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etcalfe wants you to eat next



When he started his chain of Pret A Manger sandwich bars, back in the Eighties, Julian Metcalfe revolutionised the capital’s lunch hour Now he
locks set to do the same for the London restaurant. Lulkke Jennings meets a man who is committed to giving his customers a good deal

and for my next trick

Here's the thing: it's Monday evenng, you're in
Loandan, snd you wanl somethng 1o el Youre not
quater une what that scmethng s but you have a very
precige idea of what you dont want. Tou don'’t want
10 g0 home 10 some mourniul
in fromt off Bmolside; you don't

rrrarket heat-up
to face the lag
srnoske andd sal'rhanegar amdsence of 2 gt pou don't
wanl to dhoke donwn ancther presseburge: and fres
to the straens of ‘Hotel Califormia’s and you definitely
don't want to pay 50 quid a head for the full three-
course, linen tablecoth and ironic waiter treatrment
Whan you want is 1o walk info some bustling metro
politan watenng-hole, to help yoursell o something
postsed, andd 10 get on with your Monday evensng. And if
the: ten minutes you onginally planned turm iNto two

haours, you want that to be sl right 100, and not o

a hurdred dishes, of wiech sbouat 30 e i play at any
one time. Tou help yoursell to as many or as few of
therm as you ke Afver your real you vanish ingo the
night or you settle in for the long haul with your
friends or your sgnificant other. Either way, gramn the
e revobver
PMetcalfe estrnates, does the work of |6 people - the
bill per head shouldn't exceed £17 or L18n totsl

Thee ndw verture is kocated at the junction of Dray-
cof Avenue and Walton Street, on the site formerdy

oooupicd by Walton's, a restaurant of impostle

saranps e by the no-water syitem

prardieur and experraeness whose demise was 0oem-
bl i iks Culturd effect 1o that of the Sastro-Huen-
BArian amgsne. There is 2 mikd wony in 1he fact that an
establizhment famaus for its waiting list (you had o

book manths ahead) should have ceded postion o

S0 custome—rs have difficulty pronowncing the an-
ghe syflable, and is a typical Meacalie modification. The
enreprencur has not gven an intervies o several
e
something of a departure lor lim. He submits to the

he couldn't see the point - and so ey sl s
attentions of the ES photographen with good grace.
bt it is clear that the process unfettles him, “Some
people carry i off very well’ he sy 'Bun | have it’ He
is particularly appalied at the idea of being pho-
tographed when there are customess anound who
might be ditracted or mcomenenced. "Can'l be
cone, he Says hrmly.

He comes o ife on the subject of waiters.
‘Daphne’s nest doos he says incredulousty: ‘has 78
employees. Can you imagine what they have 1o pay
thern® CH course, it & the customers, he explans, who
really has 1o pay those B peaple. and ther

“T'here are times when all you want is to eat well and go’  messes et Lot waten s he

Purnl S0 Sproned prima donna stanng at hes nails
and wilirg you — if not sctually asking you out boud
o Py U and push off

Is this possble? |s there a chee, moden, love-pricesd
alternateae o the radsionad London restiurant expe-
rverecd s Uhems &y wity of dispreniing with that dreary
| Seminute bread-and-mineral-water hisug at the
beginming of the meal and that questionable rack of
serace charges al the end of if jukan Melcalfe, 39
year-gld propretor of the Pret A Manger chan of
sandwich shops, feeks very ﬂmngl;f that thene i, ancd
hie's spent the st two years of bes bie and morne than
a rrallon pounds of his own mcney relsng an alber-
nalre concepl What Metcalle and his team hie
iy arvived 3t i 3 curscus and stylish hybnd called
a part suthi-bar, part Viper Lounge, part Blode
Rurmer-style faad mation

5w werks &5 Sollows: you turm up alone or with a

Rsai

el and take your place 2t the cendral counler or 1
a e L. From here you belp yoursell to plates of
lood wimch are Crculaling O & meniatung Comesyor

it callbed 2 ‘revolver’, and 10 3 bottle or two irom the
sef-service ice bar The revolver idea is not new to
Liondon = Yo Sashi, among others, operates a smilar
st it i thee frst tarme i has besen appleed (o
mamed-stybe, rather than a specifically |apantse.
restaurant, The dahes on Fletcalfe's revobeer — workd
food, you might call it although the inflisenoe is pre-

domirantly eastern - nclude amocado crab wath glass

TSl

rodles; smoked salmon wath olve vine
bl and Thyang-fsh egs: and sgenach wath |
deep-fred taro root. Desserts indude
crérmd brikée and mango and green-pep-
percorm brandy snap. Thene's a brary” of

T b A

S R R

ane which recols in horor a1 the idea ol a dress
code, caims 1o be able 1o deal with a simulitaneows
nllux of a hundred customers, and refuses a8 reser-
waliorms on preafle

AL first SEht you would not sdheentify julian Metcalfe
as the Messiarse ype. Hi cowreous manner and
eonservatiely cut sum - e isoan old Harrosian - sug
gt @ man to whormn conforrrsty and the conlrmance
of radsion e all-wnportant, T reaemeinit he begind
10 Lallc, hoswaver, you realise that he i not like this a1
all He i thar most ﬂl"-'l"ll‘n’!"'l’[l"la al creatunes, the
paimonabe, ruthlessy doven entrepreneus. To his
chogen anea of endeavou = the prosison of fas and
medam-paced food to the wban middle-classes - he
applies 3 whally ideclogical ntensity. | cane desper-
ately about mmy customers. be sys Wie misl et
everpihing right for them | took thes thing on e
years ago, and Mve pod o Breh LA Pret A Manges he
e had b rsme and lebephone number pnnted on
the take-awiy bags 5o that custome—s can ning him at
any time., A 1ot of them wry it out of sheer curiosity,
and are amared 1o find themsehes tallang 1o the basi
ness's founder in person

My cram et walh Mebcaiie Likes place in [
In fac1, the estatshshment — Metcalie feels the wond
‘restaurant’ i not appropriate
the name cutside, and under whach the place has
been traging for the past 1B months, s T The

15 not yet called It

rame-change lolkees reseach whech reveal hat

M waiting: {lar laft) pres

g dane wath hid revolesr FyFtem, Bnd you put
the custormer in charge, T'su now serves 2000 peo-
ple a week! he bells me, and the rerage boket s 12
per head for kunch and £36 for teed in the evening
|"-:I|..;mg wane, And that's the final Bill, not the bl
befiare all thase service charges” [Hetcalie’s refusal 1o
take reservations is the result of the same ‘poser 1o
the people” caloulation. "Eggrecally o he says, Sasth
s syshem where you have 10 book with 3 credd
s RO,
He himsell @ 3 spunol-the-moment man. He handly
cwer makes ApPCINUMENLS, OOCs NOL oW a
dary and has very litthe sdea what he i gong
1o be doing from day 19 day, or éven from

card. and get allocated some time shot

hewir to hour, Backing for anything ks anath-
erra 15 him

Throughaout bes 15 years in London, et
calle continues, Ive has sheays kooked for
o Alematene o the restiurant System.
“Tous 50 rarely walk away fedling you've had a good
nme’ he rails. Why do we have 1o pay so much for
sich a bad deal” His beel is not with the top-class
Wiest End eatenies, which he preathy admares, but wath
the ubspalows and medooe muddie order Last
wewirk b iy, "3 frvned andd | wanied soerething 1o eal
and went into this place which | won't name. We
were hungry and we wanted 1o talk Well, the food
was horritde, the waer was ina bad mood, and the
bl carme 1o jusst over £ 1 D0 He shalors b head, Heew
can that be pustiied?” There are tmes, Metcalfe con-
Urnies, when & really grand restaurant expenende o
whial you want, but there are others when all you
wan is 1o eat well and go.

The sume unfusyy, value-iormoncy imperative

rmpeled Pret A Manger. That partioular story started
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in 1986, when he and 3 partrer caled Sinclar
Beecham borrowed £1 7,000 from the bank and st
up & sandwich shop in Vicioria, it faled, but the part-
ners pressed on Vvhat they waned to do was to ore
ale e fast ool These were the days, o mst e
remamibred, when the earage Mipter andwach
never mind the high-freet opton — was 2 helleh
arralgarn of warm marge, processed ham, and paeat-
ing Kraft slioes. Pret A Manger, by contrast, offered
cool doorsteps of avocado and moezaredla, hot
cheete and bacon orovsants, and crunchy BUTs and
SupnrChabe, I you wene haning a hard day you could
pull 1h|"g1. topether with a jgood, fast Pret A Manper
lunch, ae you coulkd s down and take things mone
shoedy. Metcalle and Beecham expanded, won an
Egon Bonay star and the crown ol the Britsh Sand
wich Association. ard now have B0 cuthets

Fescalie is stll very cloge 10 Pret = he wormes that
If | write that he's been concentrating on lsu, the Pret
people will pet the Fmpression that the lame of he
condcheratin for them e coolng wisch, e wesls. &
ot the case. But he is. he admits, pretty wrapped up
i Bsu, He has b-nu.ﬁht a house just around the cormer
0 that he can hurry round Bt any ume. His ourment
preaccupation is plates. Up 1o now’ he sys, Swe'e
el medarmine” e grake a sl relsrere plate: Bt
o G reirveer gt e Quate Chedn, AL least. you can’
= he holds it up 1o the Iugh'l ‘bt they never ook
completely clean. | know it's jus me being anal, and

It is a curious anc

part sushi-bar, par

part Blade Runne

the accourtants are going 1o hae w, bur' As he
speaks, the day'’s frm dishes appear on the revolver
on china plates. Metcalfe smiles. s happened, be
sy, wath et pricke. " The change-over. And youlne
e Lo gee il

Metcalie spends half the week in London deding
with Fiis Busireis, half the week i Oedordihirg with
his wife Mel and their three children Ay some
notional fie poant, when all of his interests are
Tunctiormng, perfectly, be woukd o 1o ke hes By
round the workd for 18 months, Perfection, however,
has not yet been achieved, and when | 2tk if he ever
g0t 1o the theatre, say or the opera, he stares ot me
a5 if | have acoused him of some ancane perverson. AR
o lhis timie in Lonclon is spent conoentratng on work.
He does admit to a ke of JRh-century panling,
thunagh, snd sy e waould love 1o collect but doesn't
havi thee time. Anpway, be siys, ftsu and Pret are his
works of art. They will outlast him. Ouslast us all

He is probably right. Il you compane the formal
FESLEUFANL experience to readng the hamdback edi-
tion of a book, Metcalle has cneated the papertack.
The lsu-style last-lood siabon 5 ere 1o day; the
future i mutcultural, cormes on a small chana plate,
and is heaped with bright orange flying-&sh eggs Il
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stylish hybrid,
Viper Lounge.
-style food station

Han with a milsslon! Mercalie b
passiomately corenitted b b
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