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BB Food & drink

One of Portugal’s most successful but least known fruits
is the La Rocha pear, cultivated in the Oeste region around
Obidos and Caldas da Rainha and on sale all over the
UK. Shirley Booth meets the local characters behind the
export success of this humble fruit...

Jhink of typically Portuguese food
and wine, and your first thought
is probably of bacalhau - the
national dish of salt cod, or of
port, the fortified red wine which,

although a product of Porto, is somehow

quintessentially English.

No doubt the last thing you’ll think of is
pears. Although Britain is famous the world
over for its Kentish apple and Herefordshire
pear orchards, if you look closely in your local
supermarket you'll find that many of the pears
on salein the UK bear the label La Rocha.

This is a variety of pear unique to Portugal,
and the UK is now one of Portugal’s biggest
markets for this seemingly traditional English
fruit. Given, though, that Portugal and
England have had a close trading relationship
since the 13th century, which was further
strengthened in 1662 when Charles Il married
the Portuguese princess Catherine of
Braganca, it’s clear that the current trade in
pears is just part of a much longer tradition.

Worth the wait

The La Rocha pear is popular with buyers and
supermarkets alike because it ripens slowly,
so that even when the fruit turns yellow it’s
still firm. The pear comes in all sizes, big and
small, and, because the baby ones are
particularly tasty and sweet, La Rocha pears
are often included as part of the UK
government’s ‘Five a Day’ programme in
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which schoolchildren are given a daily piece
of fruit. Factories in Portugal package ‘fun
size’ bags of pears for children, which are sold
through Tesco, and under the Sainsbury’s Blue
Parrot brand.

Cooks like La Rocha pears because they keep
their shape even after cooking,and don’t turn
to mush. So,while the Williams and Conference
varieties make up the vast bulk of the British
pear crop, La Rocha are almost only grown in
the central west or ‘Oeste’ region of Portugal.

Local microclimate

The walled medieval town of Obidos is the
jewel in the crown of the western region of
Portugal, and here several geographical
factors combine to give the La Rocha pear its
unique characteristics.

The combination of the Montejunto
mountain range to the east, and the Atlantic
coast to the west, creates a regional
microclimate ideally suited to this fruit. As the
sea mist hits the mountains it creates
humidity levels and a temperate climate quite
unlike other areas of Portugal, so that the
region’s typically misty mornings and sunny
afternoons protect the fruit from over-
ripening.The red soil here is also rich in iron
and calcium, which further nurtures the trees.

If you drive past the orchards in September
when the armies of migrant fruit pickers are in
action you could almost think yourselfin
Herefordshire, or Kent. »
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The baby La Ro
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