chef-patron Ben Champkin is turning the
daily Weymoulh calch inLo one ol the mosl
talked-about dining experiences in Britain

WORDS; Joanna Weinberyg
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ike so many of pur grand beach towns,

Weymouth is a tumble of old and

new. The Georgian architecture

of the beachfront is studded with
delicate filigree hench shelters from which
to admire the view and tuck into fish and
chips. Cups of tea and 49 flakes vie for
business with flat whites and gelato from
the hull-shaped wooden huts along the beach,
Along the pretty higgledy-piggledy streets
behind, shop fronts are being refreshed by
painters blasting out Radio 1. Union Jacks
and bunting flutterin the breeze. Beyond the
generous curve of the bay, the great chalk
cliffs of the Jurassic Coast stretch away into
the hazy distance. Yes, there’s much o love
about Weymouth.

At the far end of the esplanade, tucked
away, lies the protected fishing harbour with
handsome brick buildings dated, on one
foundation stone, ro 1805, and pretry brick
houses painted in cheerful pastel hues, The
walerway is busy with small fishing vessels
going about their daily business, and along
the front, a redeveloped, pedestrianised
area on which to sit out in front of the many
cafés and restaurants. At weekends, it's
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busy with families crabbing off the harbour
walls, music playing, everyone sitting out
by the water.

Thisis where youwill find Cateh at the Old
Fishmariet, the restanrant led by chef-patron
Ben Champkin since October 2024, winner
of this year's Trencherman's Guide Best Chel
(the restaurant was also shortlisted for Best
Restaurant) and about which some of our
most respected national restanrant reviewers
have been gelting very excited indeed.

Aceess to the restanrant is through the
towni’s establishment fishmonger, Weyfish.
Its harbourfront locarion means fishermen
literally drag their catch straight in for it to
be graded, sorted and cleaned. Here, you
can count the ime it takes from sea to plate
naot in days but in hours and minutes. Front
and centre is a curious large glass cupboard
with fish hanging inside. "It is a dry ager
for fish, explains Ben as he comes down
the winding metal stalrcase to meet me, ‘It
allows us Lo keep the fish al peak condition
if there has been a large catch, and dries
the skin too, making for a crisp skin finish.
It's a method inspired by the fish butchery
movement out of Australia With curing
sandy hair, arrestingly pale-blue ayes and
a calm, unassuming presence, this is the
chel quietly establishing a whole new level
of cooking In Dorset.

Upsiairs opens up inlo an airy space,
simple and stripped back with wooden floors
and white walls and a partly glazed high
pitched roof through which the light poursin.

“The building was originally a grain store
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and then became a fishmongers — this floor
didn't exist at all until it was turned into o
restaurant duringlockdown. The reof lights
had no glass in them so that the smells and
dampeould eseape,” he says. On the walls are
the original hand-drawn architectural plans
for the conversion by Ken Morgan. The galley
kitchen from which calm, ordered activity
produces dishes of entrancing deliciousness
is open in order that diners can wartch their
food being made,

Ben is a Dorset hoy, born and bred. His
grandfather was a train driver on the
Portland to Bristol line which used to run
right through the harbour. His mother
was born in Weymeouth and his childhood
memorics arc of crabbing off the very same
harbeur walls his resteurant now overlooks
and going fishing for mackerel with his father,
His eonking career hegan in Sherborne
hefore traiming took him to The Elephant
in Torquay, where chef Slmon Hulstone has
held a Michelin star for some 20 vears. He
spent three and a half years there and it is
where he credits his passion for farm-to-
table eooking. After refining his skills by
climbing the ladder at 'Enclume in the
Lake Distriet, he was offered a job at three
Michelin-starred Meadowlands in the Napa
Valley, so he packed up his life and headed
to Callfornia.

‘That is where 1 really learnt how much
you can achieve when the kitchen and front
of house work completely together. There
were only six of us in the kitchen and we were
doing B0 or 00 covers for dinner at three >

When you've
got amazing
Portland crab,
live scallops
and sea bass
that's only
hours old, you
don’t need to
overwork it
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Michelin-star level. Intense but rewarding,”
hie savs. There, itwas all about showcasing the
stunning produce of California. ‘Tt gave mea
real insight into working directly with a farm
and making that the heart of the restaurant.
Everything was focused arcund what they
were growing, Amazing citrus, incredible
nuts, froit trees everywhere. Things we are
brilliant atin the UK, like dairv and cheeses,
they didn't really have at all.'

He has brought that passion into the
heart of Catch. Dinners are organised into
six or eight-course tasting menus (with
optional wine pairing) which take you, hite
by mesmerising bite, on a journey through
thelocal seas and nearby land, while lunch 1s
rmial three-course ‘Harbourside
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You can count the
time it takes from
sea lo plate notin
days bul in hours
and minutes

Feast” which buzzes with activity from the
fshmongers below and celebrates whatever
cateh has come in that morning, “That's very
much the ONA of the cooking here. We don't
want to do too much to what we have on our
doorstep. When you've got amazing Portland
crab, live scallops and sea bass that's only

hours aold, you don't need to overwork it,

says Ben,

Behind this simplicity lie extraordinary
skills. Dishes revolve and renew accarding to
the season and the carch, but might (nclude
jewels such as scallops, green rhubarb,
smoked roe and wasabi, and spider crab,
Jersey Royals and horseradish ricotta.
Octopus might be suspended perfectly in a
clear terrine to look like a star on the plate
and often, a paté of brown crabwith the silky
texture of chicken liver that William Sitwell
of the Teiegraph described as ‘a few steps
above heaven... so delectable and delightful
that happy tears gathered”.

Ben's commirment is terroir is absolute.
The restaurant does not, for example, use
citrus at all but makes its own vinegars
such as elderberry, foraging for and growing
ingredients such aslemon verbena, sea herbs
and ferments to bring acidity to dishes,

‘It's challenging but it's important to us.

He also works closely with Chettle-based
agroecological grower The Veg Lady who
provides beautiful seasonal vegetables for
the restaurant and runs a local box scheme
out of the village shop there.

They have recently established a
smallholding in nearby Radipole where
they currently grow herhs, keep hees and
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chickens and have acquired some pigs.
"We don't have enough eggs yet to completely
supply the restaurant but we will use them
for example for the smoked hollandaise
which is currently on the menu,’ expl:
Ben. Honey supplies the kitchen and s als
available to diners to buy as a deliclous
souvenir. To say that each dish is perfectly
balanced is an understatement. Every bite
is anextraordinary display of the sum being
1 kind of alchemy that
produces magic in your mouth,

The restaurant has won a coveted three
stars [rom the Sustainable Restaurant
Association aswell being recognised globally
able sourcing of fish and shellfish.

forsustai
The menu lists not just the dish but also the
name of the vessel and fisherman whao landed
the carch. Two divers, Guy and Rob, go out
to hand-pick scallops for the restaurant.
Ben knows the Ashermen and their vessels
by sight and is absolutely committed to
supporting this dwindling industry. ‘We only
source from day boats under 200t from the
harbour here, so they go out and come back
within the same day. We're not using fish
that's been at sea for three ar four days” He
points out a small vessel coming into harbour,
“That's Kelvin Moore in his boat, Freya May.
It's & line-caught boat, so he's specifically
targeting species rather than dragging nets,

He'll also pull pots for crab and lobster.
The restaurant now proudly owns its own
boat, the Aurelia J, which is skippered by
the son of Ben's partnerin the business, Sean.
Whilst celebrating ingredients is the
prioricy, the whole operation’s commitment
to sustainability is clear atevery touch point.
Wines are largely from Dorset, with a small
selection of European choices to broaden
the range. There are no tablecloths, which
reduces energy and water use, and energy
and warmth are generated from cleverly
concealed solar panels on the building and
anairsource heat pump. Cutlery has a pewter
finish to reduce the need for chemical polish,
even the hand soap in the bathroom is organic
and handmade locally by Yellow Gorse.
Altogether, it is a place of such excellence
it’s impossible to resist asking whether Ben
is hoping the Michelin inspectors will call.
'Of course, it would be amazing to put Dorset
on the map [the county currently has no
Michelin stars] but I've worked in kitchens
chasing stars and it can become a very toxic
environment. We're just going keep doing
what we do with as much consistency as we
can, he says, with his trademark humility.
Whatever happens on the Michelin
front, it's clear to us that Ben's star is in
the ascendent. @
catchatthenldfishmarket.com

whove; Benat work in the open kitchen

left tap: The pared-back interior
inthe former grain stora keeps
tha fecus firmily on Darset's
extraordinary sealood

lef't bosiom: Day-boat fish arrive just
matres from the restaurant kitchen
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