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From humble Italian-family kitchen to Michelin-starred greatness as an ambassador of
Italy’s cuisine in Hong Kong, chef Umberto Bombana has come a long way. HEAFIXRE
AENEFLHE MBS KSEERAF Y EEBHEBZANFEXEN B FUmberto Bombana » ZF R

ERERINEEIRTZ By Chris Dwyer

Ampassaqor

ClaSSssxs

Umberto Bombana already had seven Michelin stars tucked under his
apron, but the recognition of peers is crucial to any self-respecting chef,
and so the Hong Kong-based Italian was thrilled to receive a prestigious
Diners Club Lifetime Achievement Award at the 2017 Asia’'s 50 Best
Restaurants ceremony in February. When the accolade was announced at
the Bangkok gathering, 600 guests - including many of the greatest chefs
in the region - all rose to their feet, cheering and clapping at the modest
culinary giant's deserved triumph.

Hailing from a village in Bergamo, a province in the northern-Italian
region of Lombardy with a rich tradition of hospitality, Bombana has
described himself as an “ambassador for Italian flavour”. He was
gracious and humble at the awards ceremony, effusively thanking his
team, including those at his much-lauded 82 Otto e Mezzo Bombana
restaurant in Hong Kong, the only Italian dining room outside of Italy to
attain the three-star Michelin rating.

Bombana moved East from Italy almost 25 years ago to take up a position
at The Ritz Carlton, Hong Kong. As an aspiring chef, he had studied his
art at a culinary school in Italy, and he was apprentice to one of the
Mediterranean country’s most revered master chefs while still a teenager,
but his training actually began in the family kitchen, where two generations
of women instilled in him the fundamentals of home-style Italian cooking.
“In my house,” recalls the chef, “I spent Sunday morning, and sometimes
Saturday afternoon, with my mother and grandmother preparing a great
meal for Sunday.”

While Bombana was pleased to discover that helping out at home could
result in modest financial reward (“When you are young,” he says, “you
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get pocket money and tips - you think you're rich”), it was his passion for
cooking that drove him forward, and at the age of 13 he enrolled at the
Centro di Formazione Alberghiera culinary school in Clusone, Bergamo.
At 17, he became an apprentice to Chef Ezio Santin at the renowned
Antica Osteria del Ponte restaurant just west of Milan.

“In Italy, you start quite young, and | think it's right to get introduced to the GG .
real world at an early age,” Bombana says. “You start to work in the garden, In my hOUSG, | spent Sunday morning,

looking after the flowers and herbs. Then you start cleaning dishes, helping and sometimes Saturday aftemoon, with my
the ladies, you work a bit in the bar, and then you start to help the chef. mother and grandmother preparing

Wherever you are needed, you go, so you quickly get an idea of what the If Sund
industry is all about. It was a learning process - a good starting point if you a great mealTor sunaay

wanted to go deeper in the kitchen, or focus on the dining room, but the 2R SRR EREEEHN T REe
BRYSIS SRR ERNAE . 1Y

kitchen was always my thing.”

Bombana fondly recalls his time at Antica Osteria del Ponte, a bastion
of Italian culinary excellence and one of ltaly’s finest kitchens. The
restaurant obtained two Michelin stars while Bombana was working
there (later earning a third), and he credits Santin not only with teaching
him technique, but to have the greatest respect for ingredients and to
take nothing from nature for granted. It's a philosophy that stayed with
Bombana when he went on to work his magic in Los Angeles, Paris and
New York.

In 2003 he moved to Hong Kong, and seven years later would open his
own restaurant. He has never looked back: tables at his three-Michelin-
starred fine dining restaurant 8% Otto e Mezzo Bombana, located in
the heart of Hong Kong’s Central district, are always booked-out well
in advance, and in 2012 he opened a second outpost of the restaurant
in Shanghai; it was awarded two stars in the first edition of the Michelin
Guide Shanghai 2017. A third opened in 2015 in Macau, and it has one star
in the Michelin Guide Hong Kong & Macau 2017.

At 8%2 Otto e Mezzo Bombana, the chef is constantly pushing the
boundaries of traditional Italian cuisine, with a boundless creativity
that nevertheless puts prime importance on quality produce and the
honest food.

Bombana is perhaps best known for his love of truffles. While black

truffles feature prominently on his menus, it is white truffles in particular

that seem to hold a special place in his heart - perhaps partly because ~ Bombanaf#f2: [TEEAF AMIRFEFAIT KBS R HMAREBELNT
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the majority are found in Italy, most famously in the countryside around
Alba in Piedmont. When in season - white truffles are harvested from
mid-October to December - 82 Otto e Mezzo Bombana is a prime
destination for truffle devotees, with Bombana, often hailed as the king
of white truffles, offering special menus that showcase the coveted
fungi alongside simple ingredients that allow its intense and distinct
flavour to shine.

Aside from his three fine dining establishments, Bombana has opened
less-formal eateries in Hong Kong. CIAK - In the Kitchen, also in Central,
launched in 2013 and it has been awarded a Michelin star each year since
2015. A second location, CIAK All Day Italian opened in Taikoo Shing, to the
east of Hong Kong Island, in 2016 and this eatery was awarded the Michelin
Bib Gourmand in 2017.

“I'had this passion that | wanted to be more in fine restaurants, so | followed
this path, but you can do great food even if it's not very expensive. For
example, at CIAK we do organic fermented pizza, which is very good and
inexpensive, so the point here is to do something right,” says Bombana.
“Don’t always try to be the superstar.”

Never content to rest on his laurels, as the expansion of his culinary
empire thus far has shown, Bombana has recently launched a third
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concept. Octavium Italian Restaurant openedin July as a space in which
Bombana can explore new ideas. A small and constantly-changing
menu will be served from the private kitchen-like space that doubles

up as an experimental culinary laboratory. Bombana hopes to employ GG You have to have a ‘wow’ every da\/ There's
some new concepts to present his cooking, but plans to stay true to '

his culinary philosophy which is cooking with heart and passion. Within a|Wa\/S something. it'sa Iearning Process, as is life.

: . ; : , N N
walking distance of 8%2 Otto e Mezzo Bombana in Hong Kong's Central, FEREEIE [BH ] =Y LS IREERH -

the chef aims to spend time in both establishments, with Octavium - o g e @ 0
offering a prime opportunity to develop new and innovative ways of BIRDTAER AE—1 - SR 2 EMiBI2 QD

creating his acclaimed cuisine.

Bombana keeps busy in other ways, too. Having spent decades honing
his skills, he is constantly sharing those skills with those around him,
influencing the next generation of chefs in Asia, both within his own
kitchens and outside them. The acclaimed chef recently hosted a
culinary demonstration at the International Culinary Institute (ICl) -
where five of his kitchen staff at 82 Otto e Mezzo Bombana in Hong Kong
are graduates from — joining an illustrious roster of culinary legends that
includes Joan Roca from Spain’s El Celler de Can Roca, Lanshu Chen of
Le Mout in Taiwan, and Virgilio Martinez Véliz, whose flagship restaurant
Central Restaurante is in Peru, as honorary advisors.

The chef demonstrated a selection of his most popular dishes
from 8% Otto e Mezzo Bombana, including his Mayura signature
tenderloin, featuring his favoured ingredient in the form of truffle jus
and “melanosporum” black truffle. He was helped in the kitchen by two
members of his team, Steven and Eddie, both of whom are alumni of ICI.

“I'm so proud to be part of this,” Bombana says. “It's very important to show
the new generation what we do — what the chef’s world is. We must go out to
the new generation.”

PORTRAIT BY MOSES NG; OTHER PHOTOS BY ASIA'S 50 BEST RESTAURANTS; 82 OTTO E MEZZO BOMBANA; CIAK; INTERNATIONAL CULINARY INSTITUTE

Having the opportunity to learn from one of the greats, with multiple
Michelin stars to his name, is a privilege. But Bombana is keen to share
that he is still learning, as should the next generation of top-flight chefs
throughouttheir careers, whether they end up working in Michelin-starred
kitchens or in any other of an enormous of array of catering opportunities
that exists. “You have to have a ‘wow’ every day,” the Italian says. “There’'s  Bombana NMETEHE LR T - S+ EM bR R 51260
always something. It's a learning process, as is life.” BIEM o Z ZELLS - AR M NEAEFEREN (BRI TRENERERERE
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