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Lung: Fired Up 777?

From Argentine asado to Japanese yakitori and Cantonese char siu, the practice of cooking
with fire has long been embraced by many world cuisines. Today, thanks to the passion and
efforts of international chefs and culinary experts, this ancient tradition is still very much
alive. HMRZEERNIAXNBREREUZER G APRXERENEXEERSHEPE 2R HHKE A SK B
BIFREE  BEEERNAMNE L EREELHANZRAERNARZEUL - By Tama Miyake Lung

Fired u

ABEEZEX

Look up “fire” in the dictionary and you'll find “one of the four elements
in ancient and medieval philosophy and in astrology”, a reference to the
astrological signs of Aries, Leo and Sagittarius. You'll also find “a collection
of fuel, especially coal or wood, burnt in a controlled way to provide heat
or a means for cooking”. In essence, two definitions that trace modern-
day philosophies and practices to the very distant past.

“Until very recently, pretty much all cooking, around the world, was
cooking with fire. So in a sense, the human history of handling flame,
embers and ash encompasses much of the methodology of converting
ingredients into food,” says Paula Marcoux, food historian and author of
Cooking with Fire.

Indeed, the act of cooking food over a fire has been an integral aspect
in the development of many world cuisines. Whether barbecuing pigs
on a spit or roasting ducks in a brick oven, each style has arisen over
thousands of years as a response to its unique conditions of place and
time. “For example, in a culture that subsists on hefty dense foods like
tubers and pigs, and has a large supply of rocks and fleshy plant material,
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Yakitori on the grill at
Yardbird Hong Kong
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and where, perhaps, the people are familiar with natural geothermal
activity, the perfection of pit cooking makes sense,” Marcoux says,
referring to Pacific Island cultures.

“Similarly, from the Middle East through Central Asia, the homeland of
wheat development, we find many sorts of amazing flatbreads baked on
metal griddles. This baking technology is perfect for nomadic peoples,
whose lifestyle requires light and compact equipment, and whose
environment supplies small scrappy fuel like twigs, straw and dry animal
dung, all of which can fire up a griddle perfectly.”

In Argentina, the national tradition of asado can be traced back to around
1556 when the first cows arrived in the Viceroyalty of the River Plate.
“As time went by, and with the increase in the number of cattle in the
country, the gauchos began to eat roasted meat. With the facén (a big,
traditional knife) they made a hole of about eight inches in the ground,
lit a small fire and cooked the meat,” explains Gonazlo Sabaté, Consul
General of the Argentine Republic in Hong Kong and Macau. “Some like
their asado well done, others rare, but there is no doubt that for the vast
majority of Argentines, asado is a classic food. Nowadays there are even
championships and groups of meat fans who only get together to share
cooking techniques.”

Asado is no doubt much more than a beloved national dish. “Asado in
Argentine culture represents unity. A good way to define asado is an
excuse to be close to those we love the most,” Sabaté says. “The ritual
begins early, lighting the fire and, in some cases, sipping a glass of wine in
the meantime. Setting the charcoal, firewood and waiting attentively for
the spark show is a ‘sacred’ process.”

The simple act of building and cooking over a fire promotes togetherness
in other cultures outside Latin America, even as far away as Japan. “l love
the perceived simplicity that when people eat yakitori, they don’t have
to think. They can just focus on enjoying the food, the drinks and their
company,” says Matt Abergel, chef and co-founder of Yardbird Hong
Kong, which specialises in the Japanese dish of skewered chicken grilled
over binchotan charcoal. “Cooking yakitori is very focused and even
peaceful - | don't have to worry about plating, garnishing or interpretation.
It's chicken on a stick.”

For Abergel, who grew up in Canada and worked in Japanese restaurants
in Vancouver and New York before moving to Hong Kong in 2009,
preparing and cooking yakitori is more craft than art. “The technique
always evolves. Very subtle changes of how you stack your charcoal, how
you position your skewers, sharpening your knife to a different angle, the
time between flipping skewers depending on the level of heat and so on,”
he says. “Much like a craftsman, the way we get to the end result is always
the partthat evolves. Our final product has to consistently be the best we
can make it - which, of course, can always be better.”

Likewise, for chef Lee Man-sing of contemporary Cantonese restaurant
Mott 32, the long tradition of Chinese roasted meats can only continue
to improve. “With better sourcing of meats and a wider spectrum of
spices and condiments, as well as better techniques acquired from
other cuisines, our understanding of Chinese roasted meats has
deepened over the years,” says the graduate of the Master Chef Course
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This page, clockwise from top:
Ham-wrapped scallops on the grill;
Matt Abergel at Yardbird Hong Kong;
Argentine parrilleros preparing asado
in an archival image from 1929

Opposite page: A pita cooks on
asimple griddle over a live fire
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This page: The Signature Iberico Pluma Char Siu at Mott 32

Opposite page: The restaurant's expert in roasted meats,
chefLee Man-sing
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66 The expectations for and popularity of roasted meats is ever increasing,
which shows how important they are to preserve
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- Lee Man-sing

in Chinese Cuisine at the Chinese Culinary Institute. “Roasted meats
play an important role [in our food culture] and the expectations for and
popularity of such meats are ever increasing, which shows how important
they are to preserve.”

As Lee explains, there are two main schools of roasted meats in Chinese
cuisine. “In the North, you have Peking duck, in which the ducks are
roasted in brick ovens using wood harvested from fruit trees such as
lychee or longan,” he says. “In Southern China, including Hong Kong,
roasted meats are a very important part of the local cuisine. Char siu,
suckling pig, roasted goose, ducks, chickens and various cuts of pork
can be roasted through different techniques to become their own iconic
dishes, including diminishing flavours such as ‘gold coin chicken’, ‘duck
web wraps’ and ‘roasted pork ribs’”

While Peking duck is often cooked in a custom-built brick oven that traps
heat and the charcoal’s woody aroma, southern Chinese barbecue uses
a barrel-shaped oven similar to an Indian tandoor in which meats are
skewered and hung over the heat source at the base and centre. “This
allows the fat to melt as the meats gain colour and a smoky aroma,” Lee
says. “This type of oven can reach up to 350°C, and the heat is live fire
directly roasting the meats.”

Preparation and seasoning also play a big role in the taste and texture
of Chinese roasted meats, from the sugared vinegar solution used on
suckling pigs to the preserved crushed soybean paste, hoisin sauce,
garlic, preserved black beans and egg Lee uses to marinate the always
popular char siu at Mott 32.

“All around the world people have developed distinct ways of cooking
withfire. | think that today people tend to identify only a few sorts of foods
with live fire, but of course, you can make everything from fried eggs to
cassoulet to pad Thai over fire,” says Marcoux, who is well known for the
eclectic assortment of traditional cooking apparatuses in her backyard
as well as her lack of a microwave or gas grill.

“You can learn a lot using a cast-iron pan, an old grill grate and a few
wooden tools. You don't need a fancy fire pit, just a little dent in the
ground. A few bricks or rocks are handy to prop up your cookware. Be sure
to have a decent shovel to manipulate the coals. Ask your grandmother
or another elderly person if they remember important things about
cooking with fire, and try out what they tell you.

“| think a lot of people are interested in experimenting and learning
physical skills for themselves, and for those of us who love to eat well,
cooking with fire is a prime skill to study!” &
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