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Help yourself to 
a buffet with no 
rhyme or reason

Are you old enough 
to remember when 
the Swiss Cottage 
Odeon only ever 
showed one film, 

for the simple reason that there 
was only one screen? One main 
feature, I mean – though there 
was plenty else, including a 
Look At Life: a jolly five-minute 
romp through some or other 
English fixation or eccentricity. 
Trailers showing all the best 
bits and blowing the plot of  
next week’s attraction – and 
then all the terribly glamorous 
advertisements for things like 
Rothmans King Size and the 
Ford Cortina. There would be 
an ‘intermission’ when it was 
announced that “salesgirls will 
visit all parts of  the theatre” 
– which meant a gaggle of  cuties 
selling Fruties from a tray slung 
around their necks, this made 
twinkly by a little Kia-Ora light 

(and not just Fruties but choc ices 
and fruit parfaits as well). Then 
there were shorter, more basic 
adverts for local businesses “just 
two minutes from this cinema”: 
a hairdresser with the name 
of  Hebe, I recall, and some sort 
of  coffee bar hellhole called El 
Sombrero. Always featured was 
the Cosmo restaurant further 
down Finchley Road, a sanctuary 
for Mittel Europeans who 
pretended to eat the food while 
concentrating darkly on strong 
black coffee and cigarettes.

Not that in those days it was 
the habit to go to a restaurant 
having been to ‘the pictures’. 
The film was the treat: and you 
can hardly expect two treats 
in the one evening. For those 
who did require something to 
eat, however, in the foyer – in 
addition to Paynes Poppets and 
Sun-Pat chocolate raisins – they 
began selling hot dogs: one very 

Saving Spanish heritage

At every Majestic 
press tasting, 
there’s something 
special. This 
time, it was 

quite unexpected – a garnacha 
(grenache) from northern Spain’s 
Ebro valley, a remote region 
populated more by sheep than 
people where centenarian vines 
are being torn out rather than 
revered as they should be.

It certainly stood out in a line 
of  ordinarily labelled wines – a 
colour image of  old grenache 
vines, roots delving deep into 
pebbly slate soil, stretched round 
more than half  the bottle, no 
words to distract from the visual 
impact. And the wine matched 
the tempting presentation.

Deep cherry red, with fresh 
scents of  cherries, tobacco and 
more, it is soft, ripe, generously 
fruity and beguilingly easy to 
drink. But that’s not all: there 
is serious structure, a subtle 
smoothness from time in French 
oak and soft tannins making it 
meat-friendly – though not with 
a smoky, over-charred barbecue 
steak. That would drown its 
character.

The wine, La Garnacha 2011, 
Salvaje del Moncayo (£10 – £8 for 
two or more), is from a project 
called Garnachas de España 
whose instigator, oenologist Raul 
Acha, has searched through 
northern Spain for vineyards 
that best reflect the essence of  the 
grape variety closest to his heart.

“The result,” he says, “is 
a collection of  monovarietal 
wines from very old vineyards 
that capture the concept of  
‘terroir’ to perfection, as each 
wine expresses all the nuances 
and singularities typical of  its 
winemaking area.”

Salvaje del Moncayo comes 
from Ribera del Queiles, below 
the Moncayo mountains – a place 
of  icy winters and blistering 
summers, which give particular 

character to the local wines. But 
many of  the ancient vines were 
abandoned and overgrown, the 
wine from them outside popular 
knowledge and unappreciated by 
the non-wine-drinking heirs of  
the men who planted them.

“They were uncut diamonds 
that had lost the brightness they 
one day had,” said Acha as he 
first encountered them. “We can 
sadly see how a precious heritage 
of  vineyards is being lost.”

Grumpy grandpa
There are now four wines besides 
Slavaje (wild garnacha) del 
Moncayo: from Aragon, Priorat 
and the family’s own vineyards, 
and an “ice” wine from frozen 
grapes in La Rioja (none yet 
available here). They fall within 
a bigger modern Spanish wine 
initiative, Vintae, which ranges 
wider round the country and into 
white wines as well as red.

The full story of  the garnacha 
project is told on http://
garnachasdeespana.com. Watch 
the video and see grumpy 
grandpa finally smile at what the 
old garnacha vines can do.

For the minimum six-wine 
buy at Majestic, you could stick 
entirely to La Garnacha. But 

there are some other delights 
with back-to-the-roots southern 
European ethos.

Still in Spain, Pizarras de Otero 
2011 (£7) comes from Bierzo, 
much further west and with a 
more clement climate. The grape 
is mencia, increasingly made into 
very decent wines. With its dense 
fruit, clean tannins and lightly 
spiced length, this is a wine 
which will do fine for barbecues 
but will not be overwhelmed by 
more elegant food.

From southern France come 
two classic blends: Château de 
Triniac 2011, Cotes du Roussillon 
Villages (£10, or £7 for two-plus), 
where carignan, syrah and 
grenache combine into a ripe, 
characterful wine – though watch 
the 14.5 per cent alcohol level; and 
perfumed, appetising La Grange 
des Combes 2011 St-Chinian-
Roquebrun (£11, £10 for two-plus), 
where syrah predominates over 
grenache and mourvèdre.

And I’ve a final Majestic red 
recommendation: Mister Shiraz 
2011, Colchagua Valley (£7 in the 
current Chilean offer), a very 
appealing yet serious sweetly 
fruited wine. It too has a label 
with impact: a modern portrait 
by the wine-maker’s nephew.

The full Garnachas de Espagna line-up

Tara Tari offers diners a bizarre assemblage 
of national cuisines in a Butlin’s-like setting

The really awful thing … and I mean really, 
really awful – is the ‘music’. In that it is simply 
techno-sound. Like the angry discordant noises 
made by machines in an amusement arcade, 
writ very large indeed.

Yum Cha Silks & Spice 27-28 Chalk Farm Road, London, NW1 8AG.
Table Booking and General Enquiries: 020 7482 2228 Deliveries and Takeaway Orders: 020 7428 0565

Yum Cha Silks & Spice
is an Oriental restaurant and bar
with 4 karaoke rooms
We specialise in Dim Sum and also Far East Asia cuisines. 

50% off
Dim Sum

Every Monday, Tuesday
& Wednesday after 5.30pm

FREE DELIVERY
020 7428 0565
FOR ORDERS OVER £15 WITHIN 3 MILES
DELIVERY FROM 17.30 UNTIL LATE



shiny orange frankfurter in a 
clothy bap, a squirt of  Colman’s, 
a whoosh of  ketchup … and 
hey presto, you had something 
very vile indeed, best deposited 
in the “bins provided for your 
convenience”. Now, of  course, 
people eat out all the time – before 
the film, after the film, during 
the bloody film … and opposite 
the Odeon there now has opened 
somewhere new where they can 
guzzle: on the site of  the old 
KFC (which has moved right 
next to M&S Simply Food, which 
must please M&S Simply Food 
simply no end) there now stands 
Tara Tari. This means Quickly 
Quickly, and is a self-serve all-
you-can-eat buffet, folks, with the 
twist that it isn’t just Chinese, 
but also Japanese, Thai, Indian, 
Mexican, Italian … no French 
though, rather wisely, and no 

English either, with the exception 
of  chips.

Cheapo lunch
The frontage is of  seemingly 
bronze-tinted glass which makes 
the interior seem impenetrable 
and uninviting – indeed, it’s 
hard to tell if  the place is open, 
though it generally is: 11.30am 
till 11.30pm, seven days a week. 
As is the way with these places, 
the price is all-in, but that 
price varies quite dramatically, 
depending upon when you decide 
to take on this universe of  nosh: 
if  you go between 11.30am and 
5pm on a weekday, the price is 
an extraordinarily reasonable 
£8.95, while on Saturday and 
Sunday it’s upped to £11.95. From 
5pm till they close it goes like 
this: Sunday to Thursday £15.95, 
Friday and Saturday £18.95. Well 

my wife and I sloped in (Slowly 
Slowly) for the cheapo weekday 
lunch, and soon discovered that 
there were a lot of  empty swing-
top food containers which came 
into action only in the evenings, 
when also there is a ‘live station’, 
where someone will cook you 
a stir-fry, say, before your very 
eyes. All this is fair enough: you 
can’t hoick the price by a tenner 
and offer nothing extra – but that 
isn’t to say that the lunchtime 
selection is meagre, because it 
isn’t … but one’s enjoyment will 
depend upon one’s inclinations.

Now it may not surprise 
you to learn that I am rather a 
stranger to self-service, being of  
the opinion that the duties of  a 
restaurant and a diner should 
be neatly split: you serve, I’ll eat. 
Even with hotel breakfasts, I 
don’t really see why I should be 

horsing around with overdone 
crumbly scrambled egg from a 
tureen, while the waiter contents 
himself  with whistling up the 
coffee. Anyway: a friendly chap at 
the door in the uniform of  black 
shirt and orange tie explains 
the ‘concept’, which isn’t really 
that difficult to grasp: you sit at 
a table, you order a drink, you 
go and pile a plate: got it. The 
space is rather vast – tiled floor, 
1950s-style tables and chairs, the 
walls writhing with very vibrant 
murals that are rather pleasingly 
inept, depicting all sorts of  
famous foreign stuff  such as the 
Leaning Tower of  Pisa, pagodas, 
possibly the Taj Mahal … it’s all 
a bit like a two-dimensional and 
very cut-price Las Vegas. Red 
paper napkins, red pendants, red 
tasselated Chinese lanterns … I 
think if  I’d ever been to Butlin’s, 
it would probably remind me 
of  Butlin’s. The really awful 
thing … and I mean really, really 
awful – is the ‘music’. In that it 
is simply techno-sound. Like the 
angry discordant noises made 
by machines in an amusement 
arcade, writ very large indeed. 
The wine list is surprisingly long, 
rising to Veuve Clicquot at £50 … 
but with a half  of  Carlsberg at 
£2.50, Ye Olde Swiss Cottage over 
the road need not worry too much 
about its beer sales.

Salad selection
The salad selection is attractive 
– leaves, tomatoes, peppers, 
prawns and pineapple in Marie 
Rose sauce, black and green 
olives … and also some fresh and 
very pretty sushi, which was a 
pleasant surprise: the tuna nigiri 
was not bad at all. On the paper 
place mat it says this: “Remember 
you can eat as much as you like so 
there is no need to pile your plate 
high!” Yes well: there was a table 
of  six unfeasibly large men who 
were having no truck whatever 
with namby-pamby advice of  
that order: they each looked like 
that bald one in EastEnders, 
though twice as wide, and their 
plates were modelled on Everest. 
After the salad, we went back 
for, variously, vegetable noodles, 
sweet and sour chicken, rice, 
prawn crackers. All reasonable, if  

heavy on the chilli and yet none 
too hot in the other sense. There 
seemed to be more Indian than 
anything – the only Italian I could 
see was pizza, and the Mexican 
stuff  looked beyond disgusting. 
Then I tried a chicken dumpling 
which was OK … a potato wedge, 
pretty good … some sort of  
samosa … oh look, I’d got all the 
countries completely around my 
neck by this time, and God alone 
knows what I was eating, frankly. 
Puddings, amazingly, are in with 
the price: slices of  gateau that 
anywhere else would set you back 
a fiver … fresh watermelon and 
pineapple, a chocolate fountain, 
ice cream – and a lovely 1950s 
children’s birthday party jelly 
crammed with fruit: joy. And 
all the time pleasant people are 
cleaning up and replenishing.

So what have we actually got 
here…? Well, the food is better 
than you’d expect for the price, 
though nothing to set the skies 
alight. The value on weekdays 
is astonishingly good … and I 
suppose a gang of  people could 
have fun in the evenings when 
everything’s up and running 
… but it’s a pretty weird place 
nonetheless. It occurs to me that 
people on this trendy ‘fasting’ diet 
could have a field day: come when 
you are ravenous and bankrupt 
the business as you stagger 
around the world in 80 ways.

 Joseph Connolly’s latest novel, 
England’s Lane, is published in 
hardback and ebook by Quercus. 
All previous restaurant reviews may 
be viewed on the website www.
josephconnolly.co.uk 
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FACTFILE
TARA TARI, 117 Finchley Road 

NW3.  Tel 020 7483 4282
Open 11.30am-11.30pm seven 
days.

Food:  
Service:   

(what there is of it)
The Feeling:  

Cost: £8.95-£18.95 per 
head, minus drinks: see text for 
breakdown.

Joseph Connolly at Tara Tari – ‘a bit like a two-dimensional and very cut-price Las Vegas’


