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Foong: Rising in the east 2222

Fuelled by an abundance of wild ingredients and respected age-old techniques,
innovative chefs are driving revolution in the often-overlooked cuisines of Eastern
Europe. RIBSEAMEMMEAEENTFERMANELELANZT AR AREHZ ZHENREE
N SE 1N © By Kee Foong
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[t would be fair to say that Eastern European cuisine rarely figures at the
top of favourite cuisine lists. As a region, it's more difficult to define than
the Mediterranean or Scandinavia. Historically a geopolitical hot potato,
its territory has been fought over, invaded and occupied, with borders
redrawn over the centuries.

According to the United Nations Statistics Division, Eastern Europe
includes Belarus, Bulgaria, Czechia (aka Czech Republic), Hungary, Poland,
the Republic of Moldovia, Romania, Russia, Slovakia and the Ukraine. The
Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are often included. And for
many, the region is defined by the communist-era Soviet Union, or USSR,
towhich several of the above countries belonged until the union’s collapse
in 1991. They were bleak times, not just politically and economically, but
gastronomically, when a bland uniformity of peasant and proletarian food
was the norm.

Anatoly Kazakov, of Selfie restaurant in Moscow, says that “in the USSR,
any kind of connoisseurship was discouraged. Food was considered only
as fuel for the body.” Polish chef Dawid Balana adds: “it was one of the
most tragic and dark times in our history, including our culinary history.”
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Once thought of as heavy and stodgy, the reputation of Eastern European
cuisine is improving, however, with a new breed of chefs cooking up a
storm in some of the most exciting restaurants to be found in Europe.
According to Martins Sirmais of 3 Pavaru Restorans in Latvia, “things
changed dramatically after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The shift was
radical - from planned economy and starving people eating basic food,
to the tough times of the 1990s. Now we are a region that is proud of its
heritage and wild ingredients, cooking and preserving techniques.”

Like otherregions, Eastern European cuisine reflects a plurality of food and
cooking styles influenced by its people, culture, climate and geography.
Seasons are important. Many areas endure harsh winters, especially in
the north, making it difficult to grow produce several months of the year.
Preserving, pickling, curing, fermenting and salting is common. Hearty
stews and soups are a staple. Come spring and summer however, produce
- fruitand vegetables in particular - is plentiful and the dishes lighter.

Expanses of forests, farmland, rivers, lakes and seas provide meat and
wild game, grains and seafood. Mushroom and berry-picking is a popular
pastime. Dairy features prominently — cheese, cream, butter, milk - as
does bread made from rye and sourdough. Sourness is a prized flavour,
and is often combined with sweetness. The best restaurants of today
harness the region’s bounty, pay respect to tradition, and are taking the
cuisine forward.

T RECTACDISISERITEMM RS RNBE  T—RNEMH EES R
NExBBENER HXET - BRIRNH&TERS Pavaru RestoransKEfMarting
SirmaisPTaEt : [#EEIAE  BE2RES B BN REEERTRYESE
MWEZ A EAIQOFRMEBHRE - R MY ECHER BERMK
FHRRRERMEFIESIARR -]

REARE RO RETRRE b RIEMIZARE  EK
PEZITHERMZARR - FHURBRIEAZEGA Syt il 2408
ZRIFBHE —F2hEIFLEABENE R URE K BEBNERS
TERGFRYEFEERE RENEEISELRARTEE - MBETE EF i
RERESW XAGEERRE%-

[EZEFRM B4 TR OAMAE R E R AR A TR RS
RREFERMERTEEEREANEREE - 21 &K Pl SR
i AR BREMEABHERERT - ERNARSEERK  RYBE ST
e 5K RANTARERSEA D EENYE A EE XA REREE 2

Opposite page: HE OnyxHERSH
Venison “montage”, EXABART FEEH
Duck Ravioli, Celeriac BERF

and Chervil at Onyx KB LZT:3 Pavaru

This page, from top: Restorans#J#/NZ ;
Shrimp Snack at 3 SelfieXEAnatoly
Pavaru Restorans; Kazakov

Chef Anatoly Kazakov

of Selfie

SEPTEMBER 2019 | INTERNATIONAL CULINARY INSTITUTE | AMBROSIA 28



Russia

As the largest country in the world, at 17 million square kilometres,
Russia dwarfs the rest of Europe. It stretches east to China, and north
into the Arctic circle, encompassing extremes in terrain. “Russia is the
land between Europe and Asia, so our cuisine has a strong touch of
both,” says Vladimir Mukhin, Executive Chef at White Rabbit in Moscow,
ranked number 15 on The World’s 50 Best Restaurants list 2018.
For example, pelmeni (dumplings with meat), a classic Russian dish,
originated from China and arrived via the ancient Silk Road.
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Mukhin’s mission is to bring the true taste of Russia to diners. “For this
reason | travel and gather forgotten recipes and then come back to
Moscow to my laboratory to reinvent them. My methods are modern - for
example | use a Rota Val rotary valve machine to cook one of my signature
soups, cold beetroot soup with cherry, or whip butter in a centrifuge, but
the food | create has the same taste as it did in the past.”

According to Mukhin, every region has its specialities, though some such
as Borodinsky bread, made of rye flour, malt, molasses, sourdough and
coriander seeds, can be found everywhere. Hot and savoury soups,
including solyanka, made of beef, and borscht, a beetroot soup that the
Ukraine claims as its own, are important in any meal. Importantly, “the
taste of the dishes may be sweet, may be sour, but never bitter,” says
Mukhin.

For rising star chef Anatoly Kazakov, of Selfie in Moscow, Russian food
culture reminds him more of Scandinavia than Eastern Europe. “We
consume a lot of preserves, fermented vegetables, dried mushrooms,
berries and fruits, cereals and roots.”

He observes that Russian cuisine has evolved quickly in the last 10 years,
especially in big cities such as Moscow and St Petersburg. As more people
traveland develop greater understanding of gastronomy, they increasingly
seekoutlight, healthy and elegant dishes, which restaurants such as White
Rabbit and Selfie offer. “Sustainability is key to my cuisine,” says Kazakov.
“What's growing near me is cheaper and fresher than imported goods. In
Selfie, we have 17 small suppliers — farmers, fishermen and hunters who
provide us with meat, fish, game, fruits, vegetables and herbs,” everything
he needs for his kitchen, sourced locally.

This page, from top:
Inside at White Rabbit;
the restaurant’s chef
Vladimir Mukhin
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Poland

Over the course of history, Poland
has suffered much at the hands of
invaders and despots, especially in the
20th century.

But Dawid Balana, Executive Chef at

Main Square Hospitality Group, which

runs some of the top restaurantsin the
former Polish capital of Krakow, including Michelin-recommended Kogel
Mogel, is optimistic. He believes that Polish and Eastern European cuisine
is where Nordic cuisine was 10 to 15 years ago: on the up.

“People are getting proud of their own tradition, history and origin,” says
Balana. “The soilis good, the climate is moderate, and such a combination
gives you a great variety of ingredients and produce to work with.”

He points outthatinthe16th century, Poland was a world power, importing
what were then luxury ingredients such as saffron, pepper, muscat, citrus
and almonds. Combined with porous borders that were crossed by Jews,
Ukrainians, Russians, Belorussians, Lithuanians and Tatars, an eclectic
cuisine developed that s “rich in recipes, techniques and ingredients.”

Balana nominates pierogi (boiled or pan-fried stuffed dumplings), Zurek
(a meaty, fermented grains soup), bigos (a stew made with sauerkraut and
mixed meats) and kiefbasa (sausages) as typical dishes worth seeking
out. He recommends accompanying a meal with good Polish vodka, or
krupnik, a spiced honey liqueur made from alcohol grain.

Miroslaw Adamczyk, Consul General of the Republic of Poland in HongKong,
sees his country’s food through the seasons. “Springis all about freshness -
fullof early vegetables, asparagus and cake with rhubarb,” he says. “Summer
is the time of soft fruits, all kinds of berries, broad beans, chanterelles and
refreshingly cold, creamy beet leaves soup.” Autumn is mushroom season,
and winter is his favourite time for eating healthy sauerkraut and hearty
stews. No matter the time of year, he recommends “a special place in your
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Hungary

If there’s one ingredient that is identified
with  Hungarian cooking, it's paprika.
Although originally from Central America,
the Hungarians have successfully
cultivated it for centuries.

Adam Mészaros, Executive Chef at Onyx

inBudapest, thefirstrestaurantin Eastern
Europe to attain two Michelin stars, says “paprika is the key ingredient in
every Hungarian home. We use sweet paprika powder to enhance the
unique taste of many of our traditional dishes, and it gives a nice colour
to the plates - you can recognise these typical dishes instantly.” These
include porkolt (beef stew) with galushka (mini dumplings), goulash soup,
stuffed cabbage, chicken paprika, stuffed paprika and bean soup with
pork knuckles.

Onions and garlic are also essential to Hungarian cooking, while bay
leaf, thyme, tarragon and dill appear regularly. Dairy, including cottage
cheese and sour cream add a rich twist to traditional dishes. Mészaros
says that Hungarian food is “characterised by delicious richness,”
perhaps best exemplified by prized goose liver and duck liver, which is
served at Onyx on specially handmade plates by renowned Hungarian
porcelain maker Herend.

Mészéros describes his style of cooking as “honest”. He mixes a deep
respect for tradition with a progressive approach to cooking, based on the
best Hungarian ingredients. “| like to discover and get these from those
Hungarian farmers, whom | have gotten to know, and we work together in
harmony.” Tradition and innovation inspire his two tasting menus, which
“leave behind stereotypes without abandoning our national roots.”

Hungary has along winemaking tradition, with diverse regions that include
world-famous Tokaj, Villany and Eger. Mészaros is keen for diners to enjoy
Hungarian wines, and offers wine pairings with the restaurant’s tasting
menus, “so they get to know our wineries and grape varieties with the
guidance of our great sommeliers.”
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Baltic States

More geopolitical grouping than formal
alliance, the Baltic States of Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania nonetheless have
much in common, including borders and
coastline along the Baltic Sea.

Tonis Siigur, Executive Chef at NOA Chef's
Hall, regarded as the best restaurant in Estonia by the prestigious White
Guide, nominates conservation as the main characteristic of Estonian
cuisine. With significant variation between and within seasons, and long
spells of cold weather, food preservation occurs “in every possible way. All
that we can harvest, we can also marinate, ferment, smoke, salt, acidulate
—-younameit, we doit.”

His cooking style is clean and minimalist, combining French technique
with a Nordic aesthetic. With half of Estonia given over to forest, Siigur
praises the “many unique Nordic ingredients hidden within it. These
authentic and ecologically pure ingredients are sadly something we see
less and less in the world’s cuisine.”

Across the border in Latvia, forest also covers more than half the country.
It feeds into the cuisine, which utilises wild ingredients such as herbs,
berries and mushrooms. Chef Marting Sirmais, of innovative 3 Pavaru
Restorans in Riga, is also a fan of dairy. One of his signature dishes,
oven baked-colostrum with cinnamon, uses a milky fluid derived from
mammals.

In Lithuania, Justinas Misius from Sweet Root, says it's not so much the
ingredients that are different, but the way in which they are used, for
instance, cucumber and honey, blueberries and milk, tomatoes and sour
cream, and lard and apple. “Our identity in food is not reflected in fancy
names or gourmet ingredients, but in pure and rustic dishes.”

Misius, who only uses local ingredients, has to work with what nature
sends him. “Our short seashore doesn't offer much fancy seafood, so
most of our fish (water-sprats, eel, lamprey) comes from lakes and rivers.
When we want to put something luxurious on our plates we usually head
to the forests,” where there are moose, wild boar, wild strawberries,
cloudberries, cranberries, blueberries, ramson, as well as a wealth of
edible mushrooms. “We are said to have at least 303 of those,” says Misius
who finds plenty to bring to the table. ¢
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