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No Pizza. No Lasagne. No Directions

Sign on the door of a small osteria

in the Santa Croce district of Venice.
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DRINKS

GAZETTEER


OVEN TEMPERATURES

The temperatures in these recipes are for conventional ovens. Fan-assisted oven temperatures should be lowered by 10 °C or even 20 °C (1 or 2 Gas marks) depending on your oven.
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Venice is a city built on water. It is preposterous. If you couldn’t see it with your own eyes and touch it with your own fingers, you would think it was some poetic fancy. It really shouldn’t be there at all. But it is. And it is beautiful beyond words.

I first visited Venice as a student in the late 1980s. A college friend was spending a summer there with his Italian girlfriend whose mother, a poet, lived in the Giardini district of the city where the Grand Canal widens to join the lagoon. He suggested I travel from France where I was spending my summer to join them for a few days. All the arrangements were made by letter – this was before the era of emails and mobile phones.

I got a cheap ticket on the Orient Express from Paris and had to stand in a corridor for the entire journey. I had half a filled baguette, a bottle of water and a packet of Gitanes. I was happy.

Arriving in Venice by railway is a complete red herring. The train station, Santa Lucia, is austere and modernist, built in the twenties and thirties in a style that would have pleased Mussolini. I really had no idea what to expect from the city, only the vague notion that there would be lots of marble and that there might be a canal or two at some point.

I have a vivid memory of emerging into bright sunlight and searing August heat, walking down the wide steps outside the station, and stopping and staring, eyes on stalks, head spinning. Venice does that to you.

Here in front of me was a city of mind-boggling majesty. Visitors to Florence, Italy’s second-most beautiful city, sometimes complain of Stendhal Syndrome – a feeling of being overwhelmed by beauty. I was feeling gobsmacked just standing by the bus stop and I had been here only ten minutes.

I jumped on the Number 1 vaporetto – the waterbus that rides the length of the Grand Canal from Ferrovia to Lido at a steady five kilometres per hour – and tried to take the city in. We passed buildings and structures that seemed familiar and strange at the same time. Rialto Bridge, the fish market, the museums of Ca’ Pesaro and Accademia, the church of Santa Maria della Salute, the Doge’s Palace, Hotel Danieli… Venice seemed less and less real as we sailed further into the city centre. I started to hallucinate that it was a gigantic film set, impossibly floating on emerald green water.

Then I arrived at Giardini in the Castello district, mercifully free of tourists, even in August, but still within walking distance of St Mark’s Square and a single waterbus stop from the beaches of Lido. I spent a week there with my friends and I suppose that’s when my affair with Venice started.

In the early years of our courtship, my wife Jules and I travelled to Venice many times. We made the obligatory visits to the appropriate galleries and paid homage to the requisite architecture, but I also became really interested in the food and drink.

Venice’s restaurants have an appalling reputation – one that is largely justified, principally because of the shocking food you find in the tourist-trap joints around the hubs of St Mark’s Square and Rialto Bridge. These places appeal to the lowest-common-denominator needs of the weary tourist who has been on his feet all morning and has developed a carbohydrate deficiency that can be quelled only by mounds of lasagne, bowls of spaghetti and plates of pizza. Abysmal, and about as authentic as the plastic golden gondolas for sale on Ruga dei Oresi in Rialto.

What interested me were glimpses of tiny wine bars in alleys where locals would stand at the counter, a luminous orange drink in one hand and a small snack in the other. You could tell they were locals because they wore dark clothes or market traders’ overalls and shouted at each other in dialect. And they were mostly tourist-free; barely a backpack, map or baseball cap in sight.

Once I had found the courage to enter one of these places, point at the bright orange drink, jab a finger at the pre-made snacks in a glass cabinet on the bar and attempt to work out what the hell was going on, I was hooked. There was no going back. My restaurant radar had kept me away from the horrors of the tourist traps with their leather-bound menus, bottles of Chianti in woven straw baskets and waiters with black waistcoats and terrifying moustaches. And thank goodness. Here was real Venice.

These backstreet bars, known locally as bàcari, served small plates of authentic Venetian titbits, known as cichèti, and were places where locals would meet, drink, eat, argue and gossip. They were like tiny canteens of great humility and simplicity. They provided a public service by offering the city’s workers, movers and shakers a place to refuel. They were basic, they lacked vanity and the food on offer was elemental, made up of one or two fresh ingredients; unpretentious and honest. They were Venice’s culinary pit-stops. My interest in the galleries and museums, in the art and architecture (for most people, the principal reason to go to Venice in the first place) dwindled to a barely significant distraction. My fascination in these democratic watering holes grew. Oh, and the glowing orange drink? That was a Spritz – a slug of Aperol mixed with local white wine and soda garnished with a lemon slice and an olive.

Subsequent visits to Venice were all about the bàcari. I found myself working for a succession of London restaurant companies and would travel to Venice for holidays and short breaks. My day job in London was all fancy menus and white linen tablecloths, but my leisure and holiday time was spent in Venetian wine bars. I was drawn again and again to their simplicity and honesty. I started collecting ideas and recipes but without really knowing why.

One visit in particular in April 2008, I was eating a warm octopus salad at the bar of Alla Vedova in Cannaregio. I was thinking about the Italian word for octopus, polpo, and musing that it would be a fun name for a restaurant. The penny dropped and I realized that I had the beginnings of an idea. I got incredibly excited by the thought of building a version of a bàcaro in London: Venetian cichèti adapted for metropolitan sensibilities in a relaxed and slightly jaded urban setting. The emphasis would be on simplicity, in terms of menu offer, wine list, design and delivery. Late in 2008, with the restaurant idea firm, recipes stuffed into a scrapbook and a business plan, I resigned as operations director of a fancy corporate restaurant group, got a tattoo of an octopus on my back, and POLPO was born.

The college friend who I stayed with on my first trip to Venice was Richard Beatty. We became best friends and have remained so for more than twenty-five years. He encouraged me to quit my job. He also put his money where his mouth was and backed the project. Oddly, this happened at exactly the same time as the start of the biggest global recession of our lifetime.

Several people questioned our sanity, but Richard and I became fixated on the idea that this was precisely the right time to open a casual restaurant serving great value small-plates in a pared-back, noisy setting. I travelled back and forth between London and Venice, obsessing over the tiniest details, photographing paintwork, linen curtains and street signs. I compared the way that different bars made their Spritz and how different places cooked their calf’s liver. I collected butcher-paper place mats, wondering how I might source them in England. I scrutinized the tiny wine glasses used in the bàcari and the toothpick-skewered snacks behind the glass cabinets on the counter tops.

Back in London, our search for premises took an interesting turn. We were offered a site on Beak Street in Soho that had a blue plaque announcing that the painter Canaletto once lived and worked there. Canaletto – the most famous Venetian painter of the Baroque era. We smiled at the coincidence but realized that the site was too narrow and turned it down.

After another month of searching, without any luck, I happened to be passing Beak Street and noticed the ‘Lease For Sale’ sign remained in the window. I called the agent and, sure enough, the site was still available. Was it worth another look?

Richard and I went back and stood in the narrow space, scratching our heads. If only we knew what lay behind the plaster wall. While the agent turned a blind eye, Richard picked up a chair and punched a hole through it. I put my hand into the void and my arm disappeared up
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