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EDGAR TAPAN

Each a master in his own way, but all with creativity in their DNA, three Spanish brothers boast
their greatness in cooking, wine stewarding and dessert making. ¥t 5fRoca=" & EEE » by
HAZSAEXRE F26 MBEREYEHE S HEZEE S o By Kate Whitehead
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Every day, Joan Roca and his younger brothers, Josep and Jordi, eat
lunch at their parents’ restaurant, Can Roca, in the picturesque city of
Girona in northern Spain. It's a tradition they have indulged in since they
were children, and the fact that they now run what has been called “the
world’s best restaurant” hasn’t stopped them from continuing the ritual -
and recognising their parents’ profound influence. “We learned everything
from them, above all the values of generosity, hospitality, teamwork and
the desire to make people happy, which in the end is what matters,” says
Joan, executive chef at the Roca brothers’ celebrated restaurant, El Celler
de Can Roca, whichis also in Girona.

Growing up in the family restaurant, Joan began helping out in the kitchen
when he was just eight years old, and learned to cook from his mother
and grandmother. Later, he toyed with the idea of becoming an architect,
but the draw of the culinary world was too strong, and he went to Girona
Culinary Arts School instead. Josep went to the same school, and there
the brothers learned about a cuisine that was less traditional and more
academic, quite unlike the Can Roca food they were used to.

“Nouvelle cuisine” was just taking off internationally, and Joan and
Josep visited some of the finest culinary establishments leading the
movement. It was at Maison Pic restaurant in Valence, halfway between
Lyon and Avignon in France, that they discovered their passion. They
were determined to start their own restaurant, and in August 1986 opened
El Celler in the property next door to their parents’ eatery. It was a time
when a modern, nonconformist approach to cuisine was all the rage, and
the brothers immediately embraced the trend. They have been fiercely
committed to exploring unconventional styles ever since.

Joantook control of the kitchen, while Josep proved a naturalin the diningroom
and today is the sommelier. Jordi was only eight at the time, but he followed
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(30 The three of us have made our passion into

our profession... we really like to be creative, it's in our DNA
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in his brothers’ footsteps, going to culinary school and then joining them at El
Cellerin1999. Jordi initially struggled to find his calling in the restaurant until he
met Welsh pastry chef Damian Allsop, who taught him the tricks of his trade and
inspired a passion for highly creative dessert art.

The brothers had each found their niche, together forming the foundations for
El Celler's huge success. The restaurant won its first Michelin star in 1995, its
second in 2002 and a third in 2009. It took the top spot on the San Pellegrino
World's 50 Best Restaurants list in 2013 and 2015. One of the dishes that made
it famous is Iberian Suckling Pig with Pepper Sauce and Garlic and Quince
Terrine, and if you want to try it you would be
best advised to book now - the waiting list for a
table is about 11 months long. “The three of us
have made our passion into our profession,”
says 52-year-old Joan. “We are all fairly non-
conformist and really like to be creative. It's in
our DNA. If one of us has an idea and wants to
initiate a project, he must convince the other
two before we willdo it.”

After 30 years of working together, the
brothers know each other inside out, and the
process of creating new dishes is a dialogue.
“We live in the restaurant and spend a lot of
hours together,” says Joan. “We are constantly
chatting about ideas, and the team has been
growing. It'snolongerjustchefsand waitresses
- inthe team we also have botanical scientists,
industrial engineers and agricultural engineers.
These specialists help generate new ideas.”

Take the botanical scientists, who have
developed a catalogue of 400 plants, herbs
and flowers growing within a 50-kilometre
radius of Girona. Some were ingredients
already used in dishes, but many were not,
and this process of discovery excites Joan. It's not just about rediscovering
plants and herbs, but finding new ones and creating new dishes and flavours.
“Our grandmother lived on a mountain and knew about 30 or 40 herbs used in
the kitchen,” says Joan. “Our mother lived in the city, and so she used 15 to 20
herbs, so you see some knowledge has already been lost. We are discovering
common ingredients and also finding new ones.”

The creative DNA that Joan speaks of is strong in the youngest brother,
38-year-old Jordi. He is passionate about pushing boundaries in the
world of sumptuous desserts and pastries. “l love to invent new things
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(B60ursisa three-way partnership in
which three interconnected worlds collaborate
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and spend all my time researching and creating,” Jordi says. “We have
an ice-cream parlour, Rocambolesc, which my wife and | manage. My
brothers give me free rein there and allow me to put my crazy ideas
into practice.”

When Jordi speaks of creativity, he means it, and he has made a name for
himself with his unique desserts inspired by perfumes. This he does by
reproducing the perfume as flavours, and the first perfume he translated
into a dessert was Eternity by Calvin Klein. First he separated the natural
ingredients that make the perfume. Then, with the aid of perfume
experts, he matched those fruit and herbal
ingredients to produce a dish that tastes
like the scent.

In the case of Eternity, it includes vanilla,
orange blossoms, bergamot and maple
syrup, which hint at the different elements
of the perfume’s fragrance. Jordi has also
transformed dozens of other perfumes,
such as Hypnotic Poison by Dior and Trésor
by Lancéme, but apparently Chanel No. 5
is impossible to transform into a palatable
dessert. The project came full circle when
he was asked by a perfumer to create a
perfume based on one of his desserts, the
Lemon Cloud. “Last year | travelled to Turkey
and discovered a world of fragrances, which
are those which | have been working with
most recently,” says Jordi.

The Roca brothers recognise that an
excellent meal would not be complete
without wine, and sommelier Josep says
Joan and Jordi not only let him poke his
nose into the kitchen, but sometimes
even let him include ingredients in their recipes to make them more
compatible with a particular wine. “Ours is a three-way partnership
in which three interconnected worlds collaborate: sweet foods, salty
foods and beverages,” says Josep, 50. “The art of a sommelier is an
intuitive one. One must ensure that the senses work together, and be
able to understand the characteristics of a particular wine and what it is
attempting to express.”

In 2007, El Celler moved from its original spot to one just up the road -
still close enough to have lunch at their parents’ restaurant. But for the
last three years they have forgone lunch at Can Roca over the summer
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(36 Because of our visits to Hong Kong, we learned about steaming.

We didn’t use steaming before, but we love it for fish
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to head off on grand global adventures. “We get a lot of requests to open
restaurants around the world,” says Joan. “We don’t want to do that, so
we do a world tour instead. We close down the restaurant for five weeks
and the team moves around the world.”

In 2016, the Roca 'n Roll Tour, in partnership with Spanish bank BBVA, brought
a pop-up version of their restaurant to London, Hong Kong, Phoenix, San
Francisco and Santiago de Chile, with the team recreating a special El Celler
dinner in each city for some very lucky guests. However, it was not just about
offering the magic of an El Celler menu to an international audience, but also
a chance to give back. The brothers believe strongly that vocational and
professional education and training is critical for chefs, and they seized the
opportunity to share their know-how.

“Training has always been very important for
us,” says Joan. “We have always had close
ties with the university [Girona Culinary Arts
School] and we continue to work with chefs
and future chefs and sommeliers. At the
school, | learned that passion and attitude are
as important as knowledge.”

The Roca brothers were in Hong Kong in
August 2016, and not only offered master
classesin cookingand wine at the International
Culinary Institute, but also an opportunity
for internships for two Vocational Training
Council students to go to El Celler in Spain
and learn from the masters on their home turf.
Joan is a big believer in sharing his expertise
and supporting young chefs where he can,
and offers this advice to the upcoming stars
in the culinary world: “The most important
thing is to be passionate about what you do
and try to improve. It is also important to work
responsibly, to be aware of the impact that
gastronomy can have in our society, and to
use the knowledge to good advantage.”

And the students aren’t the only ones learning - the brothers gained much
from the experience themselves, developing new skills and returning with
fresh ideas for the El Celler menu. “Because of our visits to Hong Kong,
we learned about steaming,” Joan says. “We didn't use steaming before,
but we love it for fish. And also the roasting technique used for duck and
making the skin crunchy. That is something else we are using in our own
kitchen now.” &
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