Restaurant review
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Remaking a modern classic

‘Withapopularand respected fusion
kitchen, dramatic decor and profes-
sional service, Tom George was
always one of the anchors of the gas-
tronomic ghetto around St. Istvan tér
and Sas utca. So it seemed crazy when
they decided to mess with success.
Butthe restaurant’s owners, Leroy
Co, recently opened Bacardi Only
Bar, asimilarly ambitious restaurant
with a similarly inventive menu,
justaround the corner. Rather than
compete with themselves, the owners
obviously decided it was time for Tom
Georgeto offer something different.

They went Italian. After closing for
severalmonths of redecoration. Tom
Georgereopened as Tom George
Italiano They hired chef Sergio Viti,
apparently replaced alot ofthe wait-
staff, and redid the decor. The result
isimpressive. While they still seem
to be working outkinksin service,
and some of the prices appear inflated
duetolocation and reputation, the
newrestaurant does the Tom George
name proud.

They do serve great pizza and pas-
ta, butthe best choices are probably
the meatand fish. Although much of
thefish cooked here was likely frozen
once, the flesh remains firmand
tenderand the seafood pricesremain
reasonable.

Thereis aconsiderable amount of
good seafood throughoutthe menu,
including tasty starters like sautéed
black mussels in garlic wine sauce
(Ft2,750). Another classic Italian
starter, Carpaccio with rucolaand
parmesan (Ft2,700), is paper-thin
sliced beefthat maintains ahearty,
rare-steak flavour.

Che bella! Tom George goes Italiano in its brand new guise

The own-made pastas are excel-
lent, asyou’d expectfromagood
Italian restaurant. Here, again, they
offer seafood options, like ‘penne in
pink sauce with rucola and cocktail
shrimp’ (Ft2,550) or ‘rock lobster tail
PortCervostyle’ (Ft3,800/gram), but
there are also recommendable fish-
less options, like ‘penne with vodka’
(Ft1,850) and ‘tortellini stuffed with
squash in spinach sauce’ (Ft 1,890).

The pizzaisnorthern Italian style,
with athin and crispy crustand
relatively light toppings. Ifyoulike a
high-carb Pizza Hut-style soft-dough
pie, you may be disappointed, but
thisvariety is tasty and much more

authentically Italian. There are 30
types of pizzas, ranging in price from
Ft1,490 to Ft2,850.

With all due respectto the pizza
and pasta, the main reason to eatat
Tom George Italiano may be the juicy,
tender meatand fish disheslisted on
the section ofthe menu dedicated to
grilled food.

Meat eaters can get satisfying deer
rack (Ft1,290/100gr) or Florentine-
style t-bone (Ft1,050/100gr). Grilled
seafood starts with squid (Ft3,800),
cooked golden brown around the
edgeswithaperfecttexture. Fancier
fish, like seabass, seabreamand

i

swordfish steak (all Ft4,200), are
apparently flown in fresh, and coming
offthis grill they have a taste that can
transportyou to the Mediterranean.
You can complete the southern sea-
side sensation by having the mangold
(swiss chard) with spiced butter and
pepperoncini (Ft1,050) a spinach-like
dish traditionally accompanying fish.

There are many desserts, all deco-
rative, decadent and delicious. Classic
Italian-style offerings include panna
cottawith chocolate caramel or forest
fruits (Ft980), profiterole (Ft1,050)
and tiramisu with chocolate, caramel
or forestfruits (Ft980).

Beveragesinclude agood selection
ofgenerously mixed, competitively
priced cocktails and 75 Hungarian and
Italian wines, mostly ranging in the
expensive bracket.

Theredecoration involved going
from ultramodern to rusticand nos-
talgic. The big interior, designed by
Akos Bara, flashesalot of brick and
naturalwood, and the ceiling hasbeen
painted over with black words and
cartoons on a sepia background, giv-
ingan old-fashioned look. The overall
effectis pleasing, ifa bit forced, but
this place never went for subtle decor.

Between the large dining room and
the terrace, there are alotofareasto
serve, and the waitstaff covers them
reasonably well. It seems much of the
staffisnew, and still in training, butthe
training isworking. Though it may
take awhile for the waiter or waitress
to show up, when they arrive, they
are willing to spend time at your
table, knowledgeably answering
questions about the menu and taking
special requests.

With neighbours such as Café
Kér, Di6, Mokka, Stand Bistro,
and their new brother BOB’, Tom
George Italiano has to stay on their
toesto stay in the running. So farit
seems they are.

V. Oktober 6 utca 8 (266 3525).
M3 Arany Janos utca. Mon-Thur, Sun
noon-midnight; Fri, Sat noon-1am.
Credit AmEx, MC, V.
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Little-known gem on a busy street

The heavily verdant Rottenbiller utca
that cuts through the top of District
VI sees plenty of cars butnot somuch
foot traffic. It's essentially a residential
neighbourhood with no proper drink-
ing establishments to speak of, which
makes finding a bar like Billy Rotten
here even more ofan anomaly. Step
inside and you'llfind a simple drinks
menu and daily lunch specials, aug-
mented by adecentselection ofala
carte dishes, a sweet courtyard patio
and optionsfor active leisure includ-
ing ping-pong and table football.
Afteryearsofflying solointhe
hood, Billy Rotten has managed
to keep busy during the week with
asteady flow of students from the
nearby faculty of veterinary sciences.
Although things tend to quietdown
inthe evenings and atweekends, it
retains a peaceful charm that spiked
with the odd DJ and live act. The best
assetis of courseits courtyard patio
where ahandful of tables await thirsty
clientele. Shielded from the streetby
amassive wall of glass that doubles
asabicycle shelter, the spacious
courtyard surrounded by amodern
apartment complex with cantilevered

Funky decor and retro features Billy Rotten hides its charms away

balconies and odd grassy rockforma-
tions, set this outdoor drinking space
apartfrom the throngs of run down
barsinthe city centre.
Onthestreetlevel ofamodern
structure of glass and metal flanked
by late 19th-century apartment build-
ings, these contrasts extend into the
interior where fun and funky decor
blends modern urban murals with
retro fixturesin a colour scheme of

earthy browns and turquoise, accent-
ed by brightred vinyl armchairs,
inventive lightfixtures, plenty of win-
dows and alaminated mahogany bar
thatis the centrepiece ofthe space.
Beers on tap include Staropramen
at Ft490 by the pint, and Hoegaarden
for Ft720, while spirits range from
Ft600-Ft680 and hover around Ft800-
Ft900 for the finer grade pdlinkas.
Thefood menuincludes simple and

hearty weekday Hungarian lunch
specials at Ft850 while the sum-
mer menu offers more continental
options from Caesar salad for Ft1,400,
chicken wrapped in bacon with fries
for Ft1,500 or a BLT for Ft1,000,
among others. Coffees are spoton,
particularly the caffe latte, and the
friendly service, relaxed atmosphere,
and ample seating room inside and
outmakeitaperfect spotto visitifyou
happen to bein the neighbourhood.

Butwhy does Billy Rotten live so far
offthe beaten path? Probably because
this place was neverintended tobea
publicbar, butrather ameeting point
for the residents of the apartment
complex builtnearly eightyears
ago onamodel of North-American
community living, with some added
comforts of hotel-style accommoda-
tion. Butthe project was never fully
realised, atleastnotin terms ofthe
comforts, leaving the residents who
boughtinto the costly scheme with
abitter taste in their mouths. Atleast
they canwash itdown with arefresh-
ing alcoholic beverage.

Billy Rotten Bisztro VIL.
Rottenbiller utca 32 (no phone).
Trolley 74. Mon-Fri 9am-midnight,
Sat, Sun 4pm-midnight.No credit
cards.
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Books

Still the best seller

Budapest’s oldest private
bookshop specialisingin
Englishtitlesisareliable
sourceforthe latest
releases. Sofia Baidak
checks outwhat’'s new.

Budapest’s oldest English Language
bookshop, Bestsellers, remains the
city’s most comprehensive shop for
English books and the best place to
look for newly published titles.
Although the capital now boasts sev-
eral other retail outlets for English-
language books, that wasn’t the way
when Bestsellers opened up in the
heart oftown in 1992.

‘Inthe beginning of the 1990s,
there were only state-owned shops
feeding people with the books that
were not dangerous from a political
point of view —reading that couldn’t
give people ideas,’ says Tony Lang,
founder and owner of Bestsellers. ‘I
wanted to give people interesting
things, new and exciting things.’

His store quickly became a hub
for English-speakers in town, and a
fewyearslater Bestsellersincreased
their stock with a whole section of
booksin French. Today, the shelves
ofthis spacious shop are full of aca-
demic and non-fiction titles, bestsell-
ing and classic fiction and children’s
books. With more than 10,000 vol-
umesin all, thisis the city’s largest
collection of new English-language
books for sale.

Atfirst, Lang said, choosing what
books to sell was like groping in the
dark, buthe soon figured out the
types oftitles people want, and he
now receives deliveries directly
from publishers or their distributors
inthe UK, USand France. Lang says

‘I still like to serve my
customers myself,
because lama
curious person’

that Bestsellers does notrely on
local wholesalers because they don’t
want to depend on somebody else’s
choice and preferences.

‘It'sallabout our customers’
choice. We have an excellent, help-
ful staff, who have worked in the
shop foryears, butIstill like to serve
my customers myself, because [ am
acurious person,’ says Lang. ‘I talk
to themto learn who they are, where
they come from, what they like. This
way I can adjust my offers to their
personality.’

His collection includes awide
selection oftitles on social sciences,
philosophy, history, politics, linguis-
ticsand finance. The shop also
makes seasonal adjustments, by
expanding its selection of fiction dur-
ing Christmas, stocking up with trav-
el guides in summer months and
offering more language textbooks
and dictionaries in autumn.

Ifabookisnotin stock,
Bestsellers promises to get it deliv-

At Bestsellers Mag rack, top left, owner Tony Lang, left, and entry, above

ered. Lang says his store can obtain
any English language book thatis
currently in print, and sometimes
books thatare out-of-print. 'We have
clients who order books on geo-
chemistry,” he says. Tknownothing
about geochemistry, butit’s notnec-
essary, because they don’t need my
knowledge about the book, just my
ability to deliver thatbook to them.’

Andlocal customers have grown
to depend on that ability. Last year,
when former US President Bill
Clinton was in Budapest for a special
dinner, organisers ordered and
received 80 copies of Clinton’s biog-
raphy, before the event, from
Bestsellers.

Books can be ordered at the shop,
by phone or online, at www.bestsell-
ers.hu.

The shop also stocks foreign

newspapers and magazines, and
readers can have their favourite peri-
odicalsreserved for them.

The market has changed alot
from the bad-old days, when good
booksin English were scarce, but
Bestsellersis still filling the needs of
today’sreaders in Budapest.

V. Oktdber 6. utca 11 (3121295
www.bestsellers.hu). Mon-Fri 9am-
6.30pm; Sat 10am-5pm; Sun 10am-
4pm. Credit Amex, MC, V.

5 most wanted

Top sellers at Bestsellers in June

1. Vera and the Ambassador by Vera and
Donald Blinken

2. The Bridge At Andau by James Michener
3. Every Statue Tells a Story by Bob Dent
4. Appeal by John Grisham

5. The Given Day by Dennis Lehane
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