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SIMON JESSOP

"The tartare was very
Fastern European and
went beautifully with

the vodka. Like the
perfect hangover cure

The Knaypa

f you picked up a copy of the Polish
weekly cultural magazine Cooltura the
other day you will have noticed a lovely
full-length photograph of your humble
restaurant critic on the cover of it, with
the headline: “Giles Coren — Nie Takl
Diabel Straszny”, which means, of course,
“Giles Coren — The Devil Is Not So
Terrible as He Is Painted”.

That may sound to you like damning
with faint praise but, given the state of my
relationship with the Poles, it represents quite
a breakthrough. It’s too long and boring to go
into in depth, but in essence: I wrote a piece
a couple of years ago which recalled the sad
circumstances in which my Jewish forebears
were hounded out of Poland at the turn of
the last century — and by appearing to harbour
an ongoing resentment against the living
descendants of their persecutors, I opened
a bit of a can of wormskis.

There were letters to The Times, complaints
to and from embassies, a referral to the PCC
which was thrown out, and even a petition to
the European Court of Human Rights.

Time went on. I continued to be bombarded
with e-mails from angry Poles who had not
read the initial piece but were being egged on

from within their own community, and
seemed to think it all had to do with the
Holocaust, though what I was talking about
was a far more ancient persecution.

Endless Polish journalists asked to
interview me, and there were many invitations
to Poland. Like I'm going to fall for that one:
just me and a few big Polish lads in a forest
clearing outside Warsaw — very tempting.

But then I bumped into a Polish kid
at a party whom I had been very close to
when he was a toddler, and I could see that
he was embarrassed to be talking to me. And
I suspected that he, too, didn't know quite
why I was so vilified in his community, and
had not read the article I wrote either. So
I resolved to say “Yes” to the very next Polish
journalist who asked me for an interview.

And that was Karolina Zagrodna. “I am a
journalist at Polish weekly magazine Cooltura
— which is distributed in London,” she wrote.
“The very idea of Giles Coren appearing in
Polish media in London may seem controversial
for some, however that’s my aim and I think
you are extremely interesting person to talk to.”

I wrote back saying I looked forward to
disappointing her in that regard, asked for
the name of the newest Polish restaurant
in London and said I'd meet her there in
a couple of days. She chose the Knaypa in
Hammersmith, a few doors down from the
Polish Social and Cultural Association on King
Street, and I set off around half past noon.
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