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Stretching from the Amazonian rainforests to the Argentinian pampas, the sprawling continent

offers up some of the world’s most diverse ingredients and culinary traditions. #¢ 5z B - —H ik
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Ataste of South
America

The most accurate way to explain
South American cuisine may be to
admit it's simply beyond definition.
Encompassing 12 countries, each
with its own unique culture and
heritage, and spread over a vast
area of varying terrains, climates
and ecosystems, South America’s
sheer diversity is its biggest calling
card. Perhaps the major factor
impacting the continent’s cuisine
is its long history of immigration,
with European, Asian and African,
as well as Native American,
influences all felt strongly.

“You have the countries that were colonised by Spain versus those
colonised by Portugal,” explains Gustavo Horacio Luis Fazzari, Argentina’s
consul general in Hong Kong, who shared the rich history and unique
attributes of Argentinian cuisine and that of the entire continent with
AMBROSIA. “There were also advanced indigenous cultures before
colonisation, leading to a melange of different peoples and immigrants.
More recently, people from the food sector have travelled abroad and
returned to Latin America with different styles of cooking that they are
adapting to local tastes, resulting in a real fusion of cuisines.”

Sergio Manuel Avila Traverso, Peru’s consul general in Hong Kong, also
provided extensive background on his country’s food culture as well as its
most iconic dishes and important influences. He points to another factor
that makes the region’s cuisine so distinctive. “It is unique due to the
number of high-quality ingredients used,” he says, “which give our dishes
incredible freshness and flavour.”

South America’s extraordinary biodiversity means chefs have a huge range
of ingredients at their disposal: the mountainous Andes boast a variety of
corn, potatoes and other tubers; coastal areas teem with fish and seafood;
Amazonian forests abound in tropical fruits, nuts and spices; and Patagonian
plains are ideal for raising grass-fed livestock. Indeed, it was South America that
introduced the world to modern-day staples like chilli, chocolate and potatoes.

Acclaimed chef Diego Mufioz, until recently at Astrid y Gaston in the Peruvian
capital of Lima, perhaps encapsulates the continent’s cuisine best. “It's a
great mixture of products, climates, places, experiences, stories and culture,”
he says. “It is such a vast territory but still feels united, and yet it has many
mysteries because there is still a lot to discover and a lot to be learnt.”
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Brazil: Delicious diversity
3 Brazilis by far the largest country in South America, encompassing
s
about half of the continent’s land area, so it's unsurprising
that Brazilian cuisine is extremely diverse.

Chef Alex Atala, whose S&o Paulo restaurant D.O.M. is
ranked fourth on Latin America’s 50 Best Restaurants list
(the highest position of any Brazilian restaurant), is often
credited with putting his country’s cooking on the international
map. “The length of our territory is so enormous that it creates a
Z huge diversity,” Atala explains, “giving us a giant variety of ingredients,
" andwithin one single country there are many different ways to deal

with food regarding its cultural aspects.”

Broadly speaking, northern Brazil is heavily shaped by African cuisine, with more
seafood and spices, whilst the south bears a European influence akin to that of
neighbouring Argentina, with greater emphasis on red meat (churrasco being
the Brazilian equivalent of Argentinian asado, but using skewers instead of grills).

Stews are another popular way of serving up meat in Brazil. Rafael Gil, a Brazilian
native and head chef of Ozone at The Ritz-Carlton, Hong Kong, singles out
fejjoada as one of his favourite traditional meals. Originally from Portugal, it's a
bean stew with meat and sausage, usually cooked over low heatin a clay pot.

Another of Gil's signature dishes makes use of an iconic Brazilian ingredient:
palm ail. “I've used it to make a roll called bahia,” he says. “The moqueca sauce
used in the dish is a traditional Brazilian home-style sauce made with palm oil,
garlic, onion, tomato and coconut milk.”

Stew isalso a signature dish at S&o Paulo restaurant Mocotd, helmed by exciting
young chef Rodrigo Oliveira. Run by his father since the 1970s, the eatery has
reached new heights under the younger man’s tenure and now boasts a
neighbouring contemporary dining establishment called Mocotd Esquina, as
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well as a separate café and food truck. Oliveira describes mocofava, a stew
of cow’s feet and fava beans that has its roots in African cooking, as one of his
restaurant’s defining dishes. “At Mocotd, I'm presenting the food of my family’s
homeland in the northeast,” he says. “It's Brazil's poorest and driest region,
so we learnt the value of the simplest ingredients from the beginning.”

As at Ozone, the use of palm comes to the fore - but in a different way — in one
of Atala’s most celebrated dishes: vegetable fettuccine. “We take the heart of a
palm, cut, cook and season it as pasta,” explains the chef, who frequently finds
himself inspired by “Amazonian cuisine, ingredients and flavours - | believe the
richness that comes from the forest is the backbone to all my work”.

Atala, in fact, was one of the first South American chefs to popularise cooking
with wild ingredients foraged from the rainforest, and he cites tucupi (a yellow
sauce extracted from wild manioc root), Brazilian peppers (that smell of
turpentine when crushed) and wild herbs (he calls them “weeds”) as definitive
flavours of the Amazon.

Nevertheless, there is one other dish that Atala wishes to highlight. “Simple
rice and beans is a classic in the day-to-day life of all Brazilians,” the chef
says, confirming that Brazil is a country where the undemanding sits
alongside the complex, the old next to the new, making it a rich melting pot
of unforgettable flavours.

“We chefs have a sense of being part of a community,” Oliveira concludes, “and
it's been amazing taking part in this movement of Latin American cuisine.”
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Peru: From ceviche to stir-fry

Mention Peruvian cuisine and many people will immediately think
of ceviche, and not without reason. “In Peru, | eat ceviche all
day long” says Abel Martin Ortiz Alvarez, head chef at
Hong Kong's only Peruvian restaurant, El Mercado in
Wanchai. “I'm from the coast, so when | eat ceviche, it
reminds me of family and home.”

Stripped to its basics, ceviche is raw fish or seafood cured in

citrus juices and seasoned with chilli. However, it's somewhat

emblematic of Peruvian cuisine as a whole in that it utilises

several ingredients unique to the region and is subject to dozens

of regional variations. Traditionally, the chilli seasoning should come from

aji amarillo, a specific Peruvian yellow chilli pepper. “Its flavour cannot be
replicated by other chillies,” Alvarez explains.

Even the types of fish vary depending on where you are, with those from
the Amazon River tending to be fattier and with a distinctive flavour when
compared to those caught in the Pacific Ocean.

Of course, today'’s chefs are putting their own spins on this South American
classic. Diego Mufioz, who recently embarked on a global culinary tour
following a three-year tenure at Astrid y Gaston, always tries to have a
ceviche on his menus. “I look for the perfect balance of acidity, spiciness,
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saltiness and umami,” he says, “with the perfect temperature, very fresh fish,
a crunch of raw red onions and that amazing, powerful milky leche de tigre
(citrus marinade).”

For a national dish that showcases even more of Peru’s multicultural side,
look to lomo saltado - a stir-fry combining strips of beef marinated in soy
sauce, cooked in a wok with onions and tomatoes, and served with fried
potatoes and rice. Part of Peru’s rich chifan culture, it's a result of the 19th-
century wave of Chinese immigration, mainly from the southern province
of Guangdong, and a delicious example of the fusion between old and new.
“Chinese immigrants introduced cooking utensils like the wok, ingredients
like soy sauce and ginger, and dishes like dumplings and fried rice,” explains
consul general Traverso.

Virgilio Martinez is the chef behind Central Restaurante in Lima, recently
named Best Restaurant in South America and ranked fourth overall on the
World's 50 Best Restaurants list. “Peru has as many cuisines as regions,
and even communities,” he says. “Our diversity reflects not only our history
and culture, but also our geography. Peruvian territory includes most of
the world’s ecologjcal floors, so naturally it's a terrain for the growth and
development of hundreds of ingredients.”

Martinez's famed food philosophy stems from exploring Peru’s ecosystem,
from the highest altitudes of the Andes to the coldest depths of the seas to the
wilds of the Amazonian jungle. Some of his favourite ingredients to cook with are
Peruvian tubers and potatoes, with many varieties unique to the region. “Ocas
and mashwas come from valleys at extreme altitudes and grow the closest to
Andean soil,” he says, “so they capture the warmth and care of the people.”

Somesuchingredientsare featuredinMartinez's signature Tallos Extremos,
a dish inspired by a man he met who was fermenting ocas in Andean river
water, and that exemplifies the chef’s passion for the evolution of Peruvian
cuisine. “I think it has to do more with re-engaging with our cultures and
ethnic groups,” Martinez says, “and integrating all that knowledge into
creating richer culinary experiences.”
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Argentina: Raising the steaks

Argentinian cuisine is synonymous with steak. “Argentina’s grass-

fed cattle are the envy of the world,” declares consul general

Fazzari. With vast pampas on which to roam freely, they

feed only on grass rather than corn or hormone- and
antibiotic-tainted animal feed.

Unsurprisingly, asado - beef and other meats slow-cooked

ona parilla (grill) or over open fire - is the country’s most iconic

dish, yet even that has many regional variations. “The centre

of Argentina is more associated with beef, the southern parts in

~ Patagonia with lamb, and the mountainous regions with goat,” Fazzari
explains. Cured sausages like chorizo (a result of strong Spanish influence),
offal and even a pulled-curd variant of provolone cheese are also popular.

Grilled meats are usually served simply and accompanied by chimichurri - a
sauce made from parsley, oregano, garlic and white-wine vinegar. “As a result
of enormous Italian and European immigration, Argentinian cuisine has a huge
European influence in comparison with the rest of South America,” explains
Fernando Trocca, chef behind award-winning Buenos Aires restaurant Sucre
and renowned international steakhouse Gaucho. “For example, Argentinais the
only country to use parsley, whilst everywhere else has always used coriander.”

Felipe Lopez showcases his own take on asado at Hong Kong's Buenos Aires
Polo Club, such as pork belly that is cured for three days, smoked over wood
and then grilled. “Argentinian cuisine is all about simple preparation and quality
ingredients,” the chef says.

Trocca believes the country’'s most traditional regional dishes - like locro, a
hearty corn-based stew — are found in the north. The dish is typically served
for Argentina’s Independence Day in July, one of the coldest months. A rich
combination of meat, corn, beans, pumpkin and potatoes cooked for hours, it's
a perfect winter warmer that Fazzari claims was “born to marry” with another
of Argentina’s most famous gastronomic exports, Malbec. “It's said that if you
don't have Malbec with locro, you will become sick,” he says. “The wine really
cuts through the stew’s fattiness.” &

immigration from Italy, Spain,
France and Germany.

Malbec and more

Argentina is the largest producer of

wine inSouth America, andthefifth  Argentina is divided into three
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largest worldwide. Alberto Arizu,
president of Wines of Argenting,
shares some key facts.

Argentina has more than 100,000
hectares of vineyards that are at the
world’s highest altitude. Our climate
and soil conditions promote vine-
yard health, with the dry weather
makingitextremely easy to produce
organic wines. Our average annual
rainfall ranges from six to 16 inches,
which allows growers to maintain
their vineyards naturally.

Our wine culture is rooted in our
own customs, as well as influences
from the Mediterranean due to

production regions: the North, Cuyo
and Patagonia. The most important
area in terms of production is Cuyo,
while the Mendoza region (pictured)
isthe nation’sleading wine producer.

Argentina is the world’s largest
producer of Malbec. It was brought
here from France more than 180
years ago, and adapted incredibly
well to our land and climate. Malbec
wines stand out for their elegance
andpersonality. Theyare of fullbody
and colour, rich in fruit character
and have long ageing potential. The
next most popular grape varieties
are Bonarda, Chardonnay and
Cabernet Sauvignon.
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