fif
th

rough gems

RFRRA B BEIR LSRN VB (PR A > )R B i A
TN THAR R R R AR 2 A T 2

Truffles are anything but attractive and yet top specimens have been known to felch six-figure sums. Fust
what is it that’s made Italy’s “white diamonds” such a hot commodity at Asia’s top restaurants?

text lisa gerard-sharp
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Bombana with truffles;
Sophia Loren and celebrity
chef Carlo Zarri with the
Italian delicacy
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ITALIANS ARE PASSIONATE about the potency of their
favourite aphrodisiac. Truffles exude the sex appeal of a
powerful man whose ugliness merely confirms his potency.
At truffle auctions, scantily clad beauty queens parade the
truffles on silver platters, but all eyes are on the wizened
tubers. White truffles are one of those do-before-you-die
experiences. “Truffles taste and smell of people and sweat,”
celebrity chef Giorgio Locatelli says, “Everything that life
tastes and smells of is in there.”

The white truffle trail leads from
the autumnal mists of northern Italy
to the glitz of Hong Kong. It's a much-
mythologised pathway involving tales
of stolen truffles, feuding hunters,
poisoned dogs and prohibitive prices.
It all feeds into the mystique of Italy’s
“white diamonds”, the world’s costliest
delicacy. Sex appeal aside, eating a
white Alba truffle is like putting a gold
ring on your risotto.

France's Périgord region boasts
black truffles but they pale into
insignificance beside the superior
white truffles from Italy’'s Piedmont
region. Tuber magnatum pico is the

grand name for the gnarled lump that sends chefs into
ecstasy every autumn. In truffle country near Alba, chef
Carlo Zarri marvels at our love affair with these ugly
tubers: “Even 30 years ago, our white truffles were a
rarified pleasure — you had to eat them in Alba. Now
connoisseurs expect them in Manhattan or Macau. The
prices have soared and the truffles seem scarce.” Still,
he's looking forward to a decent harvest this autumn:
“Normally when the grapes are bad, the truffles are good,
and this year the grapes are only so-so.”

It's time for a lesson in all things truffle-related.
I'm here at the fortress of Montiglio Monferrato to follow
a scent that runs from this remote castle to skyscraper
restaurants in Hong Kong. In the castle, we come face
to face with the world's ugliest tubers. Truffle maestro
Roberto Pisani teaches us to scratch and sniff like truffle
hounds: “You can forget a colour, a tone of voice, but never
a smell — it's there within you, somewhere.” We may use
just 10% of our olfactory ability but we can recall scents

by tapping into race memory, our primeval “dogginess”.
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(From top) Truffle hunting
with dogs in Alba, in Italy's
Piedmont region; a few
“white diamond” slivers
transform a dish
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We slowly identify the main notes in truffles, from hay
and garlic to the minor notes of pepper and ammonia.
Balanced white truffle features a blend of honey, hay and
garlic aromas. Just as I come to recognise “boskiness”, my
confidence is destroyed. In rating the final truffle scents,
I mark the strongest one as the best; it turns out to be
an industrial fake. Zarri consoles me: it could be worse. A
couple dining in his restaurant once worried that
there was a gas leak. “They had never tasted
truffles and couldn’t place the potent aroma.”

Then we're whisked off to sniff around
the Alba truffle fair before joining a simulated
truffle hunt with Giuseppe and his pals. We
amble towards the thickets of poplars and oaks,
all prime truffle territory. White truffles grow
in symbiosis with the roots of oak, willow,
hazelnut and poplar trees and are harvested hy
hunters, each of whom relies on very little save
for a hoe, a stick and a truffle dog. The dogs
are revered and treated as partners in crime,
much as in a Hollywood buddy movie. Lillo
scampers off on the scent of one of the planted
truffles, but dutifully stops after uncovering
the bulbous tip.

My nose recoils from the aroma of the
truffles unearthed by the hound. It's akin to being plunged
into a farmyard reeking of manure, mouldy compost,
mushrooms, methane, musk and muddy clods of earth. The
second whiff is pure pheromones, essence of sex — all
emanating from this ugly, wizened tuber. I love it, as do
the panting truffle dogs beside me. White truffles do this
to people — twist your language into soft porn. Giuseppe, as
wizened as the white truffle he's holding, launches into the
life-sex-and-death theme that truffle hunters adore. “We
have a saying that these ‘white diamonds’ carry the power
to make women more tender and men more virile. But the
best death for this truffle is on my plate.” He conjures up
images of steaming tajarin (noodles) flecked with truffle
shavings. Soon we're “grating gold” over our pasta and
agree that this is truly “the best death” for a truffle.

These noodles are Zarri's favourite dish, but he also
recommends truffled eggs: “Pour a few drops of extra
virgin olive oil in a pan and fry the egg white until well-
cooked; add the yolk for 20 seconds, then serve on a warm

plate; shave the truffles on top and tuck in.” White truffles
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(From top) Alba’s castle
country, a hot spot for
truffles; hunters of the
treasure Emperor Nero
dubbed “the food of the

gods”
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lose their taste and perfume when cooked so they must be
served raw, finely shaved over simple dishes. Conveniently,
truffle inns are found near the fabulous vineyards, home
to velvety red Barolo and Barbaresco wines.

One night over a grappa, a friendly chef convinces
Paolo, his trusted hunter, to take me out truffling,
something the chef has never been allowed to do himself.
As a savvy local, the chef wouldn't be trusted not to
steal these secret spots and save himself a fortune in
truffle bills. Reluctantly, Paolo agrees, after
which I'm blindfolded and bundled into the
back of a car with a smelly dog. Deep in a
damp wood, I finally cast off my blindfold
and bond with Leo the dog. Paolo whispers
endearments in his ears — “passa anco’ na
volta,” (try another time) — and I sense the
night-time courtship between the hound
and his master. Local writer Cesare Pavese
once said: “Walking in the woods without a
dog would have meant my missing out on
life and the secrets below the surface.” Leo
digs frantically under a poplar tree and a
witchy, sea-slug of a tuber emerges into the
moonlight. Mission accomplished.

The night's truffling teaches me that provenance
is everything. As Locatelli confirms, misunderstandings
surround the not-so-humble truffle. “Everybody talks
about the price, but the focus should be on making sure
you buy from the right people, the guys who are protecting
the land and the purity of the eco-system where the
truffles grow. Otherwise nature will say, ‘Enough, I'm not
going to give you any more,” and there will be no truffles
for anybody in 20 years. It isn't just a snobbish thing to
pay a lot of money — it's about protecting the legacy of
the land.”

Even so, at Turin airport, my precious Alba truffles
are pounced upon by frantic sniffer dogs. The treasure
has been discovered not by the canine drugs squad, but
by the canine fraud squad, the dogs trained to sniff out
cash. Forget memories of my misty night in the woods.
The message is clear: my “white diamonds” have been
unmasked as dirty, sexy money.

By the time the season’s truffles reach Asia,
connoisseurs are primed for a party. Truffle fairs

culminate in star-studded charity auctions, not just in
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Italy but also in cities ranging from London to Hong Kong
and Macau. The auctions ally the host cities with celebrity
chefs and big-name entertainers, from Giorgio Armani to
Sting, Sophia Loren to Gérard Depardieu. In Italy, settings
have included a medieval castle but in Asia, fairs tend
to be held at Michelin-starred Italian restaurants. Only
outsiders marvel at the fact that the focus of bidding wars
is a smelly fungus that looks like a rotten potato.

Asian buyers usually triumph at international truffle
auctions. Recent years have seen winning bids from Gordon
Wu Ying-Sheun, the Hong Kong-based philanthropist and
construction tycoon, and Stanley Ho, Macau’s pre-eminent
gaming magnate. The casino mogul is the owner of the

world-record bid

<,

for a single truffle,
a 1.5kg monster
for which he paid
US$330.000
(HK$2.6 million)
in 2007. Ho then
equalled his own
outlay three years

later when he

' e AL B 5L snapped up two
- ‘Houndg havesbeen known:to b L
* paisonedby rival hunters truffles  weighing
. slightly less
than his earlier

acquisition. The following year, Hong Kong-based tycoon
James Thompson narrowly outbid Jeannie Cho Lee, Asia’s
first master of wine, for a prized specimen.

The razzmatazz is matched by an accompanying
star-studded truffle dinner, held in either Hong Kong
or Macau. The latter is home to Don Alfonso 1890, the
city's leading Italian restaurant, which is located at Ho's
Grand Lisboa. Hong Kong counters with 8% Otto e Mezzo
Bombana Hong Kong, run by Umberto Bombana, the “king
of white truffles” and Asia’s top Italian chef. This winter,
Bombana will co-organise the White Truffle Auction in
Hong Kong, working with representatives of Piedmont. “As
usual, all profits go to charity and I'll be head chef, in
charge of designing the white-truffle menu.” Last year's
auction raised HK$204 million for Mother’s Choice, a
local charity, with the top bid of HK$320,000 placed by
Mona Hsu for a 358g white truffle. Bombana's truffle-
themed dinner clearly did the trick.
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TRUFFLE TIPS &
CONTACTS

FREEJRAWE)R) Turin Tourist Board
+39 0115 35181, www.turismotorino.org

FTT ELHRIRE J) (RS B i 4 i
[#) Alba Tourist Board (truffle and
wine area) Ente Turismo, Alba Bra
Langhe & Roero, +39 (0)173 35833,
www.langheroero.it

P L35 X Tl 42 Alba Food Fair
iE AR FERETEH0H2A En A
18 HEMT » $RAEA AL R 88 I
HIT

Weekend food fair in Alba from

12 Oct-18 Nov. Gourmet truffle and
wine markets and medieval
re-enactments. +39 (0)173 361051

FARAA TG Truffe hunts
AR R SR SRS )
IR ] 2| Profumo della Notte > Bifi
Giuseppe&{’[ﬁﬁ"ﬁ’ﬁﬁﬁjﬁmna
— B, -

Real or simulated hunts organised
through the above or with Giuseppe
and his dog Luna at Profumo della

Notte. +39 33 9774 4832,
www.profumodellanotte.eu

iy i BRRA S

TRUFFLE TO-DO LIST

FRAR T AR VR R 1 A R R
— AU o (RAFTERE B e
TR WACE M e L
BREFTNOLE o B H A
o WEPAEARFRHZ AL - MAEE—E
SRR > EST AR o SWELLFAIAL
TN 30807 > HEE
ZRBD - s o FTLEE
PR > e TR
fi7H -
Wrap fresh, unwashed truffles
individually in paper towels. Place them
in airtight containers to seal in the
aroma and store on the lower shelf or
in the door of the refrigerator. Each
day, replace the paper towel with a
fresh towel and dry the condensation
from the container. When truffles
become soft, they must be used
immediately. A good truffle usually
ranges between 30g and 110g and will
lose up to 5% of its weight daily, so it
should be eaten while it’s still as fresh
as possible, though it will last for up to
seven days in the fridge.

_
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As an Italian “White Truffle Ambassador”,
Bombana is clear about his favourite treat —
“white truffles shaved over egg dishes, with the
warmth unleashing the unique aroma of the white
diamonds”. Famed for his authentic Italian dishes,
the three-star Michelin chef sees no need to pander
to local tastes: ‘I don't change my style according
to the clients. If it tastes great, it tastes great for
everybody.” Cheap Chinese truffles, once fed to pigs,
remain poor cousins to princely Italian truffles.
Blander and less perfumed, these truffles have no
place in Italian cuisine. As for the Chinese touch,
Bombana approves of a chef at Island Tang “who
once paired white truffles with the famous Chinese
dish crab meat in scrambled egg white. Egg white
is a light ingredient and doesn't overpower white
truffles. The principle behind the dish is similar to
the Italian way of cooking.”

La Piola is a more informal haunt for truffle
lovers in Hong Kong. The owner, Enrico Gili, comes
from a family of Piedmontese winemakers and
truffle hunters and is proud of his people’s traditions.
Diners appreciate “the homemade tajarin with white
truffles, or the egg sunny side up with white truffle
or white truffle risotto,” he says. But seasonality
and provenance are paramount: “In the last couple
of years we haven't had truffles in Piedmont before
October 25th, but here they start selling truffles in
September.” The assumption must be that Slovenian
truffles are sometimes passed off as the genuine —
Italian — article.

As a traditionalist, Gili is wary of watering
down time-tested recipes: “Many chefs don't salt
the water for pasta here in Hong Kong since the
locals don't like overly salty dishes, but we respect
the original recipes.” This Italian standard-bearer is
deeply wary of fusion cooking. “Nowadays truffles
are so popular that even Burger King has a ‘truffle
burger’,” he says. “Chefs use truffles in dim sum and
often mix too many flavours — generally the result
is ‘con-fusion’.”

In short, Italian national pride is at stake.
Giuseppe, my favourite truffle hunter, would agree.
“What's so special about white truffles?’ asks a late-
comer to our hunt. “If you have to ask, you haven't
sniffed one, you haven't lived” is Giuseppe's curt

reply. 0
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TRUFFLING IN HONG KONG

8120TTO E MEZZO BOMBANA HONG KONG
PRI B AL b KAL) B RE— 5 o

Also try 8 /2 Otto e Mezzo Bombana in Shanghai
and the new Opera Bombana in Beijing.
www.ottoemezzobombana.com

LAPIOLA
$EfPiedmont @ 1E Z L B (6 -
Offering “an authentic journey” through
Piedmont’s northern Italian cuisine.
www.terra.com.hk

¥ EjliE ISLAND TANG

B2 2 N R A o

Island Tang is both a Hong Kong celebrity spot
and a renowned fine-dining restaurant.
www.islandtang.com

XX 9 LR

TRUFFLING IN ITALY

AP I T LY R R 7 M A R AL R B
W > 4 1 Piedmont 2517 I K P2 35 £l
BTN o BRRREE AN SRR FTAN > HREE Y
TEARE N B KR 2 H AL LR -

The world’s most important white truffle area

is centred on Alba in northern Italy. This is also
Piedmont’s most prestigious wine region and
the setting for autumn food fairs. Stay in “truffle
country” here or in the regional capital, Turin,
where the top traditional restaurants serve
white truffles from autumn until January.

PORTADIPO

#4T Piazza Vittorio Veneto/#157E » HTajarin
AL AR BRI o

Set on the porticoed Piazza Vittorio Veneto
near the river, this smart inn serves creative
twists on Piedmontese classics.
www.portadipo.it

1TARTUFI BISTROT

AR EE R AR RSB WA TR B HE o

This brand-new truffle restaurant is linked to a
family of time-tested truffle hunters so quality is
pretty much guaranteed.

www.itartufibistrot.it

RELAIS SANTUFFIZIO

HT S S IEIE R - ALVETERT A R - BTG

Y o B — B S5 AR K fEitBarbera d'Asti
I

Set amid vineyards, this former Dominican
monastery is a serene retreat with a restaurant
and estate-bottled Barbera d’Asti wine.
www.relaissantuffizio.com

VILLA SAN CARLO

P & Al &% PG ffiCarlo ZarrifS & TP IE - A58

T AEPiedmont 4 JLZE G © Giorgio Armaniti i
RZarrif) i E%& o

Owned by master chef and sommelier Carlo

Zarri, who has prepared meals for Giorgio

Armani, Villa San Carlo offers creative
interpretations of Piedmontese classics.
www.hotelsancarlo.it _l

Photos © Lisa Gerard-Sharp, ASAC; Getty Images



