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Face to Face » Chefs of Chefs

—'ﬁfﬂ]ﬁmx‘j‘m by Lorenza Scalisi

Presidents come and go but their chefs remain. And for
decades, this is obviously seen from the curriculum vitae of
some 25 official chefs of various Heads of State. Here, we are
referring to "Le Club des Chefs des Chefs" (www.club—des—
chefs—des—chefs.com) and its G25 constituted in November
1977 during a dinner at Lyon by Gilles Bragard (yes, the Bragard
who clothes the world's most esteemed chefs) and Paul Bocuse
(father of Nouvelle French Cuisine).

The idea of the club was to assemble the chefs for heads of
state, including kings, queens, and princes, around the same
table driven by the motto: "If politics divide people, a good table
always gathers them". The club provided a common ground for
the exchange of culinary ideas, techniques, and trends, and
as well the food culture, tradition, and heritage of each chef
relavite to his/her own country. Other than enriching cultural
understanding and culinary experiences, the club also aimed at
raising funds for worthy charitable causes.

Rotating its annual meeting around the countries of the
members, the club chose Milan, the site of the 2015 World Expo,
as the meeting ground in July. The meeting was in synch with the
Expo theme of "Feeding the Planet Energy for Life ", addressing
issues on sustainability and global nutrition. Members of the club
made notable contributions to the event, translating the theme
and its mission into ingenious culinary expressions.

Global Gourmet Magazine was there and herein takes pleasure
in sharing with you our exclusive interviews with the selective
member chefs, including two from Asia: Thailand and the
People's Republic of China.
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At age 23, young Fabrizio entered the
kitchens of the Quirinale Palace and spent
the last seven years as the executive chef.

Lorenza Scalisi (L): How did you
become the executive chef for the Italian
President?"

Fabrizio Boca (F): "With sheer hard work.
| work with a team of ten who are all older
than me. | was chosen among young
chefs to replace the old one. This was
very unusual in Italy because the older
and more seasoned chefs are expected
to lead. Here, everything we do is a
‘matter of state".

L: Who takes care of supplies and what
kind of food does the President love?

F: | personally select and purchase
supplies, some on a daily basis. My day
begins at 6:30am or latest at 7am to get
the freshest and best ingredients in the
market. We keep products at the palace
exclusively lItalian, nothing exorbitant like
lobster or caviar. The pantry is stocked
with essentials. | find time to source for
artisanal items such as ham from Friuli
Venezia Giulia, Molise pasta, Piedmont
meat, cheese, extra virgin olive oil from
Lazio, Veneto flour, Umbria legumes,
Emilia Romagna salt, Campania tomatoes,
etc., all these in line with the principles of
Slow Food.

L: Any surprises from your wine list?

F: We don't have a real wine list since we
are not a restaurant. Special wines are
selected for special occasions by our
sommelier Domenico Santamaria.

L: | heard the palace has a vegetable
garden?

F: Yes. Presently, the garden is small
and insufficient to guarantee all the
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Executive Chef at Quirinale Palace for the President of the Italian Republic
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requirements. But the plan is to expand
for health and cost saving purposes.

L: Working for the President regularly,
what was his strangest request?

F: Contrary to what you may believe,
the kitchen never gets special requests
except for some casual suggestions.
Everything is kept simple like a traditional
Italian folk kitchen and with the regional
flavors of our President in mind.

L: What about preparation for special
guests such as visiting heads of state?
F: Nothing fancy or expensive looking
like a 20—course dinner but instead
a simple 3-course menu. Guests are
not here for elaborate tasting menus
but for meetings. | pay attention to
their dietary restrictions when | plan
my lItalian menus. An unforgettable
incident was the lunch in honor of Her
Majesty Queen Elizabeth. | prepared
a risotto with herbs and a roast lamb. |
remembered those were her favorites
in her last visit. | was overjoyed when
she personally thanked me for the
dishes.

L: What region in the world and
products intrique you most?

F: | travel a lot but have never been
to Japan. | am intrigued by its unique
and complex food culture and hope
to visit the country soon. | love spices,
especially paprika pimenton. | use it as
an exception to the rule of only having
"100% Made in Italy" at the palace.

L: What is the biggest challenge for
chefs playing your role?

F: Every day for the past seven years, |
cook for the same people fixated to the
same cuisine. It is extremely difficult
to be persistently interesting and
surprising in what | do. | share this with
other chefs on my Ocuco (ocucoroma.
it).
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L: You are an extraordinary exception in
the club. Tell us your story.

Cristeta Comerford (C): I'm the one and
only woman chef in the club; the first lady
in the kitchen of the White House; and
the first Asian descend born in Manila,
Philippines, to be in this position. My first
job was at Sheraton Hotel near O'Hare
International Airport, Chicago. After a stop
in Washington D.C., | moved to Vienna as
a rotating chef. In 1995 | entered the White
House during the Clinton administration,
thanks to its Executive Chef Walter
Scheib Il for taking me in. When he
retired in 2005, the First Lady Laura Bush
designated me as the Executive Chef.
This was right after | impressively handled
the gala dinner in honor of the Prime
Minister of India, Manmohan Singh.

L: You look cool and relaxed in your star—
sprangled attire in the kitchen, on stage,
and on TV. How do you manage to do so?
C: My carreer at the White House, where
| started as a helper, is an incredible
story, let alone the great challenges when
| became the Executive Chef. Firstly,
| had to adapt to different persidential
families every 4 years. It was like a
continuous balancing act, without being
too aggressive or boring, nor too ordinary
or sofisticated in my cooking. Secondly,
| have to create the appropriate menus
for different visiting dignitaries and
be truly expressive of my flag and its
cultural heritage in the food | present,
sshowcaasing our flavors being the
world's biggest melting pot.

L: Which is the "red line" or the fil rouge of
your culinary style?

CRISTETA COMERFORD

Executive Chef at the White House for the President of the United States
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C: To be open minded to different
influences and cultures. This openness
defines the American lifestyle and
my kitchen. When expecting foreign
delegations, my team and | would work
toward paying homage to their nation.
An example would be preparing for
the visit of the Italian President and
his delegation this summer. We gave
our menu an ltalian touch of tomatoes,
basil, and gelato. In short, food well
fused with culture makes up our style.

L: How do you translate Michelle
Obama's focus on healthy lifestyle in
your food?

C: Each First Lady makes her imprint in
our kitchen and Mrs. Obama created
a new season. She developed a huge
1,000 square meters green garden
to illustrated its benefits on health,
environment, and cost savings. For
more variety of organic vegetables, |
go to the local farms. We are seven in
the team. A special task force comes to
help for bigger, special occassions.

L: What about wines?
C: While our cellar has a selection of
international wines, we focus on top
U.S. labels such as those from Napa
Valley, California, and Washington
State, among others.
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L: How long have you worked in the
kitchen of the Federal Chancellor of
Germany?"

Ulrich Kerz (U): Fourteen years ago
starting 2001. My first Chancellor was
Schroder. | am from Berlin and never
expected to become the personal chef of
our Chancellor.

L: Do you magnify the culture of German
cuisine when catering to official functions?
U: Always. In July 2012, fellow members
of our club visited Berlin. | prepared a
typical Deutsch menu of vegetable and
fried fish. German food with german wines
consititute the essence of our menus for
visiting foreign dignitaries and friends.

L: How many guests do you usually have
for an official function?

ULRICH KERZ

Executive Chef for the Federal Chancellor of Germany
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U: A maximum of thirty covers. We
are not like China which is the only
country with two members in the Chefs
des Chefs club. And in China, they
manage to have dozens of people in
the kitcehn to serve as many as 10,000
guests a single setting. Here in our
kitchen, we are only 8 plus 6 waiters.

L: How would you describe your typical
day?

U: | go by myself to the markets and
food shops for fresh products. Berlin is
famous for its food outlets with an array
of products from our organic farms. |
prepare simple and easy dishes for
Mrs. Merkel. Politicians travel a lot and
experience all sorts of fancy cuisines
and restaurants. Coming home, they
just look for something as simple as
salad and that's it.

L: Which is the most interesting food
destination for you?

U: I love traveling and the Chefs
des Chefs club gives us the best
opportunities to travel worldwide. |
am always filled with new cultural
discoveries and inspiration after
traveling. | was thrilled visiting Beijing
and Hong Kong where | experienced
the amazing Beijing roast duck and

indulged in a variety of noodles and
diverse regional flavors.

L: What food do you like most at home?
U: Surprise! At home, my wife is the chef
and she loves italian food: Pasta, cheese,
salami, etc. Wives and mothers give the
first imprint of food in our lives. | am a chef
because my mom was an exceptional
COOK.
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CHRISTIAN GARCIA

Executive Chef for the Princedom of Monaco &
Current President of le Club des Chefs des Chefs
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L: You are both the President of the Club
and the "oldest" carrier at the Palace. Tell
us your story.

Christian Garcia (C): | was 23, working at
Hotel de Paris, a top hospitality landmark
in Monaco, when | was called to the
Palace of Prince Ranieri Ill. The job
offered was for 7 months only, but after
28 years I'm still there working as the
executive chef.

L: How did you become a chef in the first
place?

C: | was born in Bourges, Centre-Val de
Loire Region. My father's classic French
brasserie honed me into food service from
the kitchen to the tables. | grew with my
passion and became a chef at 18, a few
months after arriving in Monaco.

L: What's the culinary tradition of Monaco
like and what's your personal direction?
C: We call it "Cucina della Riviera" in
Monaco, meaning a mix of French and
Italian tastes. Monaco joins the culinary
advocates today in going back to the
roots, focusing on tradition, biodynamics,
authenticity, and simplicity; doing away
with fusion and extravagance. Princess
Charl & ne is a healthy food "fanatic" who
established a foundation for environmental
protection, focusing on sustainable and
organic farming. Here, we religiously
abide by the rules in conserving
endagered plants and animal species like
the red tuna, among others. The Princess
comes to the kitchen regularly to discuss
our menu which consists of 3 courses.
Prince Alvert is a passionate connoisuer of
food and wine. His private wine collection
in the cellar ranges from French to ltalian
and the world over.

L: Do you find your travels and holidays
inspirational?

C: Yes, | find them refreshingly
inspirational and somehow it also rubs
on the people | serve. | love spices from
Asia to South America and create oriental
and mexican flavors. Being faithful to my
tradition, | am careful not to exagerate into
meaningless fusion.

L: How do you describe the cuisine you
prepare for official dinners?
C: Usually, chefs of our nature prepare the

cuisines of their respective countires
but of course, there are exceptions.
During the visits of Princess Charléne
from South Africa and President
Mandela, | prepared an entire South
African dinner per suggestion of our
Princess. And for the dessert, my
replica of the biggest South African
diamond adorning on the crown of
Queen Elizabeth was a hit.
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Few Thais do not know Chef Kent Arnon
Massanglong who appears regularly on
TV and as well takes charge of the official
receptions of the Thai Royal Family. These
are but two among the many roles Kent
plays as culinary judge, educator, and
brand ambassador, to mention a few.

Born into a family strongly linked to food,
Kent has chefs and restaurateurs as family
members and relatives. Even his two
siblings are also chefs. Since childhood,
the kitchen was his world, well bridged
between east and west by his Thai father
and Dutch mother. Food in the family was
ever a showcase of eastern and western
flavors.

Right after finishing school, Kent went
globe trotting to experience the diverse
food cultures of Europe, Asia, and the
Pacific. Morever, his 15 years stay
in France seriously engaged him in
classical French cuisine. Returning to
Thailand in 2000, he opened his "Chef
Kent de Cuisine" restauirant serving
Thai and French food with a stylish
flair unmistakably Kent. Subsequently,
his wealth of experience and culinary
versatility got him appointed to the Royal
Palace of Thailand.

Ricky Xu (R): How did you land in the
Royal Palace as its executive chef?

Kent (K): It all started some six years
ago when | was working as Thai Chef
de Cuisine at the InterContinental Hua
Hin where the Royal Family frequently
dined. My mentor was the ex-secretary
of the King. One thing led to another and
| was summoned to teach Thai cooking
on the King's Satellite TV culinary training
out reach program to benefit those who
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cannot afford formal culinary schooling.
And, when the Palace Chef Nobert
Kostner retired, | was appointed to take
his place.

R: Besides divine providence, what
do you think really earned you this
position?

K: My experience and versatility with
both Thai and Western cuisines; my
positive personality; and my well-
rounded exposure.

R: Please briefly describe the scenario
of preparing for a royal Thai reception.

K: When there is a royal function, the
restaurant | have comes in handy.
Everyone and everything needed from
my own restaurant get involved. Small
functions are sometimes held at my
place while the bigger, more significant
ones are hosted at the palace. Like all
chefs for heads of state, we prepare
weeks and months ahead of time,
gathering pertinent information on the
nature guests, their taste preferences
and allergies in food, thematic and
cultural considerations, so on and
so forth. We then proceed to menu
planning and development followed
by presentation and food tasting with
officials in charge of the event.

R: You wear many hats but what
occupies the core of your works?

K: Preserving the highest level of quality;
developing enthusiastic and customer
oriented professionals; creating
productive work environment; and
engaging in the fight against hunger.
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Ricky Xu (R): Share with us your inspiring
story as a chef for western cuisine at the
Great Hall of the People of china.

Xu Long (X): After graduating from
Shenyang Service and Polytechnic
School, | was assigned to work at the
Great Hall in Beijing in time for the
celebration of the PRC's 35th anniversary.
At that time, western food was still alien
and the few senior chefs knowledgeable
of western food had only Russian cuisine
as reference. So, | was then assigned
augment the few staff in the western
kitchen. | wanted to learn the cuisine
systematically but the only references
were foreign recipes and | got lost in the
maze of English terms.

Came 1988, | was lucky to train at the
Windows of the World Restaurant on
the top floor of the International Building
managed by Hong Kong restaurateurs.
The western restaurant was one of the
very few in existent and | had to struggle
communicating in Cantonese and English.
But it paved my way to the World Trade
Centre Club in Hong Kong the following
year. The experience became the
cornerstone of my career. Through the
1990s, my craft improved working at the
western kitchens of various 5-star hotels
like China World, Great Wall Sheraton,
The Peninsular, and Kempinski, including
Maxim's. Today at the Great Hall, an array
of western gourmets continues to impress
visiting international dignitaries.

R: What were some of the most
unforgettable moments at work?

X: In 1992, the 15th annual meeting of le
Club des Chefs des Chefs was held in
Beijing. It was the first in China after we
became a member. Some 30 member
chefs came resembling a gathering
of nations at the Great Hall where we
organized the event. The club faxed us
the list of ingredients needed by the chefs
for their dishes. It was a nightmare since
most ingredients were not available at
that time: Paprika for Hungarian Chef
Gyular Gullner; caraway and allspice for
Austrian Chef Werner Matt; fresh whole
salmon for Swedish Chef Werner Vogeli,
etc. For salmon, we only found a frozen
one. Despite all these, the experience
was not only enriching but also compelled

Executive Chef for western cuisine at the Great Hall of the People of China
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me to learn French. Five years later
when | attended the club's 20th annual
meeting at Quebec and Montreal,
founder and secretary general Gile
Bragard was surprised as | conversed
with him in French.

The club's 33th annual meeting in 2010
returned to Beijing (and Hong Kong)
after 18 years. The camaraderie was
binding. Two years after in Thailand, |
was warmly welcome by the 80-year
old Chef K.Vajarodaya who served the
king. Came 2014 World Gourmand Best
Cook Book Awards held in Beijing, |
was honored to receive on behalf of our
founder Gile Bragard his book award
on stage. We are constantly in touch
as | regularly send him the articles |
write for Global Gourmet (formerly New
Western Cuisine) magazine.

R: Is there any difference between your
role and that of your fellow members?
X: Generally speaking, we all play
the same role of serving the heads
of state but mine varies in numbers
and magnitude of service. Most, if not
all members of the Club des Chefs
des Chefs are the personal chefs of
presidents, kings and queens in charge
of their meals and official functions.
Here at the Great Hall, service extends
from state banquets for visiting
dignitaries to all types of functions for
local ministries and leaders.

R: What are some significant joys and
pains of your work?

X: Challenges can make or break
a person. They confront us all the
time, from personal biases and
misunderstandings to problems at
workplaces. Yet so long as you persist
and work hard, no problem is too big to
surmount. As the saying goes "No pain
no gain', the key is to adapt and the
secret is to endure.

R: What are the significant points
differentiating Chinese cuisine from
Western ones.

X: The biggest difference lies in the
core of every cuisine which is culture.
Yet, it is also the most neighboring.
The multiplicity of flavors, ingredients,

cooking tools, and methods around the
world plus the difference in geography,
races, traditions, beliefs, and norms have
polarized gastronomy into a spectrum as
diverse as the languages and dialects
spoken on planet earth. Moreover, none
of us have the same needs, perceptions,
values, and aspirations in life. Yet, being
able to understand and embrace each
other's differences, instead of being
alienated by them is the law of co-
existence. | have expressed in my write—
up for Global Gourmet (New Western
Cuisine) Magazine in 2012 that "Food is
the common blessing of humanity and the
common denominator of harmony.

R: How has the role of chefs evolved?

X: A deserving master of chefs does
not only excel in techniques but also in
culinary artistry and creativity. Cooking
as an art showcases talents; as a science
cooking demonstrates dexterity with
ingredients. The culinary profession has
evolved to embrace both art and science;
not as an end in itself but a means to
benefiting people's health and lives.

R: What are you interests and hobbies?
X: | have many interests and they change
as | age. For me, reading provides a
wealth of knowledge while collecting
coins opens an amazing world of history
and culture. For 20 years | have been
collecting coins, particularly Jewish and
Israeli's money which connect me to
the history, culture, religion, tradition,
philosophy, and customs of the ancient
Hebrew civilization, including its politics,
education, agriculture, medicine, socio—
economic structure and military setup.
This inspired me to write and it took me 10
years to complete my hardcover exposé
into Jewish and Hebrew coins and money
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conveyed through 1,080,000 words and
600 pages published in 2010. The Israeli's
Ambassador to China Matan Vilnai had all
praises for my book. Collecting coins not
only gifted me with world knowledge but
also earned me many friends".

| am also very much into the study of
herbs and spices. Each of them is also
linked to history, culture, tradition, and
people. In fact, the Silk Road is a spice
route linking the east and west. | have
been telling the stories behind herbs and
spices for the last four years in my column
published in the monthly Global Gourmet
(New Western Cuisine) magazine which |
plan to compile into a book and perhaps
also set—-up a museum of herbs and
spices.

R: What do you imagine yourself doing
many years from now?

X: August this year marked my 31 years
working at the Great Hall but still, there is
yet a lot to learn. Thinking back, | could
not contain my joy in my first visit to the
culinary landmark in Europe such as
Gambero Rosso Citta del Gusto, including
my involvement with Meat & Livestock
Australia for its culinary events in Malaysia
and Singapore. Looking forward, | cannot
imagine myself doing otherwise.

R: If by stroke of fate you were not a chef,
what would you be doing?

X: My chef's career was not by choice.
Turning back the clock, | could have been
a military officer, if not, a professor. But |
believe everything in life is God given.

R: As a mainstay of our Supreme
International Jury, how do you see
our "Chef par Excellence" Culinary
Competition?

X: Global Gourmet "Chef par
Excellence" Culinary Competition
is a highly respected annual match
anticipated and participated by top
culinary professionals from across
China. The competition serves as
an authoritative platform for chefs
to continually meet new levels of
culinary artistry and excellence. More
importantly, it is the dynamic venue
for the exchange of culinary ideas and
expressions among the new generation
of chefs in China.
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