


ALEGRIA

When Filipino chef restaurateur
Charles Montanez wanted to set
up in Singapore he couldn’t be on
site. He tells Maida Pineda how
appointing local consultant and

legria in Spanish means happiness. But for
Filipino chef/owner Charles Montanez, the
recent opening of his restaurant Alegria
Singapore is an unexpected joy. For the
30-year-old, it feels like a surreal dream to
open his restaurant right at the heart of Singapore’s
Chinatown area, next to the Michelin-starred Burnt
Ends. The hip restaurant district is home to iconic
restaurants like Cure, Zen and Potato Head.

During the pandemic, the young chef witnessed
restaurants close in Singapore. In less than a month,
anew one would replace it. Montanez realized that
perhaps it was a good time to open a new restaurant.
With more rental spaces available, it was a renters
market. He was able negotiate a lower rent in the
usually steep real estate prices in Singapore. In the
middle of opening a second Alegria restaurant in
Manila and awaiting a work permit from the Ministry
of Manpower, Montanez was unable to return to
Singapore during the build of this project. However,
he entrusted his vision for Alegria Singapore to
the expert hands of Eminent Foodservice Design
consultants Ben Ho and Mildred Famero.

Alegriais a home-grown Latin/Asian Fusion
restaurant in Manila’s hip BGC district. Taking the

FCSI Associate Ben Ho gave him
complete peace of mind and a
successful new restaurant

concept from Manila to Singapore means the concept
is tweaked to a Latin/Filipino restaurant.

Montanez had a vision for Alegria Singapore. “1
like everything dark. That's why the walls are dark
and kitchen counters are all black.” Another thing
that he wouldn't compromise on is the ariginal mural,
which he brought from the flagship store in Manila.
He envisioned a more refined and elegant look for the
Singapore outlet, while carrying the design elements
of the flagship restaurant: the bricks, the wood panels,
the seats, and the design of the furniture,

Apart from the aesthetics of the restaurant,
the open kitchen was non-negotiable. Montanez
recognizes how dining out is more of an experience
these days, “Having an open kitchen allows people
to see how their food is being made and it allows the
chefs and staff to express themselves.”

The third non-negotiable for this project is the
Argentine Parrilla grill. The chef beams with pride
while showing off his prized kitchen equipment, “If
you notice the portion where there are bricks, that’s
a Parrilla grill. It has an open fire, a wood fire on the
right side and an adjustable griller on the left side.
This is the mini version because they're usually big,
They roast whole pigs. But we're not going to do that
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“That's a Parilla grill. It
has an open fire, a wood
fire on the right side and
an adjustable griller on the
|eft side. This is the mini
version because they're
usually big. They roast
whaole pigs. But we're
not going fo do that
hecause we're running
ad4-seater restaurant”
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“Working with these guys
gives me the luxury of

diverting my time and my
attention to other aspects
of the business, because
I know this part of the

project is already seftled”

house, with strict conservation regulations. As Ho
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explains, “there are certain limitations to what the
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constructors cannot touch such as exterior design and

because we're running a 44-seater restaurant.”

Having a Parrilla grill is just one of the challenges
the foodservice consultants faced in executing
this project. The 1,850 sq ft (172 sq m) space was
previously a showroom for a Japanese lighting firm.
Coming on board after the site was secured, FCSI
Associate Ho had to work with the existing conditions
of the space. “First, the kitchen was not gas lined. We
had to slot in an induction cooker,” he explains, "This
kitchen basically runs with an open wood-fired grill
and an electric induction, combi oven and fryer.” Ho
weighed the pros and cons for installing a gas supply,
the level of investment and level of works to be done.
It meant asking Montanez if he could achieve what he
wants by running most of the things on electricity and
the open grill as the main source of open heat

The second problem; there was no exasting exhaust

provision, “To compound the problem, we have an

the facade.”
Nat being an F&B location, there was a lack of
plumbing. There was only one floor trap right by
the bar in front, so plumbing lines had to be laid
from scratch. Electrical loading had to be increased
Exhaust tapping had to be reconstructed. A massive
amount of work had to be executed for a small
restaurant. But in the end, they successfully delivered.
Ho enjoyved the challenge of converting a small
shop space into an operational F&B outlet. Reflecting
on this project he says: “I think as consultants
we're too privileged sometimes by designing hotels,

commissary kitchens, and projects with massive

amounts of space. By coming back to basics, where
people interact intimately, we have to work with very
tight spaces. It’s like returning to where we began.
This is adifferent animal. This is not big. It'snot a
school kitchen. It's not a massive central kitchen
where we have space —-more than we can use. In this
restaurant, we maximized every inch of space.”
Montanez and Ho complement each other. The
ideas come from Montanez, with Ho's experience and

knowledge providing viable options to execute his

vision. It is a solid collaboration where they lean on
each other’s strengths to succeed. Despite being away
from Singapore during the build, Montanez is very

happy with the results. “It's beyond my expectations

actually,” he says. "It was not just fast, but it was more
efficient. Working with these guys gives me the luxury

of diverting my time and my attention to other aspects

Above: (harkes Montanzz open-fire grill.” says Ho. "That alarms our fire safety of the business, because | L\'I'.O“'Tllh part of the project
mfgrﬂ:::h department. It’s not a simple extraction system. is already settled.”

and funishings. Clockwise It has to be a complex system that meets local fire Expansion is underway with two more Alegria
mg‘:‘:m regulations. That causes stress to the client hecause outlets opening in the Philippines and plans for
restawan inMania Chel of the investment involved. Due to the nature of the an outlet in Dubai. Montanez has already brought
mw stove, an intricate exhaust system had to be created.” Eminent on board to make it happen. That is clear
Foodservics Design Third, the restaurant is located in an old shop proof of one happy client.

Formore oo o fesiong

n



