FIVE CULINARY
DISCOVERIES IN SERBIA
Serbia: So close, yet so little known. What
can this country, a candidate for EU
membership, offer the foodie? Susanna
Glitscher has been to visit, and here are
five discoveries she made.
When I was invited to visit Serbia, I felt really curious. To be honest,
I knew almost nothing about this country, a nation whose
neighbours include Hungary, Romania, Croatia, and Bosnia. Which
sights beckoned, what gourmet specialties would be on offer? It
was high time I set out for Belgrade and this land in the heart of the
Balkans.
Straight away, our tour guide told us how Serbia had been part of
the Roman and the Ottoman Empires. Both of these influences can
be seen and felt to this day, not only in architecture and language,
but first and foremost in the country’s culinary traditions. The
Romans brought their knowledge of wine growing, while grilled
meats and other delicacies are part of the Turkish heritage.

The high point of our tour
of Serbia was the OvčarKablar Gorge, a lovely
spot for a boat ride. All
photographs by Susanna
Glitscher

AgroBel’s hazelnut and
raspberry plantations use
state-of-the-art farming
technology, with the
company looking to export
its products to the EU.

Plum brandy, also known
as slivovitz, is of course
indispensable: The Zarić
distillery ages 400,000
litres of slivovitz in oak
barrels; apart from plum,
the range also includes
quince and pear brandies.

Serbia has been seeking to build on its agricultural tradition by
subsidising farmers, producers, and food industry start-ups.
Numerous production plants we visited also employ many people
in rural areas, giving young people opportunities that keep them in
Serbia.
USAID, the US Agency for International Development, has been
active in the country for two years. USAID supports Serbia by
providing know-how, networking young entrepreneurs, and helping
producers market new products and export them to EU countries.
They took us to visit several producers and restaurants and many
food industry start-ups.

1. Belgrade Food Show
USAID helped organise the second Belgrade Food Show, which took
place in October 2019 in New Belgrade. Over the course of two
days, Serbian start-ups showcased their products to national and
foreign buyers and had the opportunity to attend lectures on how
to set up and run their businesses.

The plan is to provide targeted subsidies to the food industry to
create jobs and stop talented young people from leaving the
country. One strategy for making traditional produce more
attractive is to highlight the health benefits of fruits and vegetables
such as plums and cabbage. Peppers and blueberries make up
most of the country’s food exports, although the Serbians
themselves prefer imported products. Nevertheless, things are
gradually changing, as evidenced by the variety of food we were
able to taste at the Food Show. There are as yet no products with
protected geographical indications in Serbia, but registration is in
progress for three items. By way of a comparison, nearly 300 such
products are available in Italy.
I particularly liked the large selection of fine cheeses, including a
young feta-style cheese, a stringy mountain cheese with a fat
content of 75%, and a hard ash-covered cheese. We also tasted
Forest Secret spreads, which marry locally sourced fungi with
chickpeas, and are already available in Germany from Foodist.

2. Dried fruit from Agranela
If pressed to choose the characteristic Serbian product, I’d settle on
dried fruit. The country grows and dries large quantities of prunes
and apricots. It’s such a pity that German buyers currently have to
settle for dried fruits from California, shipped at great effort and
expense halfway around the world. Serbia’s Agranela produces
1.000 tonnes of prunes each year, making it the largest supplier in
the region.

The fruit is usually dried and stoned by machine, but buyers can
specify hand-stoning, which makes the final product visually
appealing and gives it an even shape. Prunes are also highly
appreciated in Serbia as sweets, with one recipe seeing the fruit
covered in a lovely crispy coating of dark chocolate before it leaves
the factory.

3. Imperator, wines fit for an emperor
The Imperator winery is nestled in the north of Mount Fruška
Gora. In the past, wines from the area were immensely popular,
even making it onto the wine list on the Titanic. Imperator has
recently revived the ancient winemaking tradition, and proudly
boasts the title of Serbia’s first certified organic winery.

The name Imperator is a nod to the region’s Roman past, and every
wine bears the name of a Roman emperor born in present-day
Serbia.

4. Kabinet craft beer
Nemenikuće, a stone’s throw from Belgrade, is home to the craft
brewing start-up Kabinet, where we visited their new taproom and
restaurant. It was almost like lounging somewhere in California: the
large windows opened onto expansive views of the surrounding
hillsides, admitting warm autumn sunshine, while thirtysomethings in
hip clothing, on-trend sneakers and oversized sunglasses mingled
inside.

The large central bar has 15 types of locally made beer on offer,
from pale ales to NEIPAs to ginger beers. There’s even a
collaborative effort between Kabinet and the Danish brewers
Mikkeller, available by the bottle. All labels are designed by local
artists.

5. New Balkan Cuisine at the Iva and Iris restaurants
In 2016, the young chef Vanja Puškar opened his first restaurant,
Iris, in downtown Belgrade. Iva followed suit in March 2019, offering
a la carte dishes in a more relaxed setting. Puškar describes his style
at both restaurants as New Balkan Cuisine. He sources ingredients
from a wide variety of producers working across the region and
pays no heed to national borders. Many products are made
especially for his eateries, such as a mixed goat’s and cow’s milk
brie.

Puškar’s wish is to inject modernity into local cuisine and energise
the regional culinary tradition. When studying to become a chef, he
says, he found that all of his fellow students sought to emulate
French or Italian cuisine. Why not breathe new life into Balkan
cooking and celebrate local diversity and seasonal variety, he
wondered – and now ranks amongst the country’s most famous
chefs.
Travel, Culture, and Nature in Serbia: Find out more here.

