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Eating out in heartbroken
Harare
PENNY URQUHART has to eat out, and has
to do it in Harare; writing about it helps
with the digestion

F
OOD is a political issue
in Zimbabwe. As the
country lurches deeper
into crisis, those in
charge continue to

wield the food weapon, denying
access to food aid and to
dwindling stocks of domestic food.

Zimbabweans have staggered
under a series of relentless blows
since 2000, all to the tune of
stratospheric hyperinflation. The
numbers of the hungry continue
to grow. How then, in go o d
conscience, can I write about
eating in restaurants in Harare?

Surely this is too frivolous, too
i n s e n s i t i v e?

I felt this discomfort on a work
project in the city as I sought out
restaurants and poked my head
into supermarkets be tween
meetings. I had no option but to
eat out, and those dining
experiences have been on my mind
for months. My admiration for the
people who manage to run
restaurants, and even provide
cheerful service under impossible
conditions, has changed my
unease into a compulsion to write
about this — fuelled by the
memory of some delicious meals.

Take dinner at The Pointe
restaurant in The Avenues area. I
found it hard to believe that I had
better prawns than when I was last
in Maputo. They were perfectly
textured and amply soused with
chunks of garlic, sitting on a
sizzling plate with chips infused in
their delicious juices.

Paired with a gigantic bottle of
Golden Pilsener and a simple
salad, this was a deeply satisfying
meal. Right down to the olive oil
served in a miniature Johnny
Walker Red Label b o tt l e .

If you ever get to Harare, The
Pointe is a must. Don’t worry
about the worn tablecloths or the
homemade security feature of
jagged broken bottles upended in
concrete on the surrounding wall.
This is the real thing.

Other delights on the menu
were Kariba bream, Inyanga trout,
and garopa. And some token meat
dishes, but really, I wouldn’t both-
er with them; fish is king here.

And finish off with a wonderful
home-style crème caramel. Mine
was served in a wedge, unceremo-
niously face-down in its caramel
syrup, with thin slivers of orange
peel. I began to realise that a
restaurant still managing to
deliver this kind of fare in Harare
was not just an eatery, but a
beacon of hope.

After the triumph of that meal,
I was wary of my next attempt at
dining out. But I had several days
left to go and felt the pressure of a
few bricks of Zim dollars burning a
hole in my handbag. Scanning
through the daily government rag
over breakfast, I came across a
glowing review for Le Français, a
French restaurant at the Crowne
Plaza Monomatapa hotel, which
became my next dinner venue.

The starters sounded enticing:
tuna, wasabi and sesame salad

with hoisin vinaigrette at
Z$700 000; likewise deep-fried
pear stuffed with feta, nuts and
orange zest for Z$750 000; or the
snails with cumin croutons at
Z$900 000. At that stage, the
going rate on the parallel market
was about Z$1m to one US dollar,
making these crazily cheap in rand
terms.

I chose the fish and a large,
white plate arrived with two
beautifully fried tuna patties
coated with sesame, crisp and hot
with a deep-flavoured hoisin sauce
and fresh herbs.

AGAINST ALL ODDS: Above, Alo Alo restaurant in Harare, still open for business; below left, Harare’s empty supermarket shelves. Pictures: ALO ALO and PENNY URQUHART

“Shamelessly, I made
various promises about
not being too demanding
of the waiters, and
finally he relented.
That’s how I got to blow
Z$14m on a Thai-style
fish dish and a glass
of red wine”

Sitting in splendid candle-lit
solitude — I was the only diner — I
was impressed. The meal headed
downward from here, unfortu-
nately. The vegetable curry was
nothing like its menu description,
with only carrots and beans in a
tasty enough reddish sauce. No
other vegetables, none of the
saliva-inducing cumin cream
promised in the menu.

In a long and frank conversa-
tion with the maître d’, who had
been in the position for 17 years, he
told me about the impossibility of
finding chicken or eggs.

Now that the policy of price-
fixing had been relaxed, these
ingredients were becoming
available again, but a lingering
problem was not being able to
charge enough for the meals.

This seemed a drawback the
owners of Alo Alo had overcome.

I drove through streets ablaze
with flowering, flamboyant trees
to this café at Harare’s Alliance
Française. The food was good and
fresh with herb-laden dishes and
inventive salads.

It was well frequented by diplo-
mats and the aid community —
more food for thought.

I had to beg the manager to let
me occupy a lone table in the
garden on my last evening, as the
restaurant was already overflow-
ing. Shamelessly, I made various
promises about not being too
demanding of the waiters, and he
relented. That’s how I got to blow
Z$14m on a Thai-style fish dish
and a glass of red wine.

Continuing around the city, I
had an okay sandwich and
cappuccino at the Italian Bakery
in Avondale, which seemed a

shadow of its former bustling self.
The empty display cases echoed
the bereft shelves of the adjacent
supermarket, a common sight in
the city. I remember also being
struck by the sweet nature of an
elderly waiter at Adrienne’s
Restaurant in Belgravia. He deftly
organised an off-the-menu baked
potato with a fish filling to accom-
modate my haste and non-meat
eating state. This, plus a bottle of
water came to just under Z$5m.

To give you some idea of the
hyperinflation, Dusty Miller’s
article in the Zimbabwe Indepen-
dent in May this year tells of a
spaghetti bolognaise for Z$2bn,
with a Z$900m Greek salad, at the
same restaurant. That was just six
months after my meal. The rate on
the parallel market now is Z$2bn
to the US dollar — and climbing.

So much for pleasant meals in a
country where eating out necessi-
tates being a billionaire.

It still seems a bit creepy to me
to be writing about the vagaries of
dining out in Harare. But,
undoubtedly, restaurant jobs are
hugely valuable in that devastated
economy and so I hope these
places continue to thrive.

Writing this has brought home
to me the resourcefulness of the
restaurateurs and the professional
good cheer of many staff whose
hearts were probably privately
broken after years of the ravages
inflicted by an uncaring regime. So
when next you do get to Harare,
eat out constantly and tip
extravagantly in support of this
spirited band of food purveyors. If
you are in the aid or development
field, it’s the least you can do with
your per diem allowance.

n Champagne Tasting Grand Cru
or Grande Marque
Date: July 17
Seven Grand Crus, three Grand
Marques and Louis Roederer Cristal
to wrap up proceedings.
Cost: R950 per person

n Great wines of the Left Bank:
Bordeaux
Date: August 7
Châteaux Mouton Rothschild 1989,
Lascombes 2004, Gruaud Larose
2004, Kirwan 2000, Batailley 1978,
Fourcas Hosten 2002, Bernadotte
2004
Spanning three decades, includes
five classed-growths of which one is a
first growth.
Cost: R1 200 per person

n Rhône Reds: An overview
covering Site and Ageing
Date: September 4
Châteauneuf-du-Pape: Beaucastel
1990, 1995, 2004, Mathieu Marquis
2000 and St Benoit 2000

Gigondas: Cabasse 2004 and Guigal
2003, Guigal Côte-Rôtie 1993, 1999,
Graillot Crozes Hermitage 1999 and
2005
Cost: R950 per person

n General Courses:
Courses are offered to individuals
when a group of at least 10 people are
available for the same date, and to
corporates based on a group booking
of at least 10 (or a minimum of 10
guests will be charged for);
maximum group size is 14.
One evening (two hours):
An introduction to wine
Cost: R500 per person
A brief overview of cultivars, styles,
service and storage of wines.
Four evenings (two hours each)
Cost: R1 500 per person
A more detailed approach, using
local and French examples.
All Reciprocal wines will be available
at less 10% on the evening.
Tastings and courses are from
5. 30pm-7. 30pm

MICHAEL Fridjhon is
conducting a series of
tutored wine

Masterclasses® at the newly
completed tasting rooms of the
Reciprocal Wine Trading
Company in Parktown,
Johannesburg. Ranging from a
comparison of Grand Cru and
Grande Marque Champagnes to
Bordeaux Classed Growths
tastings (which includes a 1989
Château Mouton Rothschild),
the evenings will feature some
of the world's greatest wines.

Fridjhon, who has been
Business Day’s wine columnist
since its inception and for The
Weekender since its launch, is
regarded as SA’s leading
commentator on wine and has
been involved in most aspects of
the local and international wine
industry for more than 30 years.

He is show director of the
RMB WineX wine festivals in
Joburg and Cape Town as well as
co-ordinator and chairman of
the judges for the Old Mutual
Trophy Wine Show.

He is a contributor to the
Oxford Companion to Wine and
writes for several i n t e r n at i o n a l
wine magazines as well as SA’s
WINE. He is also Visiting
Professor of Wine Business at
the University of Cape Town's
Graduate School of Business.

As numbers are limited to 14,
the events are intimate and
interactive; questions are
encouraged and answers always
attempted to be found.

The first class on July 17 is
confirmed; other dates and
content are subject to change.

The venue is The Coach
House, 5 Eton Road, Parktown.

For more information call
Tarryn on (011) 482-9178, e-mail

tarryn@reciprocal.co.za or visit
w w w. r e c i p r o c a l . c o . z a


