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A SLICE OF SPAIN

On atrip across the country, Jayita Bandyopadhya; JiscoVeER
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t was love at first bite. And sip. And sniff. But how can |
blame my heart when the setting was an ancient Moorish
castle with history and ghosts whispering in its winding
corridors and the wind outside crooning a forgotten tune
over rolling olive fields! Heirloom crystals glistened on the
wall-to-wall table in the football-field-like dining hall dominated
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royal excesses in the larder.

From the table head, the ruddy-cheeked Francisco Vafio
passionately spoke: "Tilt the glass; raise it to your nose; take
a long and deep whiff. Don't tilt it too much... bend your head.
Respect is key. Now taste!” And with that there was silence. The
sparkling green olive oil that we were rolling on our tongue was
one of the best from Castillo de Canena's fields, one of Spain's
most renowned. It deserved a minute of reverence.

Here's an admission of guilt: the reverence was not only
reserved for the olive oil produced by Vafié. It was occurring
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HISTORY

Botin in Madrid is the
oldest restaurant still
running in the world. It
was founded in 1725 and
finds prominent mention in
Ernest Hemingway’s The
Sun Also Rises. | found
the Air India Maharajah
standing proud atop the
bar (right), a gift from one
of Botin's patrons

Must-know

The Vaii6 family castle
is 300 km from Madrid
(closer to the his-
torical Cordoba city) in
Spain’s Jaen province
in the Andalusia region,
famous for olive pro-
duce. The castle was
declared a National
Monument in 1931
and later restored by
the family. You can visit
it on Mondays from 4
to 7 pm.

What | learnt

Olive oil extracted
from a season's first
produce is a sparkling
green colour. The

oil becomes black

as olives age. Olive
trees can live up to
six centuries! But
there is no connection
between a tree’s age
and the quality of oil it
produces. The lesser
number of trees per
hectare and the more
sunshine a tree re-
ceives results in better
oil. In Spain, 262 olive
varieties are cultivated
but only 24 are used
for oils. Arbequina,
Royal and Picual are
the most popular.

with regular impunity every time | tasted a local
produce as | travelled from Madrid to Barcelona.

At the risk of sounding culinarily naive, |
have to admit that Spain is all about a wonder-
land of undiscovered flavours. And | was Alice.
The feeling intensified as | stood atop the castle
tower, looking down at the town of Canena, with
its quaint white houses, orange tree-lined neat
cobbled streets and imagined a history dating
back to the time when the Arabs built it on the
site of a Roman settlement. And later, when it
played host to French emperor Charles V.

"Olive oil needs to be treated like a pre-
mium wine," said Francisco, as | dipped a piece
of oven-fresh bread into the quickly disappear-
ing bright green streak on my plate. The castle
cooks had whipped up an elaborate lunch with
olive oil infused into every dish, including the
dessert.

It's tough to guess from Francisco's pas-
sion about olives and how to cultivate them
organically that he was crunching numbers in
a leading bank just about a decade ago. Today,
he and his sister Rosa have turned around their
family business (since 1780) of bulk olive oil
trade into a profitable venture of promoting and
selling niche oils. The family castle, surrounded
by 2,000 hectares of cultivation, is a place where
they entertain family and visitors.

My Spanish sojourn had begun in Madrid
a day before with a glass of Madrono liqueur at
a tapas bar El Madrofio. This liqueur, made from
the berries of the madrona tree, the old symbol
of Madrid, was served in a cute shot-glass-sized
wafer cup coated in chocolate. The drink was
sweet and strong, with the chocolate giving it a
slightly bitter aftertaste. And as we planned my
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Must-know

The Simon Coll

factory tour can be
booked online.

What | learnt

Cocoa from Ghana
produces bitter but more
intensive chocolate.
Those from Equador are
more aromatic. White
chocolate is made from
chocolate butter that is
extracted from cocoa
paste.
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next day's itinerary, | delightfully munched through
the glass as well. The cosy El Madrofio is one of
the few remaining places to serve this traditional
drink, with a strong dose of history on its walls.
But then, in Madrid, history is as abundant as
bars! The capital of Spain is said to have the most
number of bars per person in Europe. No wonder,
then, that its nightlife is boisterous and doesn't
really end before dawn.

For me, however, the night's high extended
through the next day as well, as | turned wine-
taster at Grandes Vinos, a prominent winery in the
region of Aragon. Before my introduction to Spain,
I only knew sangria. But once there, | realised the
country has much more to offer in wine than just
that pitcher drink. A moment of silence again.

Grandes Vinos, one of the most prominent
labels that represent several cooperatives, draws
its grapes from more than 4,000 hectares spread
out on the slopes of the Algairén and Pecos
mountain ranges. This variety in altitude gives its
wines a wide range of flavours, | realised, as | went
through bottles of wine - nosing, swirling, nosing
again, sipping and then, ruefully, spitting. Instruc-
tions from an accompanying expert helped the
session from turning into a Mad Hatter's party.
For the next hour | was enveloped by layers of
complex flavours: rich, woody French oak, lighter
American barrel, citrus, sun-ripened alcohol and
the passion of a very proud community to produce
the best wines. At the end of the hour, with open
wine bottles standing around like pins in disarray
in a bowling alley, | emerged enlightened. Though
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HIGHLIGHTS

1. The Castillo de Canena amid olive

fields

2. Simon Coll chocolates { o
3. Olive oil from Castillo de Canena == = {

4. Wine from Grandes Vinos g A [ 7z
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I still couldn't differentiate between wines
produced from Grenache, Tempranillo, Carinena
or Macabeo grapes without the handy help of
labelling, I knew that these were the more popu-
lar varieties grown in Spain. | also knew | had
spotted a distinct fruity wine from the Grandes
Vinos stable, very smooth, that | wanted to carry
back home with me. | almost jumped with glee
(even clapping my hands in my head) when | was
informed that my new best friend, an El Circo,
was already available in India and at shockingly
affordable rates!

My last but the most flavourful bite stop
of the trip was in Sant Sadurni d'’Anoia, a small
town a few hours away from Barcelona. Here,
Charlie Bucket took over from Alice, leading the
way to Willy Wonka's secret hideout. | was at a
chocolate factory! As we trooped into the Simon
Coll factory, following the fresh aroma of roasted
chocolate beans, | couldn't help but notice a
school sharing its boundary with the premium
cocoa paradise. It was recess and the play-
ground was merrily crowded. | took a minute to
look for Roald Dahl's inspiration.

Inside, time floated on cocoa wafts. From
the smart audio-visual depicting the brand's
history and the cocoa pod's journey from the
green forests of Ghana to the all-steel factory, to
a very welcoming chocolate tasting session and
a sneak-peak into their sophisticated produc-
tion line, the tour was a 100 per cent pure treat.
But what topped the experience was the store
that displayed all the varieties of Simon Coll
chocolates. From vintage tin boxes with taste-
fully placed chocolate cubes to mini Hello Kitty
umbrellas, and from almond bars to truffles filled
with cava or orange... | bit and bought it all.

s inside the winery

~. The winery merging
with its surroundings

86 | Shubh Yatra | April 2015

Madrid is said to have the most number
of bars per person in Europe

MADRID
[ ]

CORDOBA
[ ]
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Must-know

A scenic train ride from
Cordoba took me to
the winery in Carifiena
region, just a 30-minute
bus ride from Zaragoza
town.

What | learnt

Cava, another popular
Spanish drink, is actually
a sparkling wine from
Catalonia region. Cava,
like French Champagne,
undergoes the fermen-
tation in bottle for its
bubbles.

Parker Points have
nothing to do with a
writing instrument but
represent a wine's
global standards.

Tapas translates into a
cover or a lid for a glass
of wine, thus giving
birth to modern-day
tapas - a light bite with
a drink.
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