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by Michael Winner

It is quite simple. The best meals in the world are to be purchased at Harry’s Bar in Venice. There is no restaurant that comes anywhere near it, in my view, for excellence, freshness, taste and simplicity. The ambience of the downstairs bar where tourists mingle with celebrities is sensational! The great thing about the food at Harry’s Bar is that it is clear, extremely fresh and beautifully prepared without being over-fancy or plate decorated. In fact I have never seen plate decoration at Harry’s Bar which these days is a miracle.

The other thing about Harry’s Bar, which sadly you won’t get from trying to make the food at your own home, is the extraordinary brilliance of the service. There’s a ballet of incredible precision and skill as the waiters glide between the tables. The service is like lightning. And masterminding it all is the food guru, Arrigo Cipriani. Arrigo is one of the greatest restaurateurs ever in the history of the planet. He has great knowledge, enormous charm and a marvellous quiet dignity which pervades the room when he is there. And when he is not there the staff manage to keep up almost the same ambience.

The crowning glory of any meal at Harry’s Bar is the desserts. Enormous cakes are somehow displayed in all the hubbub and chaos, each one of which not only looks good (which is easy for a cake) but tastes outstanding.

I am glad you are being offered these recipes to try at home. If you cook them to only half the standard of Harry’s Bar restaurant food you can consider yourself a triumph.

MICHAEL WINNER
LONDON, 2006


BELLINIS IN PARADISE

A Few Memories of Giuseppe Cipriani, Founder of Harry’s Bar

It is with sadness that I tell you today, once and for all, of my father’s death.

Two months ago, after a violent bout of influenza, he insisted on being taken home from the hospital. With the craftiness of a child he persuaded the doctors that he would find all his old familiar things in his room, from the bell-push to his spectacles — all ten pairs of them, which he would put on and take off in continual confusion, looking around each time with the curiosity of a blind man seeing things for the first time.

He knew by now that the end was near. With that extraordinary inner knowledge that he had of his own brain he had even shown me just where the trouble was. “Something happened here,” and he pointed his finger at a spot just behind one of his large ears. “The pain is here, but they,” and he pointed at the hospital, “don’t want to listen to me.”

Once he was home he realised that he could no longer find his things as before. I fixed the bell-push to the head of his bed with some Scotch tape and I put his spectacles at a place on his left exactly where he wanted them. Then, with that habitual “look” of his, he said: “Get me up on my feet.”

I immediately knew then, and he knew it too, that all the life in him went into those few stiff, lurching steps that we took together, in those few yards. Certainly, we all felt an immense love.

Then the house was invaded by Baxter glucose bottles and, winking at me, he said: “Harry, we’re over the hump now.” It seemed that the life had to go into him this way, drop by drop, into his almost invisible veins, but no, out it came again with agonising pains. Then he burst out, “What a farce! Those clowns …”

Then he began a long sleep with intervals of extraordinary freshness and clarity, incredible wisecracks, flashes of loving affection, moments of sweet uncomplainingness. At Easter he asked for champagne. He managed just to wet his lips with it, then he blew me kisses, and from the thin thread of his voice I could make out, “Take the rest and get drunk.”

Three weeks later, with breaths that became longer and longer and fewer and farther between, he finally pushed the life out of himself. It was Saturday night and I’m sure he had planned it for then. “They work on Sunday, and on Monday when the bar is closed and they have nothing to do, they can hold my funeral.”

On sight of his lifeless body I only remember a calm, composed and very white face, and the clothes which fell loosely about his legs and clung to them as clothes do only to the dead.

The undertakers turned up their noses at the plain coffin which he himself had wanted and which we found in Mestre only after considerable difficulty. The funeral was a simple home-made affair. We tightened the screws down ourselves with blunt screwdrivers we’d managed to find. And we carried the coffin on our shoulders somewhat lopsidedly as my son is one metre eighty-five and I’m only one seventy; who the third bearer was I don’t remember, but the fourth was Sandrino, the spluttering boatman, who is as they say, “as high as a nickel”.

Seven stupendous gondolas — “with dazzling brass fittings, mind,” he’d said, and so they were.

A chilly day, low grey clouds chased by a strong North wind. In front of Harry’s Bar the heavens opened up with all they’d got, and it poured down just as he liked it. Then the Rio della Paglia, to left and right as far as the hospital, and then out on the lagoon into the wind with all the vaporettos and boats slowing down to look at those gondolas with their sixteen splendid gondoliers.

There was a cheerful atmosphere as at a wedding. We recalled his biting remarks, his simple directness, his humour over things that drive most people to tears. We hoisted him once again on our shoulders and took him into the cemetery — the most beautiful cemetery in the world in my view. A moment to gaze on the coffin where it was laid on the earth, then brief shovelling and it was
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