The French invasion

The Gauls are
here to lay
siege to your
palate, exults
KISHORE SINGH

The cheeseboard — at a

store near you! With

Sopexa'’s help, it will
become a distinct
possibility, says Rajiv
Singhal (far right), in the
picture with' sommeliers
Thomas Lamude and
Daniele Raulet

icture this: you're at
your neighbourhood
store, organising
your weekly (or
monthly)shopping,
whensomeoneasksif you'dlike
lotry some French cheese. You
mightbe tempted to brush off
theintruder. if youdo. you'llbe
doingyourselfgreat disservice.
Forsometime in December, and
perhaps a part of January, the
French marketing and promo-
tion board for food and bever-
ages is launching a retail drive
in Mumbai, Delhi and Banga-
lore.
From French dairy produce
— cheeses, cream, butter, yo-
ghurtand mixes such as créme
brule—tofrozen breads (crois-
sants!), jams and condiments,
mustards, fresh and preserved
olives, mushrooms, fresh fruits
and frozen vegetables, juices,
syrups, chocolates and arange
of delicatessen products will
quiteliterally be pushed down
Indian throats. Test, taste, then
buy — the philosophy for
Sopexa (as the board is called)

issimple:topromotethe French
way of eating and drinking in
India.

And headingthe effortis Ra-

jiv Singhal, who hasbeen asso-
ciated withsporadicevents for
Sopexa lor five years, and last
yearbecame Sopexa's first full-
time chargedemission when it
openeditsofficein India. Right
here, right now, Singhal is sip-
pingdelicately at his Beaujolais
Visage. A promotion of Irench
wines “by the glass” is just pe-
tering off in Delhi, to which it
hastravelled after debutsin Ban-
galoreand Mumbai. Restaurants
wheresales of French wine were
negligible (diners preferring
new age wines from Chile and
Australiainstead) havereport-
edaspurtin thesale of Bouilly
Fumeand Cotes du Rhoneand
Gewurztraminer.

Another wine promotion
will kick off soon, this time in-
volvingliquorvends. Sincead-
vertising, ortastings at theretail
end are not permitted, Sopexa
hopes to rope in buyers to take
away French wines along with
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theofferof freegifts (glassware,
wine openers) and the possi-
bility ofajackpot prize through
adraw of lots. “The French fo-
cus on Indiais going to be ex-
tremely strongover the next few
vears, beginnmgin the next few
months,” says Singhal.

Heisn't the only one push-
ing French produce in India.
Buoyed by thesuccess the Ital-
jans have had inthesamespace,
and by their continuing pro-
motions in India through vari-
ous“festivals”, importers have
tried toplugthegaps with things
French. And there's no gain-
sayingthat while ltalian cuisine
(and design) might haveastrong
followingin Indiabecauseofits
earlystart, itis French that still
rules European palates.

Not that India hasbeen com-
pletelyisolated. Already, 40,000
tonnes of French gourmet pro-
ducefinds its way to the coun-
try, though 80 per cent of it is
confined to institutional buy-
ers, chiefly hotels. In the caseof
wines, while 75 per cent of the
4,00,000 bottles of wine that

were imported
into India till
2001, when
quantitative re-
strictions were
lifted, were
French (and so
whatifthey were
plonk). today, of
the two million
bottles of wines
thatare imported,
thelrencharere-

ves, he says,
muchof the fresh
produce— espe-
cially the fresh
cheesesthat don't
keep beyond 45
days. go straight
tothe hotels. “But
withretail chains
coming up. in-
vestment in in-
frastructure will

support the
spmlsihlufurf._)u French supply
fou oa v SOPONGST el herotis
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percentgrowth, pop a frozen
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If these fig- Singhal.
ures are gob- Sopexa does-
bledygook to you, like Sanjay  n'tmakeanymoney fromitsac-
y y

Tandon, you may find the
changing retail scenario rivet-
ing. Tandon'’s Epicure is the
largestimporterof French food
products into the country and

tivities — it is merely a promo-
tional body “that is about im-
pact rather than sales”, says
Singhal. “We're hereto help oth-
ers promote French produce,

notsellitforthem.” Itis the likes
of Tandon, and Brindeo's Aman
Dhall, whois possibly the largest
importer of wines intothe coun-
try, who stand to gain through
such promoltional activities.
Intheretail promotions that
kickoff nextmonth, sofaronly
Hypercity in Mumbai has been
tied up as a partner, though Le
Marche in Delhi and Metro in
Bangalore may also partnerwith
it. “It's intended to inform cus-
tomers," says Singhal. Where
wines are concerned, possibly
40 stores in Mumbai and some
in Bangalore will participate,
though Delhi will be left out be-
causeofitsarchaicexcise laws,
The next time, therefore,
when you want a friend who's
flyingin from Paristobringyou
some Roquefort or Comte
cheese, and he won't agree to
anything that's stronger than
Brie or Camembert, you know
that you'll be able to saunter
across to a store nearby (or at
leastdrivetoashopatsome dis-
tance) to find the finest French
produce, foiegrasincluded. »



