          Fish-loving English chef hooked 

on Kiwi cuisine

News story issued on behalf of the Hospitality

Standards Institute of New Zealand.
New Zealand’s impressive array of seafood has hooked a young English chef onto Kiwi cuisine… so much so that he wants to come back and spend more time learning the finer points of our fish foodservice.

Chef Mark Dixon from the Imperial Hotel Great Yarmouth (population 90,000) in the UK has just completed a six week work placement programme in a handful of leading New Zealand restaurants as part of the NZ/UK Link Foundation Fellowship programme - organised in New Zealand under the auspices of the Hospitality Standards Institute.

Mark's New Zealand work placements included stints in the kitchens of SKYCITY’s Observatory restaurant, at Soul Bar on Auckland’s Viaduct Harbour, Citron in Wellington, The George and Le Bon Bolli in Christchurch, Blanket Bay Lodge just out of Queenstown, and at Kauri Cliffs golfing lodge in the far north of the North Island.

“The variety and quality of fish you’ve got here is just incredible. Blue nose, hapuka, snapper, John Dory, monkfish… the fillets I worked with in New Zealand were double, even triple, the size of fillets I’m used to working with at home," said 21-year-old Mark.

“In the UK, diners want their fish cooked all the way through, where as in New Zealand fish such as tuna or salmon is served rare and no-one blinks an eye. It’s just accepted that’s the best way to eat fresh fish. Where I live, in Great Yarmouth, people would never eat sushi or sashimi either. I prefer cooking fish rare because there’s more of the natural flavours and juiciness retained in the meat.

“I was a bit surprised to see scallops being delivered frozen. I just assumed that because everyone is so close to the sea, they’d be delivered fresh or chilled. But the chefs explained that because so much of New Zealand’s shellfish is exported, that the local market has to compete for supply with overseas buyers.

“Great Yarmouth is a seaside resort yet the fish we get is nothing as fresh as it is in New Zealand. For example, we buy our skate from New York (USA) because it’s cheaper than sourcing it locally.”

In between cooking and travelling across the country, Mark spent his days checking out New Zealand’s cuisine – everything from coffee and pannini style cafes through to the pinnacle of this country’s fine dining restaurants.

“Whenever I could I’d check out the cafes during the day. I’d never do that back home because there’s no real coffee culture… at least not where I come from,” he said. “It’s amazing to see the different styles of coffee that an average run-of-the-mill café serves here. And the public is so knowledgeable about coffee too.

“I think the New Zealand public, on the whole, is quite sophisticated in what they want and expect to see from restaurant food. Restaurants in turn are quite aware of changing trends and chefs are willing to experiment with foods and offer diners something different or new.

“New Zealand chefs aren’t afraid to mix and match different ingredients. We wouldn’t do that back home. It was amazing to see a European dish being served with an Asian sauce, or with a wonton, or with coconut cream. Yet the dish always seemed to work.”

At the end of his six weeks in New Zealand, Mark’s suitcase was bulging with menus from everywhere he ate and worked, along with photographs of every dish he ordered or helped prepare.

Even taking into account the strong English pound/NZ$ exchange rate, Mark said he was flabbergasted at how cheap top-flight dining was in New Zealand – such as the nine course degustation menu he sampled at Citron Restaurant in Wellington, or the similar gourmet lunch he enjoyed at Logan Brown Restaurant in the capital.

“The service in New Zealand restaurants is a lot better than you’d find in many UK restaurants,” he admitted. “I found that over here the waiting staff are genuinely interested in how the chef has prepared the dish, the ingredients, how they were cooked, and they know so much about wine too.”

Mark impressed the executive chefs at Blanket Bay (Jason Dell and Mark Sycamore) and Kauri Cliffs (Dale Gartland) so much that he was offered full-time positions at both establishments. Mark is now seriously considering both offers and is looking at returning to New Zealand early in 2006.

This is the second year the NZ/UK Link Foundation Scholarship has operated, and Hospitality Standards Institute chief executive Steve Hanrahan said all those involved with the culinary cultural exchange were buoyed by its continued success.

"The feedback given to HSI from the restaurants Mark worked at reflects that he was truly passionate and enthusiastic about broadening his culinary knowledge. Mark accepted every challenge asked of him and impressed his executive chefs with the manner in which he asked questions and provided input," Mr Hanrahan said.

“Mark’s time in New Zealand certainly created a lot of good will which will inevitably see the NZ/UK Link Foundation Scholarship continue to move forward in years to come," Steve Hanrahan concluded.

Note to Editors.

For further information on Mark Dixon’s culinary work experience around New Zealand, contact Hospitality Standards Institute chief executive Steve Hanrahan.

Telephone 04 385 9563

Mobile 0274 300 706

Email steve@hsi.co.nz
Or contact Mark on 0044 077 347 10300 (bearing in mind NZ/UK time differences).

