Spotlight on Spanish gastronomy

While Spain has some of the world's best restaurants, Singaporeans are still not familiar with its cuisine. JAIME EE talks to a few people who are trying to raise awareness of Spanish produce

JAMON Iberico Bellota. Manchego. Aberquina. Piquillo. Bacalao. Pulpo. Arroz Calaspara. For those familiar with Spanish gastronomy, this translates into, respectively, top-grade Spanish ham, cheese, olives, peppers, salt cod, octopus and paella rice - all the ingredients for an authentic Spanish meal that, for some reason, still evades the Singaporean gourmet.

While Singapore's restaurants can boast a level of European cooking - like French and Italian - that matches the food found in their lands of origin, the same can't be said about Spanish food, despite a growing worldwide interest in it. With Spanish restaurants easily dominating the world's top restaurant lists, it still comes as a surprise that there is no decent Spanish restaurant in town. Nor can you find a decent range of food products in supermarkets or gourmet stores.

Why? It's mainly an awareness issue, says Maria Duato Navarro, an analyst with the Spanish embassy's trade council. 'Asia is a difficult market for European importers, especially Spanish,' she says. 'Everybody knows France and Italy, but Spain - we have good products but we are not so well known here, so it's difficult to open a new market. Consumers tend to associate France with luxury and quality, and Italy with design. But the consumer doesn't have an image of the quality or what kind of Spanish products are available.'

But things are changing, albeit very slowly, she says. With more Singaporeans travelling to Spain on gourmet pilgrimages, the embassy has had more queries about Spanish food imports in the past two years, although it's hard to say if more products are coming into Singapore. 'We've also had many enquiries from Singapore restaurateurs wanting to hire Spanish chefs because there is no Spanish restaurant with a Spanish chef,' says Ms Navarro. The bigger problem is persuading a Spaniard to move to Singapore to cook when there are so many opportunities back home.

Still, recent approval from the Agri-Food and Veterinary Authority (AVA) to a Spanish producer of cured ham to import its products into Singapore is one small step in the right direction. Add to that a small group of people who are also working in that direction, and there is a reason to be hopeful.
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	Solely Spanish: Ms Olson and her husband Umberto Vizcaino set up Solymer, which is totally dedicated to bringing in Spanish products 


LISA Olson is American, but as her husband and business partner Umberto Vizcaino says, she is Spanish in her soul. So much so that the couple set up Solymer a couple of years ago with the sole intention of spreading the culture of Spain here. She believes Solymer is the first company in Singapore that is totally dedicated to Spanish products. It acts as a wholesaler that imports food and wine and sells them through retail outlets or food distributors such as Indoguna and some supermarkets.

'We were living in the US and started Solymer there to import Spanish wine,' says Ms Olson. 'There were already many importers of Spanish food products, so it's not difficult to get them in the US. We concentrated on wine and built up relationships with 25 wineries in Spain.

'Then we had the opportunity to move to Asia and came to Singapore three years ago as we were in the IT business as well. When we moved here we realised that there was an opportunity to revive the Solymer concept. The difference is that there really aren't any Spanish food products here to speak of, so to be a company that can fully represent Spain, we have to bring in food as well as wine.'

Solymer is the agent for Embutidos Fermin, the Spanish ham producer approved to sell in Singapore. It also brings in olive oil, bottled peppers and asparagus, olives, rice, cheese, almonds and the like, although the range is still limited.

'People are very curious about Spain,' says Ms Olson. 'They are aware of its growth in the world of gastronomy but they still don't know much about it.'

Besides importing products, the Olsons are working on what has been a near-impossibility in the past - getting Spanish chefs to work in Singapore. 'They don't want to leave Spain, and when they do, they want to go back.' Hence, the couple are working with culinary schools in Spain on a programme that includes a six-month working stint in Singapore as part of the students' syllabus.

'We're not just talking to the schools, we are also talking to restaurants in Singapore and we've talked to the government officials with regard to visas etc, and we've got interest on all fronts,' says Ms Olson. 'We hope to have something in place by the end of this year.'

For sure, there is a ready pool of diners just waiting, if not drooling, at the thought.

This chef is a true-blue Spaniard
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	Chef Pardeiro: His tapas bar serves a wide selection of hot and cold tapas including his signature dish tortilla (next) 


BERNARDO Novas Pardeiro could well be described as one of Lisa Olson's successes. He's the first true-blue Spanish chef actually working in a tapas bar in town, and it's the result of some clever intervention on Ms Olson's part. She was the one who helped sieve through a number of possibilities when Esmirada restaurant group owner Wolfgang Lapper wanted to convert Esmirada's wine bar into a tapas joint. Ms Olson helped interview chef Pardeiro, and that spawned her idea to work with cooking schools to bring in more chefs to Singapore.

The 27-year-old Pardeiro hails from Madrid and so far, has been happy enough working in Singapore to consider staying a while. 'I didn't really know much about Singapore apart from it being a beautiful and modern city. But I'm enjoying myself now that I am here,' he says. He wanted to experience something new by coming to Singapore. 'Singapore is a great introduction to Asia.'

He, too, is well aware of Spain's chefs being unwilling to leave. 'Perhaps they feel that Spain is too beautiful to leave. Also, there are plenty of opportunities there to work with world-famous chefs.'

The tapas bar he heads now is a relatively simple affair, with a pretty wide selection of hot and cold tapas that have gone down well with local diners. His signature dishes would be the almondigas - pork balls with almonds, piquillos - stuffed red peppers - and tortilla - Spanish omelette. And even if the food at Bodega is on the pricey side, given that tapas are more like finger food, these rate pretty highly on the authenticity meter.

Of course, there are disadvantages because of the limited variety of ingredients. 'We try as far as we can to use Spanish produce. Some of the produce we get here is not as flavourful as what I am used to working with in Spain. I would love to be able to work with top quality tomatoes and salted cod.' 

Soon, chef. Soon. Hopefully.
Getting a lot of calls
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	Free bites: Free tapas are served to customers who buy a glass of wine as part of VivoCity's food festival


TO date, this little concession space within the Spanish cluster of Spain2Dream at VivoCity remains the only outlet dedicated to Spanish food and wine. And despite its small size, business has grown several times over since it opened early last year, says general manager Angela Neo.

'Already we've had a lot of calls about Spanish ham and we would like to retail it once AVA has cleared it,' says Ms Neo. While Spanish wine makes up the bulk of its business, the shop also sells olive oil, olives, asparagus, peppers and assorted sweets. Right now, in line with the shopping mall's food festival, you'll find tables set out, with free tapas served to customers who buy a glass of wine, in a bid to increase awareness of Spanish food.

'Local shoppers need a lot of encouragement,' Ms Neo concedes, explaining the reason for the tapas promotion. But sales have been encouraging enough at Sips & Bites for her to consider expanding its range according to demand. 

'We started selling cheese and it sold so well we're out of stock but will be replenishing,' she says. 'We have people coming in to buy asparagus, paella sets, etc. We need to monitor the receptiveness to our promotion - we'll be serving tapas like Spanish omelettes, olives and almonds - and if there's demand, we'll start bringing in more things.'

